
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































240 Violence and the Sacred 

only serves, by a process of self-denigration that still has its roots in 
religion, to raise it to the top once more. If we wish to situate ourselves 
in relation to other cultures we must refine the current view of our 
ethnocentrism and resign ourselves to the relative uniqueness of our 
society. 

Contemporary thought is in chaos, as it must be when progress is 
real. Where it still survives, it displays pathological symptoms. 
Thought, in fact, is caught up in a circle, the very circle drawn for us 
b\r Euripidean tragedy. In striving to escape from the circle, thought 
only enters more deeply into it, and as the radius of the circle shrinks, 
thought moves ever faster, spinning itself into an obsession. However, 
there is no such thing as an obsession pure and simple, as the legion of 
timorous anti-intellectuals would have us believe; and it is not by 
breaking out of the circle that thought will ultimately free itself, but 
by penetrating to its very center, while somehow managing to avoid 
the pitfall of madness. 

Nothing now exists to interfere with a full revelation of violence— 
not even violence itself, which men and its own extraordinary growth 
have combined to deprive of that freedom of moment that formerly 
assured the efficiency of the generative mechanism and the repression 
of the truth. The trap that the Western Oedipus has set for himself 
will snap closed at the precise moment when the quest is finished, for 
trap and quest, here again, are one and the same thing. 

Today the reign of violence is made manifest. It assumes the awe­
some and horrific form of technological weaponry. These weapons, as 
the ''experts" blandly inform us, are what is keeping the whole world 
more or less in line. The idea of "limitless'' violence, long scorned by 
sophisticated Westerners, suddenly looms up before us. Absolute ven­
geance, formerly the prerogative of the gods, now returns, precisely 
weighed and calibrated, on the wings of science. And it is this force, 
we are told, that prevents the first planetary society, the society that 
already encompasses or will soon encompass the whole of humanity, 
from destroying itself. 

It seems increasingly clear that the pressure of violence or the insis­
tence of truth (for whom man acts as a kind of torchbearer) has 
forced modern man to come face to face with this same violence or 
truth. For the first time he is confronted with a perfectly straight­
forward and even scientifically calculable choice between total de­
struction and the total renunciation of violence. 

It is something more than mere chance that has led to the coinci­
dence of these remarkable events, linking the indubitably real progress 
of the so-called human sciences with the slow but steady progress of 
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knowledge toward an understanding of the surrogate victim and of the 
violent origins of all human culture. 

+&4 ETHNOLOGICAL STRUCTURALISM works at un­
covering differences everywhere. Superficially, it might be said to be 
the simple antithesis of an older ethnological approach, that of Levy-
Bruhl, which refused to see differences anywhere. Levy-Bruhl thought 
that he had located the "primitive mind" in certain aspects of myth 
and religion, and he postulated a permanent inability on the part of 
primitive peoples (the Australian aborigines, for example) to discern 
differences. He went so far as to suggest that these aborigines could 
hardly distinguish between men and kangaroos. The structuralists have 
replied that as far as kangaroos are concerned, the aborigines have a 
thing or two to teach the ethnologists. 

It sometimes seems as if the variations of twentieth century7 ethnol­
ogy run parallel to the variations in esthetics and to intellectual fads in 
general. Levy-Bruhl's primitive man, lost in the mists of his mythic 
stupor, is succeeded by the structuralist chess player, elaborating intri­
cate systems with imperturbable ease. We are constantly shuttling 
between these extremes, which serve to create an illusion of change by 
means of increasingly bizarre constructs, but which in reality change 
very little. 

Levy-Bruhl and the structuralists cannot be put on the same level, 
because differentiated structures have a definite autonomy, a textual 
reality that the sacred never possesses or possesses only in appearance. 
Structural analysis cannot deal with everything, but within its limits it 
is highly satisfactory. 

The sacred concerns itself above all with the destruction of differ­
ences, and this nondifference cannot appear as such in the structure. It 
can only appear (as we saw in Chapter 2) in the guise of a new and 
somewhat equivocal kind of difference—a double, multiple, monstrous, 
fantastic difference, but one that is nonetheless meaningful. In Myth-
ologiques, monsters are ranked alongside tapirs and peccaries as if they 
constituted real zoological species. And in a sense they do. For in 
myths the role of violence in destroying and producing significations is 
muted and disguised, and those aspects of the myth that refer to its 
own origins are woven into a tissue of enigmatic allusions. Structural­
ism cannot penetrate this enigma because it deals only with differential 
systems; because, strictly speaking, only differential systems are di­
rectly observable. 

As long as meaning is healthy, the sacred is absent. It remains outside 
the structure, untouched by structural ethnology, banished by struc-
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turalism. In a sense this elimination of the sacred constitutes real 
progress, for it is finally accomplished in a thorough and systematic 
manner. And though accompanied by ideological prejudices, it is not 
dependent on them for its efficacy. Structuralism constitutes a negative 
but indispensable stage in the discovery of the sacred, for it does away 
with the confusion that has previously prevailed. Thanks to structural­
ism, it is possible to distinguish the finite quality of sense—of structure 
—from the infinite quality of the sacred, that inexhaustible reservoir 
from which all differences flow and into which they all converge. 

We now know that the sacred reigns supreme wherever a cultural 
order has not yet taken hold, has only begun to take hold, or has lost 
its hold entirely. The sacred also reigns over structure: engenders, 
organizes, observes, and perpetuates it or, on the contrary, mishandles, 
dissolves, transforms, and on a whim destroys it. But the sacred is not 
actually present in structure in the sense that it is present everywhere 
else. 

Structuralism makes this relationship clear, but it is incapable of 
expressing it directly, for structuralism is itself locked into the struc­
ture, a prisoner of the synchronic, unable to perceive a change in terms 
of violence or fear of violence. Structuralism has its limits, and it is 
precisely these limits that make the disappearance of the sacred seem 
natural to the structuralists. Yet they can no more reply to the ques­
tion, "Where did the sacred disappear?" than they can reply to the 
accusation of overemphasizing binary oppositions. Their proper reply 
to this latter charge should be that binary oppositions are predominant 
because there are never more than two antagonists or two sides in any 
conflict, and as soon as a third adversary7 appears, the two others either 
join forces in opposing him or he elects to join one or the other side. 

To pass beyond the limits of structuralism we must first pause to 
consider the doubtful significations, those that imply both too little and 
too much: twins, illnesses, all forms of contaminations and contagions, 
inexplicable reversals of meaning, unexpected growths and shrinkages, 
strange excrescences and deformations, and all forms of the monstrous 
and the bizarre. Nor, of course, should we overlook sexual and other 
transgressions, acts of violence, or behavior that is in any way excep­
tional, especially when such behavior seems to be in defiance of an 
explicit gesture of communal unanimity. 

The opening pages of Levi-Strauss's The Raiv and the Cooked seem 
to abound in signs relating to mythic birth: incest, vengeance, betrayal 
by either a brother or brother-in-law, collective metamorphoses or 
destructions as preambles to acts of foundation and creation—and all 
of them attributed to culture heroes whose antagonisms have somehow 
been aroused. 
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In a Bororo myth the sun commands the inhabitants of a village to 
cross a river by means of a footbridge, which collapses under their 
combined weight. All the villagers perish with the exception of the 
culture hero, who "could only walk slowly because his legs were de­
formed," and therefore lagged behind the rest.10 The hero brings the 
drowned villagers back to life under different forms: "The hair of 
those who were sucked into the whirlpools turned wavy or curly; the 
hair of those who drowned in calm waters was fine and smooth."11 

They return in separate groups and on a selective basis. In a Tenete-
hara myth the culture hero, Tupan, is furious at learning that his 
godchild had been mistreated by the relatives in whose care he had 
placed the boy, and he orders the child 

to gather all the feathers he could find and to spread them around the 
edge of the village. Then Tupan set fire to the feathers, and the entire 
village was surrounded by walls of flame. The inhabitants ran from side 
to side, but they were unable to escape. Little by little their cries became 
lower until they were transformed into the grunts of pigs; at the same 
time the people began to take on the form of peccaries and wild pigs. A 
few of them escaped into the dense forest, and the wild pigs that inhabit 
the forest today are their descendants. Tupan made his godchild, 
Marana ywa, the owner of the wild pigs.12 

In an interesting variant, the culture hero "puffed clouds of [to­
bacco] smoke into the interior. The occupants became dizzy, and 
when the demiurge cried out to them, 'Eat your food!' they thought 
he was ordering them to copulate. They proceeded to have coitus and 
made the usual grunting sounds while doing so. They were all changed 
into wild pigs."13 

This passage offers a clear indication of the "mystical" role played 
by tobacco and drugs in chamanistic and other practices. Tobacco 
contributes to the sense of dizziness induced by the sacrificial crisis. 
The reciprocal violence expressed by the inhabitants running "from 
side to side" in the first version is reinforced by the sexual promiscuity 
in the second, the result of an explitit loss of significations. 

Although Levi-Strauss if not referring specifically to a sacrificial 
crisis, he is clearly referring to the birth, if not the rebirth, of significa­
tions: "It is clear that the myths I am comparing all offer an original 
solution to the problem of the change-over from continuous quantity 
to discrete quantity."14 Thus we are indeed dealing with significance-

i° Claude Levi-Strauss, The Raw and the Cooked, trans. John Weightman and 
Doreen Weightman (New York, 1969), p. 51. 

n Ibid. 
12 Ibid., p. 84. 
13 Ibid., p. 85. 
1* Ibid., p. 53. 
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producing mechanisms, for i4in any field a system of significances can 
he constructed only on the basis of discrete quantities." 

However, Levi-Strauss always views the production of sense as 
a purely logical problem, an act of symbolic mediation. The role of 
violence remains hidden. In exposing this role to view, we are not 
merely evoking the "affective'1 aspects of the mvth—its ability to in­
spire mystery and terror—hut calling attention to the violence that 
dominates all aspects of myth, including its logic and meanings. Vio­
lence is behind all mythic themes, and only an understanding of its role 
is capable of bestowing a coherence on these themes; for without 
sacrificing structure, we can recover its lost origins and confer on 
mvth an essential function. 

*&>4 THE ANALYTICAL METHOD applied in previous 
chapters to Greek tragedy has been primarily employed to decipher 
the myths of which the tragedies themselves constitute the first efforts 
at decipherment. In concluding the present chapter I will try to show 
that this method loses none of its validity when applied outside the 
realm of Greek tragedy and mythology. 

Because the last two chapters have been largely devoted to incest 
prohibitions and marriage regulations, it might be interesting to exam­
ine a myth that attributes the same origin to both of them and lends 
support to our theory as a whole. The myth in question comes from 
the Tsimshian Indians who inhabit the Pacific coast of Canada.15 

A chieftain's son falls in love with the daughter of his mother's 
brother—that is, his cross-cousin. The girl, out of sheer perversity, 
demands that the young man prove his love by disfiguring himself. 
The young man therefore scars first his left cheek, then his right; and 
the girl, horrified by his ugliness, banishes him from her sight. The 
brokenhearted young man flees the country, intent only on death. 
Finally he arrives in the land of Chief Pestilence, Master of Deformi­
ties. A crowd of tribesmen surround their leader, all of them mutilated 
and crippled. They are dangerous, for anyone who responds to their 
advances comes to resemble them. The young man is careful to ignore 
them, and the chief agrees to restore his features, in fact to make him 
handsomer than before. The young man is boiled in a magic pot, from 
which the chief's daughter extracts his stripped and whitened bones. 
He is then brought back to life, resplendent with beauty. 

Now it is the girl's turn to fall in love with her cousin, and her 
cousin's turn to demand the same proof of love she had asked of him. 

13 Franz Boas, "Tsimshian Mythology," Report of the Bureau of American 
Ethnology 31, 185, No. 25. See also Stith Thompson, ed., Tales of the North 
American Indians (Bloomington, Ind., 1968), pp. 178-186. 
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The girl scars both sides of her face and is scornfully rejected by the 
young man. Frantic to have her lost beauty restored, she too repairs to 
the court of Chief Pestilence; but unlike the young man, she accepts 
the tribesmen's invitation to join them. Thereupon they make the un­
fortunate young woman one of their own, crippling and mutilating her 
and then casting her out to die. 

The reader will have recognized in this tale a number of familiar 
themes. All the people in the myth either disfigure others, demand that 
others disfigure themselves, try in vain to disfigure others, or actually 
disfigure themselves—all of which amounts ultimately to the same 
thing. One cannot exert violence without submitting to it: that is the 
law of reciprocity. Everybody in the myth comes to resemble every­
body else. The danger threatening newcomers at the hands of Chief 
Pestilence's tribesmen is in fact visited by both cousins on each other. 
Pestilence and mutilation signify one and the same reality: the sacrifi­
cial crisis. 

In the relationship between the two cousins the woman initially has 
the upper hand. She incarnates beauty, the man ugliness; she is free of 
desire, while he is caught in its thrall. The relationship is then reversed. 
Differences cancel each other out; a symmetry is constantly generated, 
invisible in each synchronic moment taken separately but visible in the 
accumulation of successive moments. This is what constitutes the non-
difference of the sacrificial crisis, a truth forever inaccessible to the 
two partners who live out the relationship in the form of alternating 
differences. The symmetry of the overall picture is reflected in the two 
sides of the face, each scarred in turn. The same details are reiterated 
throughout the story (until the conclusion), but never simultaneously. 

Between the two cousins and Chief Pestilence's tribesmen there is 
the same relationship as that between the protagonists of Oedipus the 
King and the Theban plague victims. The only way to avoid contagion 
is to turn a deaf ear to the appeals of the enemy brothers. On the level 
of the tribesmen—that is, the collectivity—the myth speaks objec­
tively. It does what we ourselves did in our opening chapters: it "short-
circuits" the alternating differences. It does so with good reason, for 
this difference only ends in similarity. The reciprocal mutilation takes 
the direct form of a loss of differences, a "becoming the same" at the 
hands of those whom violence has already made identical. When we 
note that this process consists of turning men into doubles as well as 
into monsters, it is clear that we are dealing here with a sacrificial crisis. 

Mutilation symbolizes the working of the crisis in dramatic fashion. 
Clearly, it must be viewed both as the creation of fearfully deformed 
beings and as the elimination of all distinguishing characteristics, all the 
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salient features of these beings. The process imposes uniformity and 
eliminates differences, but it never succeeds in establishing harmony. 
In the image of monstrous mutilation the procedures of reciprocal 
violence are expressed in such powerfully condensed form that they 
appear bizarre, indecipherable, and "mythic.,, 

Levi-Strauss mentions this Tsimshian myth in one of his essays; he 
calls it a "horrific little fiction."16 We prefer to describe it as a re­
markable fiction about the horrific human relationships occasioned by 
reciprocal violence. In any case, the term "fiction" is hardly worth 
retaining. Although the myth itself is foreign to our Western mode of 
thought, the relationship between the cousins introduces an element 
that our classic theater traditionally treats in terms of tragic conflict or 
comic misunderstanding and that also bears a striking resemblance to 
the sentiment of love-jealousy found in the novels of Stendhal, Proust, 
and Dostoevsky. 

The prince and princess claim and obtain from each other the same 
violent loss of difference that Chief Pestilence's tribesmen inflict on 
those who are mad enough to join their ranks. All differences dissolve 
and disappear, yet in a sense they remain inviolate and whole. We are 
never told in the myth that the differences between the tribesmen and 
the two cousins, and more importantly between the two cousins them­
selves, have been eliminated; and the destruction of the symmetry 
between the cousins at the conclusion forcefully affirms the primacy of 
differences. 

There is nothing in the relationship between the cousins to justify 
this loss of symmetry, except for the fact that the Indian girl, like 
Oedipus, initiated the whole action. This identifying of the origin with 
an instance of impure violence is not wholly satisfactory. Once again 
we find ourselves confronted by the basic contradiction that underlies 
Oedipus the King and The Bacchae. While the course of the relation­
ships reveal a constant erosion of all the differences, and while the 
mythic action tends toward the perfect symmetry of the undifferen­
tiated relationships, the outcome of the myth arbitrarily reverses the 
process. The asymmetry of the message is here again in direct contrast 
to the burgeoning symmetry apparent on every other level. Everything 
leads us to suspect that this contradiction must be linked to a specific 
event that lies buried in the myth's conclusion—the murder of the girl, 
who to all appearances performs the role of surrogate victim. Once 
again the unanimity-minus-one of collective violence recreates mythic 
differences, which are themselves the issues of a violent undifferentia-
tion taking place throughout the narrative. 

16 Claude Levi-Strauss, "La Geste d'Asdiwal," Annuaire de Vecole pratique des 
bautes etudes 6 (195&-59). 
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The violence to which the young woman is subjected at the hands of 
Chief Pestilence's tribesmen resembles the violence that preceded it in 
every way but one: its finality. The act serves definitively to stabilize a 
difference that otherwise would have continued to alternate between 
the two protagonists. It is the whole mob of tribesmen, the whole 
community, which falls upon the girl and tears her limb for limb with 
their naked hands. Once again we recognize a Dionysiac sparagmos. 
And once again we recognize the generative, because unanimous, act 
of mob murder. 

The return to differentiated harmony is based on the arbitrary ex­
pulsion of the surrogate victim. The metamorphosis of the chieftain's 
son is also based on this generative violence, even though it happens to 
precede it in the mythic sequence and is integrated in part to the 
reciprocal interplay. It is the other face of the generative violence, the 
return to beneficence following the paroxysm of malevolence. That is 
why this metamorphosis also abounds in elements that designate and 
disguise the mechanism of the surrogate victim. The strange technique 
of the happy metamorphosis resembles a shamanistic initiatory dream, 
of which there are many examples in American Indian folklore— 
dreams about dead men who are revived when their body or bones 
have been trampled on.17 This technique can perhaps be compared to 
a sacrificial practice, referred to earlier (see p. 100), in which the 
crowd stamps on the victim himself or on his burial place. It should 
also be noted, however, that the final metamorphosis occurs with 
stripped and whitened bones—that is, with human remains that are free 
from all taint of corruption or decay. The metamorphosis of the chief­
tain's son thus constitutes a return from the dead. It is the happy result 
of an act of supreme violence, perpetrated by restored unanimity. The 
reconquest of beauty coincides with the renovation of the cultural 
order. And Chief Pestilence himself incarnates all the successive aspects 
of violence; master of deformities and metamorphoses, sole arbiter of 
the ultimate game, he plays the same role as Dionysus in The Bacchae. 

AH the significant differentiations of the myth—the difference be­
tween the protagonists and Chief Pestilence's tribesmen, then the 
sexual difference between the protagonists, together with the fact that 
they are cross-cousins—all these can be traced back to the act of gen­
erative violence. The mythic action, the process of violent undifferen-
tiation, cannot fail to upset the norm established at the myths outset: 
the difference, which is now normative as well as significant, enjoining 
these two cross-cousins of different sex to marry. An unstable combi­
nation of undifferentiation and difference, the myth is inevitably pre-

17 Cf. Thompson, ed., Tales of the North American Indians (Bloomington, 
1968), p. 261 n. I. 
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sented in terms of the violation of a rule established by itself. This is 
the way it was originally told to Franz Boas by his native informant. 
Ever since the girl in the myth met her unhappy fate, he was told, 
young girls have been married off to their cousins regardless of their 
personal preferences. 

It is interesting to compare our myth with the rites performed at the 
marriage of cross-cousins of a princely family of the Tsimshian people: 
"When the prince and the princess have been joined together, the 
tribesmen of the young man's uncle begin to shake; then the tribesmen 
of the girl's uncle begin to shake, and a combat breaks out between the 
two groups. Stones are thrown, and many heads are battered. The scars 
and wounds... [serve] as proof of the wedding contract."18 

Up to this point the presence of the sacrificial crisis behind the myth 
was only a hypothesis, prompted by the belief that the mutilation 
image was based on a real occurrence. The matrimonial myth confirms 
this hypothesis by incorporating the violence in question; ritual vio­
lence, to be sure, but perfectly real and clearly linked to the theme of 
mutilation in the myth: "Stones are thrown and man heads battered." 
It is easy to imagine a twentieth-century Cervantes or Moliere planting 
in the midst of those flying stones a devotee of the self-referential text 
in order to prove to him that some metaphors are more striking than 
others. The Indians had no doubts on this subject: "The scars and 
wounds . . . [serve] as proof of the wedding contract." The sacrificial 
nature of this violence is further confirmed bv an additional fact com-
municated to Boas by another native informant. Among the Niquas, 
whose marriage customs are similar to those of the Tsimshians, the 
battle betwen the two groups can reach such a pitch of intensity that 
one of the slaves on the fiance's side is killed. The sacrificial aspect of 
this action is implicit, but obvious. It is known in advance to what side 
the victim will belong and that he will be a slave and not a free 
man—that is, somebody wholly apart from the community, whose 
death will not risk unleashing a real crisis. Although foreseen, the death 
retains a problematical quality that recalls the unforeseeable advent of 
the surrogate victim, for a man is not killed on every such occasion. 
When a man is killed, his death is looked upon as a good omen, a sign 
that the couple will never separate. 

The diverse mutilations described in the Tsimshian myth and ritual 
will undoubtedly prompt the psychoanalytically inclined to see the 
whole affair in terms of "castration." The loss of difference is a more 
comprehensive interpretation. The theme of violent undifferentdation 

18 Boas, "Tsimshian Mythology." 
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includes that of castration, whereas the castration theme cannot pos­
sibly include all the elements covered by violent undifferentiation. 

Ritual violence is intended to reproduce an original act of violence. 
There is nothing mythic about this original violence, but its ritual imita­
tion necessarily includes mythic elements. The original violence cer­
tainly did not bring into conflict two such neatly differentiated groups 
as those of the two uncles. It can be stated as a principle that violence 
precedes either the division of an original group into twTo exogamous 
moieties, or the association of two groups of strangers, gathered to­
gether to effect matrimonial exchanges. The original violence took 
place within a single, solitary group, which the mechanism of the 
surrogate victim compelled either to split in separate groups or to seek 
an association with other groups. Ritual violence invariably takes place 
between already constituted groups. 

Ritual violence is always less internal than the original violence. In 
assuming a mythico-ritual character, violence tends toward the ex­
terior, and this tendency in turn assumes certain sacrificial characteris­
tics; it conceals the site of the original violence, thereby shielding from 
this violence, and from the very knowledge of this violence, the ele­
mentary group whose very survival depends on the absolute tri­
umph of peace. The ritual violence that accompanies the exchange of 
women serves a sacrificial purpose for each group. In sum, the groups 
agree never to be completely at peace, so that their members may find 
it easier to be at peace among themselves. We see here the principle 
behind all "foreign" wars: aggressive tendencies that are potentially 
fatal to the cohesion of the group are redirected from within the 
community to outside it. Inversely, there is reason to believe that the 
wars described as "foreign wars'* in the mythic narratives were in fact 
formerly civil strifes. There are many tales that tell of two warring 
cities or nations, in principle independent of one another—Thebes and 
Argos, Rome and Alba, Hellas and Troy—whose conflicts bring to the 
surface so many elements pertaining directly to the sacrificial crisis and 
to its violent resolution that it is hard not to view these stories as 
mythic elaborations of this same crisis, presented in terms of a "Active" 
foreign threat. 



«*©#l| Chapter Ten 

The Gods, the Dead, the Sacred, 
and Sacrificial Substitution 

e ^ > 3 £ l | EVERY GOD, HERO, AND MYTHIC CREATURE 
• • ^ ^ ^ so far encountered, from the sacred African king to Chief 

Pestilence of the Tsimshians, embodies the interplay of violence pro­
jected by an act of generative unanimity. 

Oedipus, our first example, seemed at the outset of his career to 
incarnate an almost exclusively maleficent form of violence. It was 
only later, in Oedipus at Colonus, that he assumed an actively benefi­
cent role. As we know, unanimous violence is generative of a religious 
order and the man charged with the crime of patricide and incest is 
credited with the act of generation. Thus Oedipus's transformation 
into an object of public reverence is not hard to understand. 

The two Oedipus tragedies permit us to study in isolation two 
conflicting and successive moments of the hero's sacralization. In The 
Bacchae, as we have observed, these same two moments serve to define 
the dual personality of Dionysus, his beneficent and maleficent aspects. 
In the Euripidean drama the moments are so telescoped and juxtaposed 
that it would be almost impossible to recognize their point of origin or 
appreciate their historical development if we did not have Sophocles' 
Oedipus plays to guide us. The religious formulation of the Oedipus 
myth is considerably easier to grasp because it is less transmuted, more 
directly based on the mechanism of the surrogate victim. 

In The Bacchae Dionysus plays the role not of victim, but of 
executioner. This difference, which may at first seem crucial, is in fact 
of no consequence for the religious implications of the work. As we 
have already remarked, the mythic or divine creature who appears as 
the incarnation of violence is not restricted to the role of surrogate 
victim. The metamorphosis of the maleficent into the beneficent is the 
major aspect of his mission, the aspect that elicits public veneration; 
but he is equally capable of effecting the reverse transformation. He 
can intervene at any stage and assume all roles, either simultaneously or 
in succession. Thus, there are moments in Dionysus' career when he 
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relinquishes the role of executioner to assume that of victim of the 
diasparagmos. In one episode of his myth, for instance, he is torn limb 
for limb by a raging mob of Titans: a mythic creature (Zagreus or 
Dionysus) is sacrificed by other mythic creatures. The burden of the 
story is identical to that of the origin myths referred to earlier. 

We have seen that in the course of the Incwala rites the King of the 
Swazi becomes simultaneously executioner and victim. Similarly, the 
Aztec god Xipe-Totec demonstrates the ability of the incarnation of 
the sacred to assume different roles within the system. Sometimes this 
god is killed and flayed in the person of a victim offered as substitute 
for him; at other times the god becomes the executioner, flaying vic­
tims in order to don their skin. Evidently religious thought perceives 
all those who participate in this violent interplay, whether actively or 
passively, as doubles. Xipe-Totec can be translated "our flayed lord 
and master"—a name that suggests that the basic role remains that of 
surrogate victim. 

The theory of a violence that is sometimes reciprocal, sometimes 
unanimous and generative, is the first truly to take into account the 
double nature of all primitive divinities, the blending of beneficent and 
maleficent that characterizes all mythical figures who involve them­
selves in mortal affairs. Dionysus is at one and the same time the "most 
terrible" and the "most gentle" of the gods. There is a Zeus who hurls 
thunderbolts and a Zeus "as sweet as honey." In fact, there is no 
ancient divinity who does not have a double face. If the Roman Janus 
turns to his worshippers a countenance alternately warlike and peace­
ful, that is because he too reflects the same alternation; and if he comes 
in time to symbolize foreign war, that is because foreign war is merely 
another form of sacrificial violence. 

If we understand the interplay of violence in primitive societies, the 
origins and structure of all mythical and supernatural beings becomes 
clear. As we have seen, the surrogate victim meets his death in the 
guise of the monstrous double. All sacred creatures partake of 
monstrosity, whether overtly or covertly; this aspect of their nature 
can be traced to the monstrous double. The marriage of beneficent and 
maleficent constitutes, of course, the original and fundamental mon­
strosity, the superhuman creatures absorption of the difference be­
tween "good" and 'bad" difference, that basic difference that dominates 
all others. 

There is no essential difference between the monstrous aspects of 
Oedipus and the monstrous aspects of Dionysus. Dionysus is simul­
taneously god, man, and bull; Oedipus is simultaneously son, husband, 
father, and brother of the same human beings. Both have incorporated 
into themselves differences normally considered irreconcilable. Reli-
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gious thinking puts all differences at the same level; it assimilates fam­
ily and cultural differences to natural differences. When we are dealing 
with mythology, therefore, we must make do without any clear dis­
tinction between physical monstrosity and moral monstrosity. Reli­
gious thought makes no distinction between biological twins and twins 
of violence engendered by the disintegration of the cultural order. 

All the episodes of the Oedipus myth are repetitions of one another. 
Once we recognize this fact it becomes apparent that all the figures in 
the various episodes are monsters and that their resemblance is far 
closer than appearance alone might suggest. Oedipus, naturally, is a 
monster, but Tiresias is a monster, too: as a hermaphrodite he incor­
porates the difference between the two sexes. The sphinx is a monster, 
a veritable conglomerate of differences, with its woman's head, lion's 
body, serpent's tail, and eagle's wings. On first glance there is a radical 
difference between this imaginary creature and the human protag­
onists, but this difference vanishes on closer inspection. The sphinx-
plays the same role in relation to Oedipus as do all the human figures. 
The sphinx bars Oedipus's way; it becomes an object of fascination 
and a secret model; it is the bearer of the logos phobon, the oracle of 
doom. Like Laius, like the drunken Corinthian earlier in the story and 
Creon and Tiresias later, the sphinx dogs Oedipus's tracks—whenever, 
that is, Oedipus is not dogging the sphinx's tracks. Like the others, the 
sphinx catches Oedipus in an oracular trap; in short, the episode of the 
sphinx recapitulates the other episodes. The sphinx appears as the in­
carnation of maleficent violence, as Oedipus himself will appear later 
on. The sphinx has been sent by Hera to punish Thebes, just as the 
plague is visited upon the city by order of Apollo. Like the plague, the 
sphinx's appetite for victims increases steadily until it is vanquished by 
Oedipus, who thereby restores the city. The episode of the sphinx 
shows Oedipus in the role of monster-killer or executioner. Later, a 
monster himself, he will assume the role of surrogate victim. Like all 
incarnations of sacred violence, Oedipus can and does play every part 
in succession. 

The sacred king is also a monster. He is simultaneously god, man, 
and savage beast. Royal titles like "the Lion" or "the Leopard" may 
degenerate into mere formulas, but they have their origin in memories 
of the monstrous double and generative unanimity. Moral and physical 
monstrosity are thus blended and confused. Like Oedipus, the king is 
at once stranger and son, the most intimate of insiders and the most 
bizarre of outsiders; he is an exemplar of enormous tenderness and 
frightful savagery. As an incestuous criminal, he stands above and be­
yond all the rules he promulgates and enforces. He is the wisest and 
the most lunatic, the blindest and the most lucid of men. This monop-
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olizing of differences, which makes of the king a sacred monster in 
every possible sense of the term, finds vivid expression in ritual chants: 

The chieftain is neither this nor that. 
The chieftain is neither good nor bad. 
He is at once guest, foreigner, and host villager. 
He is the wise man and the fool.1 

It should be no cause for surprise, then, that the august inhabitants 
of Olympus have been charged with a fair number of rapes, murders, 
parricides, and incestuous acts, as well as innumerable incidents of 
savagery and madness. Nor should we be surprised to discover that 
these divine personages seem to be made up of bits and pieces taken 
from every order of reality—human, animal, inorganic, cosmic. Noth­
ing is more futile than to seek stable distinctions among these monsters, 
unless it is the attempt to derive psychological insights from their 
stories, insights pertaining either to individuals or to the "collective 
consciousness." Of all learned pursuits undertaken in the course of 
Western history, that one is surely the most foolhardy. The pseudo-
rational treatment of monsters, the classification of monster stories into 
"archetypes/' can only serve as a humorless revision of Ovid's subtle 
and exhaustive Metamorphoses; it can only serve further to elaborate 
the mythological process. To pontificate on the subject of monsters is 
in effect to take them seriously, to enter into their game; it is to be 
duped by their appearance instead of recognizing the human being 
who lurks behind the monstrous form. 

The variations among various types of mythological creatures only 
become interesting if we relate these variations to their common origin 
in generative violence. We then realize that the differences reside not 
in the objects themselves but in the indeterminate nature of the hal­
lucinated ^differentiation they embody, an ^differentiation that is 
made determinate retrospectively by the generative violence. 

Some religious differences clearly reflect the violence that engen­
dered them: the ritual incest of the African monarchs, for instance, or 
such sacrificial practices as the Dionysiac sparagmos. In many mytholo­
gies the gods, spirits, or mythic creatures are divided into two distinct 
camps, one of "serious" and one of "comic'' personalities. The Greek 
Hermes and the Roman Mercury are examples of comic gods. Some 
societies harbor sacred clowns or fools. The North Americans have 
their "tricksters1*; there are royal fools, and kings of fools, and any 
number of temporary sovereigns, both comic and tragic, who are 
ceremonially sacrificed at the predetermined end of their brief reign. 
These figures are incarnations of sacred violence as surely as the Afri-

1 Theuws, "Naitre et mourir dans le rituel Luba," p. 172. 
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can king, but on a somewhat different level. In each case we are dealing 
with collective violence, and more specifically with a certain mode of 
collective violence. In addition to the "serious" expulsion, there must 
always have been an act of expulsion based at least in part on ridicule. 
In the modern world our everyday, much diluted forms of social 
ostracism are generally based on ridicule; much of contemporary liter­
ature is explicitly or implicitly concerned with this phenomenon. We 
need only think of those social categories and individuals that provide 
the victims in scapegoat rites—vagabonds, beggars, cripples—to recog­
nize that derision of one form or another plays a large part in the 
negative feelings that find expression in the course of the ritual sacri­
fice and that are finally purified and purged by it. 

We have here a body of material that calls out for detailed analysis. 
But because the relevance of this material to my general thesis presents, 
at least in principle, no real problem, let us pass on to other forms of 
religion and consider how they can fit my scheme. Let us turn first to a 
religious practice that may appear very different from those previously 
examined but one that is in actuality closely related: ancestor worship 
or, more simply, the worship of the dead. 

In certain cultures the gods are either absent or insignificant. In such 
cases mythic ancestors, or the dead, take the place of the missing 
divinities and are seen as the founders, guardians and, if need be, dis­
rupters of the cultural order. When incest, adultery, and other social 
ills begin to proliferate, when family relationships begin to crumble, 
the dead are displeased and visit their displeasure on the living. They 
bring nightmares, madness, contagious diseases; they provoke discord 
among relatives and neighbors and instigate all sorts of perversions. 

The crisis assumes the form of a loss of difference between the living 
and the dead, a casting down of all barriers between two normally 
separate realms. We have here the proof that the dead incarnate vio­
lence; exterior and transcendent violence when order reigns, immanent 
violence when things turn bad and maleficent reciprocity walks 
abroad. The dead do not want the total destruction of an order that is 
after all basically their own. After they have brought about a 
paroxysm of sorts in the community they are willing once more to 
accept the homage of their descendants; they cease to haunt the living 
and withdraw to their usual retreats. If they do not go into exile of their 
own accord, they allow themselves to be led into exile by the com­
munity's ritual observances. The difference between the living and the 
dead is thereby restored. 

This troubling confusion between living and dead is sometimes re­
garded as the consequence of the crisis and sometimes as its cause. The 
punishments that the dead inflict upon the living are indistinguishable 
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from the consequences of wrongdoing. In a small community hubris 
spreads rapidly, with, as we know, dire results. Thus the vengeance of 
the dead, like the vengeance of the gods, is both real and implacable. It 
is, in fact, violence's own revenge on those who wield it. 

In this instance the dead have clearly replaced the gods, and the 
beliefs relating to the dead lead us back to our discussion of Oedipus, 
Dionysus, and the rest. Yet a question remains: How can the dead 
incarnate violence as authoritatively as do the gods? 

Death is the ultimate violence that can be inflicted on a living being. 
It is therefore the extreme of maleficence. With death a contagious 
sort of violence is let loose on the community, and the living must take 
steps to protect themselves against it. So they quarantine death, creat­
ing a cordon sanitaire all around it. Above all, they have recourse to 
funeral rites, which (like all other rites) are dedicated to the purgation 
and expulsion of maleficent violence. 

Whatever the cause and circumstances of his death, the dying man 
finds himself in a situation similar to that of the surrogate victim vis-a­
vis the community. The grief of the mourner is a curious mixture of 
terror and hope—a mixture conducive to resolutions of good conduct 
in the future. The death of the individual has something of the quality 
of a tribute levied for the continued existence of the collectivity. A 
human being dies, and the solidarity of the survivors is enhanced by his 
death. 

The surrogate victim dies so that the entire community, threatened 
by the same fate, can be reborn in a new or renewed cultural order. 
Having sown the seeds of death, the god, ancestor, or mythic hero 
then dies himself or selects a victim to die in his stead. In so doing he 
bestows a new life on men. Understanding this process, we can also 
understand why death should be regarded as the elder sister, not to say 
the mother and ultimate source, of life itself. 

Belief in a union between life and death has long been ascribed to the 
cycle of the seasons, the annual rebirths and deaths in the plant king­
dom. Such a theory simply involves heaping one myth on top of an­
other; it refuses to acknowledge the violence that permeates all human 
relationships. The theme of death and resurrection flourishes in regions 
where seasonal change is nonexistent or very slight. And even wrhere 
analogies do exist or when the religious imagination has put them to 
use, we are not justified in regarding nature as the source of this belief. 
The periodicity of the seasons serves as a rhythmic accompaniment to 
the changes that occur in human relationships and have as their pivot 
the death of a sacrificial victim. 

Death, then, contains the germ of life. There is no life on the com­
munal level that does not originate in death. Death can appear as the 
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true godhead, the confluence of the most beneficent and most malefi­
cent forms of violence. This mav well have been what Heraclitus 
meant when he declared: "Dionysus and Hades are the same." Surely 
he is not merely making reference to Dionysus' anecdotal link to the 
Underworld, but rather is directing attention to death, community 
harmony, and the genesis of the gods. 

A duality of "good" and "bad" may be found even in the material 
aspects of death. As long as the process of decomposition takes its 
course, the cadaver is an impure element. Like the violent disintegra­
tion of a society, the physiological decomposition of the corpse leads 
gradually from a very complex system of differentials to undifferen­
tiated dust. The forms of the living revert to formlessness. And lan­
guage itself falters in describing the "remains." The rotting corpse 
becomes, in the words of Bossuet, "cet objet qui n'a de nom dans 
aucune langue." 

However, once the process has been completed and the terrible 
dynamism of decomposition is over, the impure status of the "nameless 
object" is generally terminated as well. In certain societies the dry and 
whitened bones of the deceased are thought to possess beneficial prop­
erties, to be conducive to fertility.2 

Every death tends to become ritualized after the model of the gen­
erative expulsion, to make allusion to the underlying mystery of 
violence. In return, the generative expulsion may be memorialized in 
the form of death. This is precisely what takes place when the dead 
exercise functions that are elsewhere the prerogative of the gods. All 
aspects of violence are assimilated to an individual ancestor or to the 
entire legion of the dead. The monstrous character of the original 
ancestor, the fact that he is frequently the incarnation of an animal, 
can be seen as proof that the "monstrous double" still holds sway at the 
origin of the cult. The worship of the dead, like the worship of the 
gods, represents an interpretation of the role of violence in the destiny 
of a community. In fact, it is the most transparent of all such interpre­
tations, the closest to what actually occurred the first time—except, of 
course, that it has misconstrued, as always, the mechanism of recovered 
unanimity. This interpretation states explicitly that the origin of any 
cultural order involves a human death and that the decisive death is 
that of a member of the community. 

»4&ft4 l B E G A N B Y TRACING the course of violence 
through those beings who appear to incarnate it: mythic heroes, sacred 
kings, gods, and deified ancestors. Those various incarnations enrich 

2 See Chapter 9, p. 247. 
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our understanding of the many roles of violence and clarify the func­
tion of the surrogate victim and the preeminent importance of violent 
unanimity. 

These incarnations are invariably illusory in one sense. Violence 
belongs to all men, and thus to none in particular. All the actors have 
the same role, with the exception of the surrogate victim. But anybody 
can play the part of surrogate victim. It is futile to look for the secret 
of the redemptive process in distinctions between the surrogate victim 
and the other members of the community. The crucial fact is that the 
choice of the victim is arbitrary. The religious interpretations we have 
considered so far are at fault precisely because they attribute the bene­
ficial results of the sacrifice to the superhuman nature of the victim or 
of the other participants, insofar as any of these appears to incarnate 
the supreme violence. 

In addition to such "personalized" interpretations, there is an imper­
sonal approach. It corresponds to the full range of the term sacred, or 
rather, of the Latin sacer, which is sometimes translated "sacred" 
sometimes "accursed,"' for it encompasses the maleficent as well as the 
beneficent. Analogous words can be found in many languages; the 
famous mana of the Melanesians, for example, or the ivakan of the Sioux 
and the orenda of the Iroquois. 

In one respect at least the structure of the sacer is the least deceptive, 
the least mythic of all; it postulates no single master of ceremonies, no 
intervention by a privileged party, even a superhuman one. The fact 
that the sacer can be understood in terms that require no anthropo­
morphic presence demonstrates that religion should not be defined as 
animism or anthropomorphism. If religion consisted of "humanizing" 
the nonhuman or bestowing "souls" wherever they were felt to be 
lacking, an impersonal apprehension of the sacred would not be pos­
sible. 

My effort to group all the subjects considered in this study under a 
general heading has resulted in the tide Violence and the Sacred. This 
impersonal designation is fundamental to our discussion. In Africa, as 
in many other parts of the world, there is only a single term to denote 
the two faces of the sacred—the interplay of order and disorder, of 
difference lost and retrieved, as enacted in the immutable drama of the 
sacrifice of the incestuous king. This term serves to describe all the 
royal transgressions, all forbidden as well as all permitted sexual prac­
tices, all forms of violence and brutality; unclean things, decaying 
matter, monstrosities, disputes between relatives and neighbors, out­
bursts of spite, envy, and jealousy. In addition, the same term embraces 
the creative impulse and the urge for order, for peace, calm, and stabil­
ity. All these varied significations appear under the aegis of royalty. 
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Royalty is an incarnation of the sacred. But these same manifestations 
of the sacred can also exist apart from royalty; we must have recourse 
to the sacred in order to understand the institution of royalty, but the 
reverse does not hold true. 

Sacrifice too can be defined solely in terms of the sacred, without 
reference to any particular divinity; that is, it can be defined in terms 
of maleficent violence polarized by the victim and metamorphosed by 
his death (or expulsion from the community, which amounts to the 
same thing) into beneficent violence. Although the sacred is "bad" 
when it is inside the community, it is "good" when it returns to the 
exterior. The language of pure sacredness retains whatever is most 
fundamental to myth and religion; it detaches violence from man to 
make it a separate, impersonal entity, a sort of fluid substance that 
flows everywhere and impregnates on contact. The concept of con­
tagion is obviously a by-product of this way of envisaging the sacred. 
As a concept contagion makes empirical sense in many cases, but it is 
mythic insofar as it ignores the reciprocal aspect of violence; it literally 
reifies the violence mat is active in human relationships by transform­
ing it into a pseudo-substance. Though generally less mythic than the 
language of divinity, the language of pure sacredness is more mythic in 
that it eliminates the final traces of the real victims, thereby concealing 
the fact that the sacred cannot function without surrogate victims. 

I have used the phrase "violence and the sacred"; I might as well have 
said "violence or the sacred." For the operations of violence and the 
sacred are ultimately the same process. Although ethnologists are gen­
erally disposed to acknowledge that violence exists at the heart of the 
sacred, they also hasten to add that the sacred includes another, more 
important and directly contradictory element. The sacred, as they see 
it, involves order as well as disorder, peace as well as war, creation as 
well as destruction. In fact, the sacred seems so heterogeneous that the 
specialists have despaired of ever sorting it out. Yet the theory of 
generative violence permits us to define the sacred in simple, concrete 
terms that emphasize its underlying unity without overlooking its 
complexity; it enables us to bring together all the disparate elements of 
the sacred into an intelligible whole. 

Once we have recognized the role of generative violence, it becomes 
clear why the sacred is able to include within itself so many opposites. 
Sometimes it rallies the whole community around itself in order to 
save mankind and restore culture, sometimes it seems intent on de­
stroying its own creations. Men do not worship violence as such. Prim­
itive religion is no "cult of violence" in the contemporary sense of the 
phrase. Violence is venerated insofar as it offers men what little peace 
they can ever expect. Nonviolence appears as the gratuitous gift of 
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violence; and there is some truth in this equation, for men are only 
capable of reconciling their differences at the expense of a third party. 
The best men can hope for in their quest for nonviolence is the 
unanimitv-minus-one of the surrogate victim. 

If primitive religious thought is mistaken in deifying violence, it is 
correct in its refusal to attribute to mankind the principle of social 
unity. To date, Western society has escaped the most catastrophic 
form of basic violence, the violence that is capable of annihilating 
society. This privilege, however, has not been obtained through the 
kind of depassement advanced by the idealist philosophers, who cannot 
conceive either of the nature of this privilege or the reason behind it, 
and indeed hardly realize their good fortune. That is why modern 
philosophers attribute the origin of society to a "social contract," ei­
ther implicit or explicit, rooted in "reason," "good sense," "mutual self-
interest," and so forth. They are incapable of grasping the essence of 
religion and attributing to it a real function. This incapacity is mythic 
in character, since it perpetuates the religion's own misapprehensions 
in regard to violence. It evades the problem of human violence and 
mistakes the nature of the threat this violence poses for human society. 

Even the crudest of religious viewpoints acknowledges a truth ig­
nored by even the most lucid nonreligious system. The religious 
believer knows that the establishment of a human society is no simple 
matter and that the credit for its accomplishment cannot go to man. 
The relationship between modem thought and primitive religion is 
somewhat different from what it appears at first glance. Although 
modern and primitive man share a fundamental misunderstanding of 
the nature of violence, primitive man retains certain insights into this 
nature, insights that are perfectly real and that wholly escape our 
grasp. 

Religion instructs men as to what they must and must not do to 
prevent a recurrence of destructive violence. When they neglect rites 
and violate prohibitions they call down upon themselves transcendent 
violence, which assumes the role of the demonic temptor—an illusion 
for which men will continue to fight, spiritually as well as physically, 
to the point of total annihilation. The surrogate victim alone can save 
them; almighty violence may judge the "guilty" parties to have been 
sufficiently "punished" and may condescend to become its tran­
scendence once more, to withdraw far enough away to observe man­
kind from the exterior of the community, yet not so far away that it 
ceases to inspire the dreadful awe that is essential to man's salvation. 

We, the spoiled children of privilege, consider the god's anger as 
something illusory. In fact it is a terrible reality. Its justice is implac­
able, its impartiality truly divine. Anger shows no distinctions in its 
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dealings with men; it is at one with reciprocity, with the irresistible 
tendency of violence to turn against the unfortunate beings who have 
sought to shape it exclusively to their own uses. 

Because of their large-scale and sophisticated organization, modern 
Western societies have appeared largely immune to violence's law of 
retribution. In consequence, modern thinkers assume that this law is, 
and has always been, mere illusion and that those modes of thinking 
that treat it as real are sheer fantasies. To be sure, these modes of 
thinking must be considered mythic insofar as they attribute the en­
forcement of the law to an authority extrinsic to man. But the law of 
retribution itself is very real; it has its origins in the reality of human 
relationships. If we are still strangers to this law it is not because we 
have managed to transcend it, but because its application to the mod­
ern world has been indefinitely postponed, for reasons unknown to us. 
That, perhaps, is what contemporary history is making clear. 

*©a*3| EACH OF THE PHENOiMENA discussed in this study 
can be explained by the identity of violence and the sacred. This 
identity explains the dual influence for good and evil of blood in gen­
eral and menstrual blood in particular; it also explains the structure of 
Greek tragedy and Freud's Totem and Taboo. The union of the sacred 
with violence may seem fanciful or incredible; it may jar our habitual 
way of thinking. But the more we look about us the more intelligible 
this union appears. 

To the examples previously adduced I should like to add one that 
seems particularly appropriate at this stage of the discussion. It can be 
phrased as a question: Why is the production of metal, particularly in 
Africa, accompanied by strict regulations, and the metal workers 
themselves endowed with sacred qualities? The application of my gen­
eral theory should yield a ready answer to this small enigma, which 
forms part of the larger enigma of the sacred. 

Metal is the source of inestimable benefits. It facilitates domestic 
tasks and helps the community defend itself against outside enemies. 
But these advantages are not without a reverse side; all weapons, after 
all, are double-edged. The existence of metal increases the danger that 
would result from an internal conflict; its potentiality for good is 
balanced by its potentiality for evil. The dual tendency of human 
relations—toward discord and conflict as well as toward cohesion and 
harmony—is complemented by the nature of metals. 

For better or for worse, the metal wrorker is the master of a potent 
form of violence. That is why he is "sacred" in the dual sense of the 
word. He enjoys certain privileges but is considered a slighdy sinister 
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figure. He is someone to be avoided; and his forge is relegated to the 
outskirts of the community. 

Some modern discussion of this phenomenon conveys the impres­
sion, at least implicitly, that the prestige of the metal worker arises 
from the natives' vague sense that he is somehow infringing on do­
mains reserved for "superior civilizations"—especially the most su­
perior civilization of all, our very own. In this interpretation it is not 
the dangers inherent in the production of metal or the uses to which 
men put metal, that inspire fear, but rather the fact that metalworking 
is the prerogative of the white man. In short, the cult of the metal 
worker would be related directly or indirectly to a single real object— 
ourselves. Such a theory bears witness to the monumental fatuousness 
of a technological culture that has been so dulled by its long and 
mysterious immunity from attack that it no longer has any conscious­
ness of hubris, or even a word to describe that concept. 

Men who have mastered the techniques of metalworking have no 
reason to regard the process with fear since, after all, they themselves 
have mastered it. The sacredness of the forge does not emanate from 
us; we have no monopoly on the technique and exert no influence, 
Promethean or otherwise, on its practitioners. The specters of nuclear 
warfare and industrial pollution that menace our own society consti­
tute only one illustration—admittedly a dramatic one—of a law that 
primitive people regard as real even if thev do not entirely understand 
it but that we dismiss as fictitious: whoever uses violence will in turn 
be used by it. 

The community that sponsors a forge on its outer boundaries is not 
very different from our own. As long as some profit can be derived from 
them, the metal workers, or magicians, are left in peace. But as soon as 
the community becomes aware of some backlash of violence it will 
shift the responsibility to those who led the community into tempta­
tion, the manipulators of sacred violence. They will be accused of 
having betrayed a community to which they only half belong, of 
having used against this community a power that had ahvays been 
mistrusted. The village may be visited by a calamity that has nothing 
to do with metal or metal production; nevertheless, the metal worker's 
life will be in jeopardy. In time of trouble he is the one who takes all 
the blame. 

As soon as the sacred—that is, violence—has found its wray to the 
interior of the community, the motif of the surrogate victim will start 
to emerge. The position of the metal worker, even in time of peace, 
reveals his connection not only to the magician but also to the sacred 
king. In certain societies the metal worker, without ceasing to be a 
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kind of pariah, assumes the role of supreme arbiter. In the event of an 
irresolvable struggle he is called upon to "differentiate" the irrecon­
cilable antagonists, thus proving that he incarnates the sacred violence 
that is sometimes maleficent, sometimes beneficent. If the metal worker 
or magician should happen to die at the hands of the community, and 
the community's hysteria be thereby appeased, the intimate connection 
between the victim and the sacred seems confirmed. Like all systems of 
thought founded on sacrifice, the reasoning that endows the metal 
worker with sacred qualities forms a virtually closed system; it can 
never be refuted. 

The violent death of a metal worker, a sorcerer, a magician, and in 
general of anybody who seems to share a particular affinity with the 
sacred, might be seen as a half-way point between spontaneous collec­
tive violence and ritual sacrifice. There is a perfect continuity from 
one to the other. To grasp the nature of this ambiguity is to move 
closer to an understanding of generative violence and ritual sacrifice, 
and the relationship between these two phenomena. 

*e*| THE FAILURE OF MODERN MAN to grasp the na­
ture of religion has served to perpetuate its effects. Our lack of belief 
serves the same function in our society that religion serves in societies 
more directly exposed to essential violence. We persist in disregarding 
the power of violence in human societies; that is why we are reluctant 
to admit that violence and the sacred are one and the same thing. It is 
important to insist on this identity; and the field of lexicography pro­
vides ample supporting evidence. 

Many languages, most notably Greek, contain terms that reveal the 
nondifference between violence and the sacred. And it is easily de­
monstrable that cultural evolution in general, and lexicographers in 
particular, have a tendency to put asunder that which primitive lan­
guage has joined; that it, to suppress the scandalous conjunction of 
violence and the sacred. 

We will take our examples from a work of great stature whose very 
mistakes carry weight: Emile Benveniste's he Vocabulahe des institu­
tions indo-europeennes. The use of the term hieros to qualify instru­
ments of violence and warfare is so regular that scholars sometimes 
translate the word as "strong," "active," "excited," etc. The Greek 
hieros is related to the Vedic isirah, which is generally translated as 
"vital force." This is itself a compromise that conceals the conjunction 
of the most maleficent and most beneficent forces in the nucleus of the 
term. It is the sort of compromise that modern scholars frequently 
resort to when defining terms that have to do with the sacred. 

Benveniste asserts that hieros has nothing to do with violence and 
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should always be translated as "sacred." He makes no mention of the 
fact that even in French the word sacre retains an ambiguous sense, 
perhaps inherited from the Latin sacer. To the linguist, the fact that 
hieros is frequently associated with terms implying violence is of no 
importance. The use of this term seems to him justified not by the 
word it directly modifies but by the appearance in the text of some 
god or some specifically religious motif he regards as wholly foreign to 
the idea of violence. 

In order to eliminate from words relating to the sacred a duality he 
finds both dubious and inconvenient, Benveniste has recourse to two 
procedures. The first, as we have just seen, is to suppress altogether 
whichever of the two meanings has been most weakened in the course 
of the historical evolution of the word. In those rare cases where 
historical evolution has had no effect on the word's duality, or where 
two opposite meanings both carry equal weight, Benveniste unhesitat­
ingly affirms that we are really dealing with two different terms, acci­
dentally grouped together under the same signifier. This second 
procedure is illustrated by Benveniste's treatment of kratos and its 
derived adjective krateros. Kratos is generally translated as "divine 
force." Krateros is sometimes used of a god, in which case it is trans­
lated as "divinely strong/7 "supernaturally powerful," and so forth. At 
other times it qualifies things that seem so foreign to our 7iotion of the 
gods that the lexicographer flatly refuses the Greeks permission to 
consider them divine: 

When from kratos we turn to krateros we expect the adjective to 
convey the same sense as the substantive. Kratos always denotes a quality 
pertaining to heroes, warriors and leaders; it is reasonable to assume that 
the adjective krateros has a eulogistic connotation, and such is indeed 
the case. However, this makes it all the more surprising to encounter 
krateros being used to describe qualities which are very far from praise­
worthy and which incur blame or reproach. When Hecuba, Priam's 
wife, calls the Achilles who has just killed her son Hector an oner kra­
teros (Iliad XXlVr. 212) she clearly intends no compliment on his 
martial virtue. Paul Mazon translates the phrase as "brutal hero." And to 
appreciate the application of the adjective to Ares (II. 515) we must 
consider it in the context of some of the god's other epithets: imaiphonos 
(homicide), andropkones (killer of men), brotoloigos (fatal to mortals), 
aidelos (destroyer) .. . none of which present him in a favorable light. 

The discrepancy goes even deeper. Whereas kratos applies exclusively 
to gods and men, krateros can refer to animals and objects, and its sense 
in those cases is always "hard, cruel, violent. . . ." 

In Hesiod, who uses some of the same vocabulary, we find the two 
meanings we have ascribed to the Homeric krateros: favorable when it 
accompanies the word a?nu?non, "without reproach** (Theog. 1013), un-
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favorable when it describes Ares the killer of men (Scutum 92, 101) or 
a dragon (Theo%. 328), or the Erinyes. . . } 

The basis for the semantic partitioning of the word is its "eulogistic 
connotation," the fact that it sheds favorable light, the fact of its 
beneficence. Benveniste does not entertain the notion of a union of the 
beneficent and maleficent within the context of sacred violence. Kra-
teros can apply equally to a savage beast tearing apart its prey and 
to the iron blade of a sword; to the hardness of a breastplate, to terrible 
illnesses, to the most barbarous acts, to strife, and to vehement con­
flicts. Were we to quote every example offered by Benveniste, virtu­
ally all the elements of the sacrificial crisis would pass in parade before 
our eyes. Thus we are dealing with a term that admirably displays the 
conjunction of good and bad violence within the sacred. Because the 
two meanings of the word are too widely distributed for either of 
them to be suppressed, Benveniste concludes that the lexicographical 
grouping around kratos reveals "a very unusual semantic situation." 
This grouping, he asserts, is a unity in appearance only; in reality the 
two conflicting meanings should be attached to "two Indo-European 
roots of distinctly different origins, though related if not actually sim­
ilar in form."4 

The sole basis for this theory is a refusal to admit the union of 
violence and the divine that is made manifest by the various usages of 
krateros. The good krateros of gods and heroes is the same as the bad 
krateros of monsters, plagues, and savage beasts. An example cited by 
Benveniste himself—Ares krateros—shows the futility of his division. 
Here, Benveniste asserts, is an instance of the bad krateros. That may 
be, but Ares is no less divine for being cruel and brutal. And Ares is 
the god of war. It may be that the deification of war is a far more 
significant matter than the bombastic odes dedicated to the military 
glory of an Augustus or a Louis XIV might suggest. 

In the rationalist's dictionary the sacred is defined either as a concept 
that is still lacking in specificity or as a fully developed concept that 
has become confused with other concepts. The lexicographer takes it 
upon himself to make a clean sweep of all "ambiguities," "confusions," 
and "uncertainties" and to replace them with a perfectly coherent set 
of significations. In fact, this tendency is not confined to lexicography 
alone. As we have seen, religious interpretations of the sacrificial crisis 
have always been inclined to categorize its accompanying phenomena 
as either "good" or "bad." The farther one progresses, the more pro­
nounced becomes the tendency to make separate and distinct entities 

3Emile Benveniste, La Vocabulaire des institutions i?2do-europee?rnesy 2 vols. 
(Paris 1969), 2:7S-79. 

4 Ibid., p. 80. 
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of the two aspects of the sacred. In Latin, for example, sacer has 
retained its original double connotation, but the need to isolate the 
beneficent aspects of the word has resulted in an oflfshoot, sanctiis. So 
it is that modern lexicography is caught up in the continuing mytho­
logical evolution that is little by little effacing the last signs of the 
generative experience and making the true role of violence ever more 
difficult to ascertain. 

Some, however, have resisted this impulse. Here, for example, is 
Henri Jeanmaire's remarkable commentary on the word thysias, which 
signifies a priestess of Bacchus or one of the bacchantes. The word is 
derived from the verb thyiein^ which we discussed earlier on in con­
nection with another derivative, thymos: 

The probable etymology of the word suggests that it is connected to a 
verb whose sense remains somewhat ambiguous; it signifies to make a 
sacrifice, on the one hand, and on the other to hurl oneself impetuously 
or to whirl around like something caught up in a tempest, or to swirl 
about like the waters of a river or sea, or bubble up like spilled blood, 
like anger, like mad rage. There is no need to split these two sets of 
usages, as is sometimes done today; no need to divide them into two 
signifiers with different roots, especially if we are willing to agree that 
this tempestuous whirling motion corresponds to one of the methods by 
which a bacchante attains her characteristic state of trance, and that a 
sacrifice, a sparagmos or otherwise, is the normal accompaniment of this 
sort of state; or even that certain archaic forms of sacrifice provided the 
occasion for ecstatic exercises. In addition, some modern observers have 
remarked that the death throes of the sacrificial victim and the convul­
sive gestures of the possessed person are both seen as manifestations of 
divine intervention, and that the analogy between them is appreciated 
and explicitly expressed.5 

• Q A 3 | THE FORMAL IDENTIFICATION of violence with 
the sacred, as brought about by the mechanism of the surrogate victim, 
will now permit us to complete that theory of sacrifice whose basic 
tenets were set forth in the earlier chapters of this study. I have al­
ready rejected the traditional interpretation of sacrifice as an offering 
made to the gods, often in the form of food, that provides "nourish­
ment" for the transcendent being. This traditional interpretation is 
certainly mythic, but should not for that reason be regarded as simply 
imaginary. It is worth noting that religious discourse is closer to the 
truth on this point than all the theories that modern scholars have 
sought to put in its place. 

Polarized by the sacrificial killing, violence is appeased. It subsides. 

5Jeanmaire, Dionysos, p. 158. 
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We might say that it is expelled from the community and becomes 
part of the divine substance, from which it is completely indistinguish­
able, for each successive sacrifice evokes in diminishing degree the 
immense calm produced by the act of generative unanimity, by the 
initial appearance of the god. Just as the human body is a machine for 
transforming food into flesh and blood, generative unanimity is a pro­
cess for changing bad violence into stability and fecundity. On the 
other hand, by the very fact of its occurrence, this unanimity has set 
up a mechanism that will repeat its operation indefinitely in the at­
tenuated form of ritual sacrifice. If the god is nothing more nor less 
than the massive violence that was expelled by the original act of 
generative unanimity, then ritual sacrifice can indeed be said to offer 
him portions of his own substance. Every time the sacrifice accom­
panies its desired effect, and bad violence is converted into good stabil­
ity, the god is said to have accepted the offering of violence and 
consumed it. It is not surprising, then, that all theological systems place 
sacrificial operations under the jurisdiction of the divinity. Successful 
sacrifice prevents violence from reverting to a state of immanence and 
reciprocity; that is, it reinforces the status of violence as an exterior 
influence, transcendent and beneficent. Sacrifice accords the god all 
that he needs to assure his continued growth and vigor. And it is the 
god himself who "digests" the bad immanence, transforming it into 
good transcendence, that is, into his own substance. The alimentary 
metaphor is confirmed by the fact that in most cases the sacrificial 
victim is an animal that man uses for food. Behind this metaphor it is 
easy to discern violence at work and to catch a glimpse of its meta­
morphoses. Although religious explanations of sacrifice are wholly 
false from the viewpoint of strict scientific truth, they are perfectly 
true from the only viewpoint of any interest to religion—that of pro­
tecting human beings from violence. For if we neglect to feed the god, 
he will waste away; or else, maddened by hunger, he will descend 
among men and lay claim to his nourishment with unexampled cruelty 
and ferocity. 

The surrogate victim is generally destroyed, and always expelled 
from the community. As the violence subsides it is thought to have 
departed with the victim, to have somehow been projected outside the 
community. The community itself is felt to be free of infection—so 
long, that is, as the cultural order within it is respected. 

Once the outer limits of the community have been crossed we enter 
the domain of savage sacredness, which recognizes neither boundaries 
nor limits. This is the realm not only of gods and supernatural crea­
tures, of monsters and the dead, but also of nature itself (insofar as it 
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remains untouched by culture), of the cosmos and of all the rest of 
humanity. 

We are wont to say that primitive peoples are imbued with the 
sacred. The truth is that these peoples assume, just as we ourselves do, 
that they have freed themselves, up to a point, from subjection to the 
sacred. They alone adhere to the rules, promulgated by the sacred 
itself, that allow them to maintain a precarious independence from 
divine intervention. Foreigners are considered something less and more 
than human because they fail to follow these rules. They may appear 
very maleficent or very beneficent, but in either case they are deeply 
imbued with the sacred. 

Each community sees itself as a lonely vessel adrift in a fast ocean 
whose seas are sometimes calm and friendly, sometimes rough and 
menacing. The first requirement for staying afloat is to obey the rules 
of navigation dictated by the ocean itself. But the most diligent atten­
tion to these rules is no guarantee of permanent safety. The ship is far 
from watertight; ceaselessly, insidiously, it takes in water. Only a con­
stant repetition of rites seems to keep it from sinking. 

If it is true that the community has everything to fear from the 
sacred, it is equally true that the community owes its every existence 
to the sacred. For in perceiving itself as uniquely situated outside the 
sphere of the sacred, the community assumes that it has been engen­
dered by it; the act of generative violence that created the community 
is attributed not to men, but to the sacred itself. Having brought the 
community into existence, the sacred brings about its own expulsion 
and withdraws from the scene, thereby releasing the community from 
its direct contact. 

The more men reflect on the apparent supremacy of the sacred, on 
the vast disproportion between it and the community, the clearer it 
becomes that the initiative in all domains, on all levels, belongs to the 
sacred. The birth of the community is first and foremost an act of 
separation. That is why metaphors of severance permeate the genera­
tive act. For instance, the royal rites of the Incwala involve a cutting, 
biting, and slicing of the New Year. In other words, the new temporal 
cycle is inaugurated by a break with the sacred, which is invariably 
"bad" when it has infiltrated the community. Whether we refer to 
catharsis or purification, purgation or exorcism, it is actually the idea 
of evacuation and separation that is foremost. Modern thinkers view 
the sacred solely as a mediating force, because they try to interpret 
primitive reality in terms of a religion that has been purged of its 
maleficent qualities. But as we have seen, any mingling of the com­
munity and the sacred, whether due to the intervention of gods, 
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mythic heroes, or the dead, produces exclusively maleficent results. 
Every supernatural visitation is prompted by the spirit of revenge. 
Benefits accrue only after the divinity has departed. 

This is not to say that the rnediative element has been eliminated. A 
total separation of the community and the sacred would be fully as 
dangerous as a fusion of the two. Too great a separation can result in a 
massive onslaught of the sacred, a fatal backlash; then, too, there is 
always the risk that men will neglect or even forget how to implement 
the preventive measures taught them by the sacred itself as a defense 
against its own violence. Human existence thus remains under the con­
stant tutelage of the sacred and is observed, regulated, and promoted 
by it. 

The outcome of this relationship is as follows: although men cannot 
live in the midst of violence, neither can they survive very long by 
ignoring its existence or by deluding themselves into the belief that 
violence, despite the ritual prohibitions attendant on it, can somehow 
be put to work as the mere tool or servant of mankind. The complex 
and delicate nature of the community's dealings with the sacred, the 
ceaseless effort to arrive at the ordered and uninterrupted accord es­
sential to the well-being of the community, can only be expressed, for 
want of the naked truth, in terms of optimum distance. If the com­
munity comes too near the sacred it risks being devoured by it; if, on 
the other hand, the community drifts too far away, out of range of the 
sacred's therapeutic threats and warnings, the effects of its fecund 
presence are lost. 

This spatial interpretation is clearly seen in societies in which the 
sacred assumes the form of a special personage—the African sacred 
king, for example. The presence in the midst of the community of a 
figure deeply imbued with the sacred poses extraordinary problems. In 
certain cases the king is forbidden to touch the ground for fear of 
contaminating it and thereby causing the death of his subjects. Some­
times, too, the king is forbidden to feed himself; the simple fact of his 
having touched food makes it unsuitable fare for ordinary mortals. 
And there are cultures where the sacred monster is carefully hidden 
from view, not for his own protection but for that of his subjects, who 
would be struck dead by a single glance from him. 

Such precautions are designed to prevent direct contact. They do 
not mean to imply that it is bad to shelter such an extraordinary being; 
quite the contrary. As we have seen, the king is both very "bad" and 
extremely "good"; the historical alternation of violence and peace is 
transferred from time to space. The results have a faint analogy to 
modern theories of the transformation of energy—perhaps because 
religious thought habitually draws its models from nature. 
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The king's subjects may feel ill at ease in his presence, awed by his 
sheer superabundance of power, his siliwme. Nevertheless, they would 
be terrified if they were deprived of his presence. Our "timidity" and 
"respect" are diluted forms of these same phenomena. There is an 
optimum distance from which to confront a divine incarnation; it 
permits the reception of beneficent effects without giving access to 
maleficent ones. The absolute can be likened to fire: too near and one 
gets burned, too far away and one gets nothing. Between these twro 
extremes is a zone where one is warmed and heartened by the welcome 
light. 

* © * ^ ALL SACRIFICIAL RITES are based on two substitu­
tions. The first is provided by generative violence, which substitutes a 
single victim for all the members of the community. The second, the 
only strictly ritualistic substitution, is that of a victim for the surrogate 
victim. As we know, it is essential that the victim be drawn from 
outside the community. The surrogate victim, by contrast, is a member 
of the community. Ritual sacrifice is defined as an inexact imitation of 
the generative act. Why, we may ask, does sacrifice systematically ex­
clude those who seem the most appropriate victims, who bear the closest 
resemblance to the original: the members of the community? 

The need for some distinction between the original victim and the 
ritual victims can readily be explained. If the sacrificial victim be­
longed to the community (as does the surrogate victim), then his death 
would promote further violence instead of dispelling it. Far from reit­
erating the effects of generative violence, the sacrifice would inaugurate 
a new crisis. But because certain conditions must be met, an organization 
capable of meeting them does not inevitably have to come into being. 
If we think it does, we succumb to the functionalist illusion. The second 
sacrificial substitution still poses a problem that must be resolved. 

We may wonder if the difference between the original and the 
copy, between the primordial and the ritual victim, does not have its 
basis in human reason. A kind of basic good sense would effect the 
shift from within to without the community. The functional dis­
crepancy between the two types of victim could easily be taken for 
the "humane'1 (in the sense of modern humanism) aspect of the sacri­
fice. What was referred to earlier as sacrificial trickery would in fact 
be the sacrifices trickery; they would choose to overlook some of the 
demands of ritual mimesis. And their casual atittude toward the god's 
command would stem from an attitude they share with us moderns: 
deep within themselves, they would sense the futility of these, and 
indeed of all, rites. 

It is tempting to suppose that the second sacrificial substitution 
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shows that fanaticism has already given way to a primitive skepticism 
that foreshadows our own. Unfortunately, this theory will not stand 
up. First of all, there are many societies in which the victims are 
human beings: prisoners of war, slaves, children, even (in the case of 
the sacred king and related sacrifices) members of the community. In 
these instances there seems to be no second, sacrificial substitution. 
This is why the connection between the original violence that had the 
surrogate victim for object and the ritual imitations that succeeded it is 
particularly striking in the case of the sacred king. In Chapter 4, when 
I was attempting to clarify the relationship between the surrogate 
victim and the rite, the sacred king served as a convenient example of 
the proximity of the original victim to the ritual victim. 

This is not to sav that the second sacrificial substitution has been 
entirely omitted in the case of the sacred king. While an exact repeti­
tion of the generative violence is impossible, the very fact that the 
future victim has been drawn from the community and is designated to 
replace the surrogate victim sets him apart from the other members of 
the community and makes normal relations between himself and these 
other members impossible. He now belongs to a category that can 
contain only one member at a time, but it is one that nevertheless 
qualifies as "sacrificeable" to almost the same degree as the categories 
of cattle and sheep in other societies. 

If the sole fact of being selected as a future victim is sufficient to 
metamorphose the chosen object, to make a sacred personage out of 
him, then it is not hard to uncover the reasoning behind the different 
choices of original victim and ritual victims. When a victim has been 
killed he belongs to the sacred; it is the sacred itself that permits its 
own expulsion or is expelled in the victim's person. The surrogate 
victim thus appears as a monster. He is no longer regarded in the same 
way as the other members of the community. 

If the sacrificeable categories are generally made up of creatures 
who do not and have never belonged to the community, that is because 
the surrogate victim belongs first and foremost to the sacred. The 
community, by contrast, has emerged from the sacred and separated 
itself from it. Members of the community, then, are less suitable as 
ritual victims than are nonmembers. That is why ritual victims are 
chosen from outside the community, from creatures (like animals and 
strangers) that normally dwell amidst sacred things and are themselves 
imbued with sacredness. 

From our vantage point as objective observers the other members of 
the community seem closer to the original victim and consequently far 
more suitable, in accordance with the theory of imitation, as sacrificial 
objects. But the viewpoint of the primordial religious experience is 
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determined by the generative violence. From that perspective the sur­
rogate victim is completely transformed. It is this transformation that 
serves to protect the community from violence, that prevents the 
faithful from choosing one of their own number as a replacement for 
the original victim, and that consequently helps prevent any new out­
break of reciprocal violence. If the ritual victim is drawn from outside 
the community—if the very fact of choosing a victim bestows on him 
an aura of exteriority—the reason is that the surrogate victim is not 
perceived as he really was—namely, as a member of the community 
like all the others. 

This choice should not, then, be attributed to a kind of primitive 
skepticism. The centrifugal dynamism of the second substitution has 
its origins in religion itself, in protective misapprehension. It has noth­
ing to do with a primitive effort to escape the tyranny of religion. And 
if the community is spared, it is not because it has violated the law of 
exact imitation but because it has rigorously observed it. Whatever 
deception is involved in the sacrificial act must be attributed to the 
scapegoat mechanism, not to its beneficiaries. 

We should not conclude, however, that the surrogate victim is sim­
ply foreign to the community. Rather, he is seen as a "monstrous 
double." He partakes of all possible differences within the community, 
particularly the difference between within and without; for he passes 
freely from the interior to the exterior and back again. Thus, the 
surrogate victim constitutes both a link and a barrier between the 
community and the sacred. To even so much as represent this extra­
ordinary victim the ritual victim must belong both to the community 
and to the sacred. 

It should now be clear why ritual victims tend to be drawn from 
categories that are neither outside nor inside the community, but mar­
ginal to it: slaves, children, livestock. This marginal quality is crucial 
to the proper functioning of the sacrifice. 

If the victim is to polarize the aggressive tendencies of the com­
munity and effect their transfer to himself, continuity must be main­
tained. There must be a 'metonymic" relationship between members 
of the community and ritual victims. There must also be discontinuity. 
The victim must be neither too familiar to the community nor too 
foreign to it. We have previously noted that this ambiguity is essential 
to the cathartic functioning of the sacrifice. But we could not explain 
how it was put into practice, nor even imagine how an institution as 
subtle and complex as that of sacrifice could function without its in­
ventors (who are also its operators) being aware of the secret of its 
operation. Now we see that there is nothing surprising in this fact, at 
least on the level that concerns us here. Ritual requires the sacrifice of 
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a victim as similar as possible to the "monstrous double." The marginal 
categories from which these victims are generally drawn barely fulfill 
this requirement, but they provide the least unsatisfactory com­
promise. Situated as they are between the inside and the outside, they 
can perhaps be said to belong to both the interior and the exterior of 
the community. 

Ritualistic thought does not limit itself to seeking out those cate­
gories that are the least unsuited for supplying ritual victims. Once the 
victims have been obtained, it strives in various ways to make them 
conform to its own image of the original victim and simultaneously to 
increase their quotient of cathartic potential. We consider that any­
thing involving this kind of intervention is sacrificial preparation-, that 
is, our use of the term goes beyond the usual definition of sacrificial 
preparation as the ritual actions that immediately precede a sacrificial 
killing. 

The victim should belong both to the inside and the outside of the 
community. As there is no category that perfectly meets this require­
ment, any creature chosen for sacrifice must fall short in one or an­
other of the contradictory qualities required of it. It will be deficient 
in its exterior or its interior connections, but never in both at the same 
time. The goal is to make the victim wholly sacrificeable. In its broad­
est sense, then, sacrificial preparation employs two very different ap­
proaches. The first seeks to make appear more foreign a victim who is 
too much a part of the community. The second approach seeks to 
reintegrate into the community a victim who is too foreign to it. 

The sacred king illustrates the first sort of preparation. His choice as 
king is not sufficient to transform this future sacrificial victim into the 
"monstrous double" he must reincarnate. In order to eliminate his 
lingering and superfluous humanity, in order to cut him off from the 
community, he is required to commit an act of incest, thereby absorb­
ing an enormous charge of maleficent sacredness. At the end of the 
period of preparation the king has taken on both the interior and the 
exterior qualities that are required to transform him into a sacred 
monster. 

The procedure must be inverted for a victim who sins by an excess 
of exterior qualities. The sacrifice of cattle in the Dinka ceremonies, 
described by Godfrey Lienhardt in Divinity and Experience, illustrates 
this second type of sacrificial preparation.6 The Dinka never sacrifice 
an animal fresh from the herd. First it undergoes a period of isolation 
from its fellow cattle, being sheltered in a special place adjacent to 
human habitations. The halter it wears is reserved for sacrificial beasts. 

6 Cf. Chapter 4, pp. 97-99. 
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Invocations are pronounced, destined to bring it closer to the com­
munity and link it to the human members. We have already discussed 
the similar invocations that treat the victim as a human being.7 

In summary, it is apparent that the intimate relationship that nor­
mally exists between the Dinka and their cattle, remarkable though this 
relationship may be, is still not sufficient for sacrificial purposes. The 
identification between man and beast must be such that the latter as­
sumes the role of the original outcast and draws all the reciprocal 
hostilities of the community to itself. Every member of the com­
munity must be able to consider the beast, before its metamorphosis 
into a "very sacred object," as the logical target for his anger. 

Sacrificial preparations involve many actions that may seem con­
tradictory, but all are perfectly adapted to their goals. With persistent 
foresight the religious mind pursues its ends and without realizing it 
fulfills all the conditions for catharsis. Its only interest is to imitate the 
generative violence as faithfully as possible. It strives to procure, and if 
need be to invent, a sacrificial victim as similar as possible to its am­
biguous vision of the original victim. The model it imitates is not the 
true model, but a model transfigured by the mechanism of the "mon­
strous double." This transfiguration, this primordial difference, directs 
all religious thought toward victims that, thanks to their nature and 
sacrificial preparation, are neither divisive nor trivial victims, thus as­
suring for the ritual performance a cathartic value beneficial to the 
community that enacts it. 

We encounter once again a remarkable fact: religious misapprehen­
sion figures largely in the very real protection offered society by ritual 
sacrifice, and indeed by religion in general. 

7 Cf. Chapter 1, p. 13. 
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The Unity of All Rites 

&fS^j4 WE MAY NOW TURN our attention to certain ritual 
^ » 3 ^ N | forms that, because of their frankly disagreeable nature, 
are often regarded as aberrations. In fact they are neither more nor 
less explicable than any other rites when viewed without reference to 
generative violence, and they become perfectly intelligible when 
seen in that context. Our discussion of the second type of sacrificial 
preparation—the integration into the community of a victim of foreign 
origin—leads directly into a consideration of the most notorious 
example of cannibalistic ritual, as practiced by the Tupinamba Indians 
of northwest Brazil.1 

The Tupinamba occupy a prominent place in the intellectual history 
of modern Europe. The two Indians whom Montaigne met in Rouen 
and referred to in his Essays were members of this tribe. They thus 
served as models for the most famous pre-eighteenth-century portrait 
of the "noble savage,'* who was shortly to play a great role in the 
history of Western humanism. 

War was endemic among this people, who made it a practice to 
devour all the enemies they could lay their hands on. However, their 
cannibalism assumed two distinct forms. An enemy killed in the course 
of battle was eaten on the spot without further ado. Outside the com­
munity and its laws there was no place for ritual; undifferentiated 
violence held sway. 

The ritual form of cannibalism was reserved for enemies who were 
brought alive to the village. These prisoners lived for months and 
sometimes years on intimate terms with the men who would one day 
devour them. They participated in their captors' daily activities and 
married into their families; much the same relationship existed for a 
while between themselves and their sacrificers (for, as we shall see, we 
are dealing with sacrifice here) as their sacrificers maintained among 
themselves. 

The prisoner was subjected to two apparently contradictory modes 

11 will discuss only those aspects of the Tupinamba rituals that bear directly 
on my argument. For further information on these practices, see Alfred Metraux, 
Religions et magies indiermes d'Anterique du Sud (Paris 1967), pp. 43-79. 
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of treatment. Sometimes his sexual favors were sought after, and he 
was treated with respect and even veneration. At other times he was 
the object of abuse, showered with insults and blows. 

Shortly before the date of his execution, the prisoner's "escape" was 
ritually staged. Invariably, of course, he was quickly recaptured and— 
for the first time—bound with a heavy rope around his ankles. His 
master now stopped giving him food, and he was forced to resort to 
stealing. One of the early travelers cited by Metraux reports that the 
prisoner was "permitted during this period to lay about him with his 
fists, to steal fowl and geese and other things, and to do his utmost to 
avenge his coming death.1' In short, the future victim was encouraged 
to violate the laws. Most modern observers agree that the purpose of 
these indulgences was to transform the prisoner into a "scapegoat." 
Francis Huxley remarks: 

It is the fate of the prisoner to act out a number of contradictory roles 
and incarnate them in himself. He is an enemy who is adopted; he takes 
the place of the man in whose honour he will be killed; he is an in-law 
and an outcast; he is honoured and reviled, a scapegoat and a hero; he is 
intimidated but, if he shows fear, is thought unworthy of the death that 
awaits him. By acting out these primarily social roles, he becomes a 
complete human being, exemplifying the contradictions that society 
creates: an impossible situation, which can only end in his death. The 
impossibility is exaggerated when he is charged, by ritual, with the 
powers and attributes of the culture-hero: he becomes the representative 
of the other world living in the centre of this one, a Janus figure too 
sacred to live with.2 

This is an admirable summary, although it should be added that the 
recipient of society's contradictory drives does not in the end appear as 
a paragon of humanity, but as a "monstrous double" and a god. As 
Huxley points out, it is the true relationship between society and 
human nature that is laid forth here; and because this truth is intoler­
able, it must somehow be expelled. This is where generative violence 
plays its role; its basic function is to get rid of the truth, to transpose it 
beyond the realm of human activity. 

In order to understand this operation we must realize that the surro­
gate victim actually brings about communal cohesion. Indeed, ritual 
cannibalism remains inaccessible to the intellect unless some basis in 
social reality can be found for it. And as long as we insist on interpret­
ing the "scapegoat" in purely psychological terms we can only assume 
that cannibals are seeking some sort of moral justification for their acts 
of violence. It is true that the more misdeeds the prisoner commits, the 

2 Francis Huxley, Affable Savages (New York, 1966), p. 254. 
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more legitimate the sanctions imposed on him might appear. But the 
primary purpose of the rites has nothing to do with satisfying some 
neurosis or putting to rest some guilt complex. They are meant to 
bring about solid, concrete results. If the modern mind fails to recog­
nize the strongly functional nature of the scapegoat operation and all 
its sacrificial surrogates, the most basic phenomena of human culture 
will remain misunderstood and unresolved. 

The mechanism of the surrogate victim is redemptive twice over: by 
promoting unanimity it quells violence on all fronts, and by preventing 
an outbreak of bloodshed within the community it keeps the truth 
about men from becoming known. The mechanism transposes this 
truth to the realm of the divine, in the form of an inscrutable god. 

The prisoner drew to his person all the community's inner tensions, 
all its accumulated bitterness and hatred. Through his death he was 
expected to transform maleficent violence into sacred beneficence, to 
reinvigorate a depleted cultural order. Ritual cannibalism is a rite that 
functions like any of the other rites I have discussed. The Tupinamba 
were following a model—or rather, their ritual system was following a 
model. They were trying to reproduce an original event that actually 
took place, to recover the unanimity that occurred and recurred 
around the person of the surrogate victim. If the prisoner was treated 
in two contradictory ways, if he was sometimes vilified and sometimes 
honored, it was because he represented the primordial victim. He was 
hated insofar as he polarized the as yet untransformed violence; he was 
revered insofar as he transformed the violence and set in motion the 
unifying mechanism of the surrogate victim. The more detestable the 
victim was made to appear and the more passion he aroused, the more 
effectively the machinery functioned. 

The role of the Tupinamba prisoner is, therefore, similar to that of 
the African king. Consecrated by his future death, his person repre­
sents—not successively, but simultaneously—two aspects of the sacred. 
He takes upon himself the totality of violence during his lifetime and 
bears his burden for eternity, beyond reach of time. 

It seems likely that the prisoner was intended to reincarnate a myth­
ical hero who, in certain versions of Tupinamba legend, appeared as a 
prisoner who was about to be executed and eaten. Thus, from the 
perspective of the practitioners, ritual cannibalism was designed to 
reproduce a primordial event. 

The cannibalism of the Tupinambas, like the incestuous practices of 
certain African monarchies, inflames our imagination and tends to dis­
tract attention from the essential intent of the ritual, the basic trait that 
it shares with all other rituals: its sacrificial aspect. We are perhaps 
more distracted by incest than by cannibalism, but only because can-
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nibalism has not yet found its Freud and been promoted to the status 
of a major contemporary myth. Some modern film makers have tried, 
to be sure, to bring cannibalism into fashion, but their efforts to date 
have been less than successful. 

Mircea Eliade makes the acute observation that the sacred precedes 
cannibalism, that cannibalism may be said not to exist in a "natural" 
state.3 In other words, the victim is not killed to be eaten, but eaten 
because he has been killed. The same is true of animal victims that are 
afterward eaten. The cannibalistic element, then, requires no special 
explanation. Moreover, it serves to help explain other, far more mys­
terious rites. The eating of sacrificial flesh, whether animal or human, 
can be seen in the light of mimetic desire as a veritable cannibalism of 
the human spirit in which the violence of others is ritually devoured. 
Mimetic desire, once frustrated, seeks at once to destroy and to absorb 
the violence incarnated with the model-obstacle. This explains why 
cannibals are always eager for their victim to demonstrate by a show 
of courage that he is the incarnation of supreme violence. And, of 
course, the victim is eaten only after he has been killed, after the 
maleficent violence has been completely transformed into a beneficent 
substance, a source of peace, strength, and fecundity. 

Once we have recognized that ritual cannibalism is simply another 
form of sacrificial rite, the prisoner's preliminary adoption and partial 
assimilation into the tribe that is going to eat him no longer presents a 
mystery. Because the victim comes from outside the community, from 
the realm of the undifferentiated sacred, he is too foreign to be im­
mediately eligible as a proper sacrificial offering. If he is to become a 
true representative of the original victim he must first establish some 
sort of relationship with the group and be made to appear like an 
"insider"—without, however, surrendering that sacred exteriority that 
remains his essential characteristic. 

Through the process of sacrificial preparation the victim acquires a 
sufficient resemblance to the "natural," direct target of violence—that 
is, the other members of the community—to ensure the transference of 
their aggressions and to make him an attractive sacrificial object. At 
the same time, he remains sufficiently foreign for his death not to risk 
plunging the community into a cycle of revenge. The only person 
able, and perhaps to some extent required, to espouse the victim's cause 
is his wife. But she must not be too insistent in her protests, or she too 
(along with her children, if she has any) will be summarily executed. 

It is now clear how a scrupulous imitation of the surrogate victim, 
though necessarily affected by the transformation of the first victim, 

3 Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane (New York, 1961), p. 103. 
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establishes a system of ritual practices that conforms to the needs of 
the community. These practices ensure the "purgation" of violence, its 
transference to victims whose relationship to the community is neither 
too close nor too distant; who are, in short, suitable figures for reliev­
ing the community of its burden of violence and effecting its "purifica­
tion." It is equally clear that this system (including the sacrificial 
preparation that contributes to the "efficiency" of the total operation) 
can arise purely and simply from an effort to imitate the original 
murder, the act that either established or reestablished communal 
unitv. 

The prisoner's adoption by the community should be regarded as 
belonging to the second type of sacrificial preparation referred to 
above. Ritual cannibalism resembles African kingship in that the future 
victim is consecrated during his lifetime. To discern the relationship 
between the two rites we might think in terms of Jean Genet's Death-
watch, which deals with a condemned prisoner whose favors are 
sought by a pair of petty criminals—"enemy brothers," so to speak— 
who are fascinated by the prospect of his imminent execution. 

The relationship between the African kingship system and the 
cannibalism of the Tupinambas is somewhat blurred because in the 
former case the victim is drawn from within the community, in the lat­
ter from without. The process of sacrificial preparation functions in 
a contradictory manner to achieve the same results in both cases. By 
integrating the prisoner within the community the Tupinamba are 
pursuing the same goal as the Dinka, who separate their sacrificial beast 
from the herd and shelter it among the villagers. Among the Tupi­
namba the practical application of the principle is carried to far greater 
lengths. And the tribe's extraordinary adoption of the prisoner seems 
to support my theory that the surrogate victim is fundamentally a 
member of the community, a neighbor of those destined to kill him. 
The Tupinamba seem to have been particularly conscious of the "near­
ness" of the original victim, and in order to reproduce this quality 
without compromising the sacrificial effectiveness of the rite, they 
devised a system of implacable logic and rare ingenuity. 

H&&4 A S ^ T H E C A S E o f t h e Tsimshians (see Chapter 9), 
violence among the Tupinamba is shifted from the interior of the 
community to the exterior. This displacement is sacrificial in character 
and is by no means limited to mere verbiage; the communities actually 
go to war with one another and devour their respective members. 
Here again it can be said that the tribes have come to an agreement 
never to agree; that a permanent state of war is maintained for the 
express purpose of providing victims for ritual cannibalism. The num-
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ber of captives on either side should be more or less equal in order to 
constitute a more or less reciprocal exchange; and this exchange would 
seem somehow to be linked to the exchange of women, which is also 
(again, as in the case of the Tsimshians) accompanied by violence. But 
whether it is a question of prisoners or women, the exchange ritualized 
into warfare and the warfare ritualized into exchange are both variants 
of the same sacrificial shift from the interior of the community to the 
exterior. Both are equally beneficial in that they keep violence from 
exploding precisely where it would do the most damage, in the midst 
of the elementary group. Thus, the interminable vengeance engulfing 
two rival tribes may be read as an obscure metaphor for vengeance 
that has been effectively shifted from the interior of the community. 
This displacement is not, of course, mere shadow play. The system 
works precisely because the intimate rivalry between the groups is 
very real. Moreover, it is evident that this sort of warfare cannot 
always be confined within reasonable limits. 

The various meanings of the word tobajara seem to define the 
parameters of the type of ritual cannibalism practiced by the Tupi-
nambas. In its primary sense it designates the symmetrical posture 
assumed by the subject in regard to the opposition, the hostile con­
frontation. The word is related to a verb meaning "to be face to face, 
to be opposite."4 

It is worth noting, with regard to tobajara, that the prisoner's mur­
der is carried out in a manner that resembles as closely as possible the 
structure of single combat. The victim is tied with a rope but given 
enough free play to allow him to defend himself, for a limited time, 
against the attack of his solitary adversary, his own personal tobajara. 

It is not surprising that the word tobajara refers specifically to the 
victim of cannibalism. But the word also has a third meaning: "brother-
in-law." The brother-in-law is the substitute for the brother, the most 
natural adversary. In exchange for one of his women, the brother-in-
law is ceded a woman "too close" to the giver, a woman who would 
inevitably become the object of fraternal rivalry if the men of the 
elementary community reserved their women for their own use. The 
brother-in-law, then, becomes the sacrificial substitute for the brother 
as hostile object. The entire structure of the sacrificial system is im­
plicit in the triple semantic thrust of tobajara. And this structure re­
minds us once more of Greek tragedy, which abounds in enemy 
brothers and enemy brothers-in-law, for example, Eteocles and Poly-
neices, Oedipus and Creon. 

The ideology of ritual cannibalism brings to mind the nationalistic 

4 Huxley, Affable Savages, p. 242. 
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myths of our own modern world. Of course it is conceivable that the 
observers have distorted the natives' own explanations, but even if this 
were the case, the distortions would not effect the general oudine of 
my interpretation. A sacrificial cult based on war and the reciprocal 
murder of prisoners is not substantially different from nineteenth-
century nationalistic myths with their concept of an "hereditary 
enemy." To insist on the differences between two myths of this type is 
in effect to succumb to the mystique of the myths themselves, to turn 
away from the identical reality residing at the center of each. In both 
instances the basic function of foreign wars, and of the more or less 
spectacular rites that generally accompany them, is to avert the threat 
of internal dissension by adopting a form of violence that can be 
openly endorsed and fervently acted upon by all. 

In his novel 1984 George Orwell portrays the dictators of two 
superstates as cynically resolved to perpetuate their struggle in order 
to maintain permanent control over their mesmerized subjects. The 
institution of ritual cannibalism, based on the principle of permanent 
war and designed to perpetuate domestic tranquillity, reminds us that 
the modern world has no monopoly on such stratagems. It also demon­
strates that the concept of permanent warfare is not particular to 
sophisticated and unscrupulous tyrants but can be put into practice by 
the primitive communities. 

*eft4 IT IS NOT DIFFICULT to see the relationship between 
Tupinamba cannibalism and a theory of ritual based on the concept of 
the surrogate victim. In fact, this relationship serves to illuminate 
aspects of the Tupinamba practice that have hitherto seemed obscure; 
reciprocally, the Tupinamba customs bring into relief certain aspects 
of the theory that my examination of other rites neglected or ignored. 

Limited though they are in number, the ritual practices I have men­
tioned differ gready in character as well as in geographical location. 
Yet in spite of their diversity they all seem to support my claim that 
the surrogate victim is the basis for all religious systems. It might be 
prudent, however, to examine still another type of ritual, one that may 
serve to invalidate this line of argument. 

The rites I have discussed up to this point might be said to perpetu­
ate or reinforce certain domestic or religious systems. Their purpose is 
the maintenance of the status quo, and this purpose explains why they 
all center around that exemplary guarantor of cultural stability, the 
unanimous act of violence directed against the surrogate victim. 

These rites may be defined as rites of stability or stasis. However, 
there also exists a body of rites generally referred to as rites of passage. 
I have not yet considered such rites in the light of my theory; I will 
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not attempt to demonstrate that the surrogate victim lies at the heart of 
these rites as well. 

Rites of passage have to do with the acquisition of a new status. For 
example, there are initiation rites that confer on adolescents full admis­
sion to the community. In our own society the passage from one status 
to another presents—at least in theory—only minor problems of 
adaptation, which are limited to those individuals directly involved in 
the process, those who are actually making the passage. Although this 
belief has been somewhat shaken in recent times, it continues to exert a 
strong influence on our thought and conduct. 

In primitive societies, however, the slightest change in the status of 
an isolated individual is treated as if it carried the potential to create a 
major crisis. What to us appear to be perfecdy normal and predictable 
transitions, essential to the preservation of the social unit, are regarded 
by primitive man as portents of apocalyptic upheaval. 

Arnold Van Gennep's Rites oj Passage (the work that introduced 
the term into ethnological parlance) distinguishes two distinct stages in 
a primitive's change of status. In the first stage he loses his previous 
status, and in the second he acquires his new one. To attribute this 
observation to a typically French predilection for neat Cartesian cate­
gories would be somewhat unfair, for Van Gennep's analysis does 
conform to the processes of religious thought. Religious thought does 
indeed distinguish between these stages, perceiving them as quite inde­
pendent of one another, separated by a gap that could well become a 
terrible abyss swallowing up the entire cultural structure. 

Van Gennep's observations serve to underline the critical aspect of 
the process. When he focuses on the initial loss of status, he calls to 
mind that loss of difference I described earlier; suddenly we find our­
selves on familiar terrain. For if all violence involves a loss of differ­
ence, all losses of difference also involve violence; and this violence is 
contagious. Thus we are dealing with the sort of dilemma we encoun­
tered in the case of twins. Religious thought makes no distinctions 
between natural and cultural differences. Perfectly innocent phe­
nomena can provoke fear, but that fear cannot for that reason be 
dismissed as mere fantasy: there is nothing fantastical about its impact 
or its results. 

The individual who is "in passage" is regarded in the same light as a 
criminal or as the victim of an epidemic: his mere physical presence 
increases the risk of violence. The slightest loss of difference, no mat­
ter how isolated the case may be, is capable of plunging the entire 
community into a sacrificial crisis. The slightest tear in the social fabric 
can spoil the whole garment if not promptly attended to. 

dearly, the first measure in such a situation is to isolate the victim, 
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to forbid all contact between him and the healthy members of the 
community; he must be placed in quarantine. All suspected victims are 
included in this proscription. They are kept on the periphery of the 
community or sometimes even exiled to the forest, jungle, or desert. 
There undifferentiated violence reigns; there is the sacred realm in­
habited by beings devoid of those stable differences, of that fixed 
status, possessed by men who have freed themselves from the power of 
the sacred. 

Because the modern mind conceives contagion solely in terms of 
microbiology, it sees no reason why any particular loss of status cannot 
be restricted to its specific case. Primitive societies view the matter 
differently. For them, any change in individual status threatens to be­
come universal. It is the nature of such changes to spread like a disease; 
the individual becomes the first victim and prime carrier of his own 
infection. In some societies the individual in passage is stripped of his 
name, his history, and his family connections; he is reduced to an 
amorphous state of anonymity. In collective initiations, where adoles­
cents of the same age participate together in rites of passage, total 
equality and unrestricted promiscuity is the rule. 

As we have seen, differences disappear in the domain of the sacred 
only because they are indiscriminately mixed together and become 
indistinguishable in the confusion. To be associated with the sacred is 
to share in this monstrosity; to be lacking in differences or over­
equipped with them comes to the same thing. That is why the initiate 
can appear both as a hermaphroditic aberration and as a creature with 
no sexual identity at all. 

The rite of passage is always an awesome experience, because it is 
impossible to predict at the outset what its course will be. Although 
the initiate knows what he is losing, he has no idea what he will be 
taking on. Violence will determine the final result of this monstrous 
mixture of differences, and the less one has to do with that, the better. 
In short, structure and change don't go together. And even when 
change looks predictable to us, religious man fears that it might be­
come uncontrollable. The idea of a nature subservient to social laws, or 
even to natural laws, is utterly foreign to primitive religion. 

"Conservative" is a word too weak to describe the rigidity of spirit 
and terror of change that characterizes those societies in which the 
sacred holds sway. The imposition of a socio-religious order appears as 
an enormous boon, an unhoped-for act of grace that could at any 
moment be withdrawn. There is no question of subjecting the order to 
critical evaluation or comparison, of trying to alter and improve it in 
any way. The primitive mind would regard such endeavors as at once 
impious and insane, guaranteed to provoke the violent retribution of 
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the gods. The proper posture for man is watchfulness and immobility. 
A single careless gesture could unleash a holocaust in which society 
would be utterly destroyed. 

Although the prospect of the passage may appear terrifying to the 
primitive mind, it also offers hope. After all, it was by way of a general 
outbreak of violence and universal loss of difference—that is, by way 
of sacrificial crisis—that the community achieved a differentiated order 
in former times. And it can be hoped that this crisis will achieve the 
same results. Differences will be restored or established; specifically, 
the neophyte will gain his coveted new status. A happy outcome must 
depend on the good will of supreme violence, but the community 
believes that it can influence this outcome by channeling the "bad" 
energy into prearranged outlets. In order for the final results to match 
those of the original action, however, every possible precaution must 
be taken to follow the original model. The neophytes must adhere to 
the rules laid down by tradition; they must try to shape the new event 
in the mold of the old one. For only if the ritual reiterates the original 
crisis is there hope that the outcome will be the same. 

Such is the reasoning behind these rites of passage. We can now 
readily understand that some of the most bizarre aspects of the rites, 
variations that have previously been dismissed as "morbid" or "per­
verse," are simply the logical outcome of certain basic religious views. 
Instead of avoiding the crisis, the neophyte must advance to meet it, as 
his ancestors did before him. Instead of fleeing the most painful and 
terrifying aspects of reciprocal violence, he must submit to each and 
every one of them in the proper sequence. The postulant must endure 
hardship, hunger, even torture, because these ordeals were part of the 
original experience. In some instances it is not enough to submit to 
violence; one must also inflict violence. This double obligation cor­
responds to the "bad" reciprocity associated with the sacrificial crisis. 
It also reminds us that the celebrants in certain festivals are required to 
perform a number of actions that are normally forbidden: real or 
symbolic acts of sexual aggression, stealing, the eating of proscribed 
foods. In some societies cannibalism, prohibited at all other times, 
forms the essence of the initiation rites. For the Tupinamba the mur­
der of a prisoner constitutes the rite. Indeed, in many societies the 
ultimate act of initiation is the killing of an animal or a human being. 

Any man deprived of his status is transformed into a "monstrous 
double." For the initiate, this transformation is exteriorized. Sometimes 
he assumes the role of an animal, threatening to pounce on and devour 
anyone who comes near him. Like Dionysus or the sacred king, he 
becomes a lion or a leopard for the duration of the initiatory crisis, 
expressing himself solely in growls and roars. In some rites, normally 
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marking the culmination of the crisis, he exhibits all the characteristics 
of violent possession. The successive stages of the rites allow us to 
trace the real or supposed evolution of the crisis. 

Other rites offer additional proof that the entire course of the cere­
mony is modeled on the original crisis. In addition to rites specifically 
designed to simulate the crisis itself, we encounter details that reproduce 
the unanimous violence directed against the surrogate victim and that 
clearly serve to bring the whole ritualistic process to a close. The intro­
duction of masks at the supreme moment of the process can be taken as 
a direct allusion to the monstrous double, whose presence had already 
been suggested by the "metamorphoses" of the neophytes. The forms 
of the ceremonies may vary widely, but they all bear witness to the vio­
lent resolution of the crisis and the subsequent return to order: that is, 
to the neophytes' assumption of their new and definitive status. 

The purpose of rites of passage, then, is to graft onto the model of 
the original crisis any burgeoning crisis brought into being by a sudden 
outbreak of undifferentiation; in other words, to change into certainty 
that awful uncertainty that accompanies contagious violence. With 
regular repetition and a pattern of success, these rites are gradually 
transformed into simple tests or trials, becoming increasingly "sym­
bolic1' and formalistic. The sacrificial nature of the rites tends to 
become obscured with the passage of time until finally it is hard to say 
what the symbols are intended to symbolize. 

*e*4 AS WE HAVE SEEN, there is no real difference be­
tween rites of passage and rites intended to maintain the status quo. In 
both cases the model is the same. The sole purpose of ritual is to ensure 
total immobility, or failing that, a minimum of disturbance. If the door 
is opened to admit change, there is always the risk that violence and 
chaos will force an entry. Some change, of course, is inevitable; men 
cannot be prevented from growing up, marrying, falling sick, and 
dying. But primitive societies have found procedures to direct the 
dangerous flow of energy generated by these events into channels 
prepared by the cultural order. Some societies even have rituals to 
cope with the change of seasons. Wherever there is a potential for 
dangerous change, the remedy lies in ritual; and the rites invariably 
entail a repetition of the original solution, a rebirth of differences. The 
model for cultural stability is identical with the model for noncata-
strophic change. In the final analysis, then, rites of passage have the 
same function and the same origin as all other rites. 

That is not to say that rites of passage do not have distinctive char­
acteristics. Their most spectacular elements are modeled on the crisis 
itself (rather than on the resolution of the crisis, as is true of most 
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other rites), and this emphasis gives them their particular initiatory 
quality. This is also why these rites tend to linger on during periods of 
general decadence, maintaining their hold even when the most fun­
damental ritualistic practices have fallen into neglect or disappeared 
completely. As we have already observed, the generative conclusion is 
the first thing to disappear. This disappearance cuts the umbilical cord, 
so to speak, that links all rites to generative violence. The rites then 
appear to exist on their own, although this is pure illusion. 

With the passage of time the terror inspired by the original crisis 
fades from memory. The younger generation no longer respects the 
prohibitions laid down by the religious system or watches jealously 
over its preservation. The younger men have no personal acquaintance 
with maleficent violence. In subjecting them to rites of passage the 
culture is trying to induce a state of mind favorable to the perpetua­
tion of a differentiated system. It attempts to recreate the atmosphere 
of sacred terror and veneration characteristic of its ancestral period, 
when rites and prohibitions were scrupulously observed. 

The structure of the sacrificial crisis and of generative violence per­
mits us to understand the means by which violence is deflected and 
diffused in human society, and this in turn explains why xites of passage 
can fulfill a function only as long as they maintain their character as 
impressive, painful, and at times almost unendurable ordeals. As al­
ways, it is a question of keeping the sacrificial crisis in check; in this 
instance, the concern is directed at the inexperienced neophyte whose 
youthful impetuosity could well unleash a new crisis. 

Rites of passage give the young person a foretaste of what lies in 
store for anyone rash enough to neglect or transgress prescribed reli­
gious rituals. Thanks to these rites, successive generations acquire a 
healthy respect for the awesomeness of the sacred and learn to perform 
their religious obligations in such a way as to assure the stability of the 
cultural order. Phvsical hardships speak louder than intellectual argu­
ments; it is these hardships that make the establishment of the socio-
religious order appear an extraordinary blessing. 

Rites of passage thus constitute a vitally important force in the 
conservation of institutions. Thev assure the dominance of generations 
long gone over generations yet to come. It would be wrong, however, 
to regard them as a conscious political device for keeping the young in 
their place, a scheme directed by the haves against the have-nots. As 
with all the rites discussed previously, the mechanisms set in motion by 
rites of passage can never be fullv anticipated. In fact, their effective­
ness seems to depend on their not being viewed in the context of strict 
social utility. Their efficacy is a consequence of the religious attitude in 
general, which precludes all those forms of conscious social engineer-
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ing that modern man likes to think he can detect in the socially effi­
cient traditional organizations. 

+&^ T H E PATTERN RECURS in all forms of initiation-
initiation into adulthood, into secret societies, into a religious order, or, 
into a shamanistic fraternity. The shaman's initiation, for instance, 
differs from the others only in the dramatic and rigorous quality of the 
hardships the initiate must endure and in the explicit identification 
with a divinity or spirit whose awesome and fantastic adventures recall 
the mechanism of the surrogate victim. 

The shaman claims mastery over supernatural forces. If he wishes 
to acquire the means of ridding men of illnesses, the apprentice shaman 
must first expose himself to the full fury of these illnesses—that is, 
expose himself to maleficent violence. He emerges triumphant from an 
ordeal that would have killed an ordinary mortal, thus demonstrating 
that he not only enjoys the protection of Supreme Violence but also 
shares in its power and can even, to some extent, effect the transforma­
tion of "bad" into "good" violence. 

Even the most fantastic details of the shaman's initiation faithfully 
reflect a ritualistic viewpoint on generative violence. In isolated cul­
tures as far apart as Australia and Asia the initiation culminates in a 
vision of dismemberment, after which the neophyte awakens or, 
rather, is reborn as a full-fledged shaman. This final vision calls to mind 
the collective ritual dismemberment of the Dionysiac rites, the di-
asparagmos, and many similar rituals of diverse provenance. Dismem­
berment is emblematic of triumph and resurrection; it reflects the 
operation of the surrogate victim, the transformation of maleficent 
violence into beneficent violence. The neophyte experiences the same 
metamorphosis as the mythical creatures whose help he will later re­
quire in the exercise of his shamanistic functions. And if he manages to 
secure their aid, it will be because he is able to approach them on equal 
terms, as someone who has shared their experiences. 

Shamanism is like a theatrical performance in which one actor plays 
all the roles at once. The lead role, however, is clearly that of com­
mander in chief of the forces of Good, which finally rout the forces of 
Evil. This final expulsion is frequently associated with some kind of 
symbolic object; for example, the healer may hold up a twig or a bit 
of cotton that he claims to have extracted from the body of the patient 
and that supposedly caused the illness. 

The Greek term for an evil object extracted by means of a similar 
ritual is katharma. This term was also used as a variant of pharmakos to 
designate a sacrificial human victim. 

In the ritual context of crisis and victimization, interpreted as an 
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expulsion of evil, the extraction of a shamanistic katharma becomes 
intelligible. The illness is equated to the crisis; it can lead either to 
death or to a cure, invariably seen as the expulsion of "impurities"— 
spiritual impurities in the form of evil spirits or physical impurities in 
the form of the shamanistic object. Once again, the process is based on 
a repetition of a successful scapegoat effect. The patient is induced to 
give birth to his own cure, just as the entire community at one time 
gave birth, in the midst of collective violence, to a new order. The 
extracted object had no place in the human organism and no right to 
be there. It was something brought in by outside forces. It plays the 
part of the actual surrogate victim, whereas the human organism, fully 
mobilized against the invader, takes the part of the collectivity. If, as 
has long been assumed, primitive medicine is indeed ritualistic in na­
ture, then it is not surprising that its primary purpose is to reproduce 
the generative process. 

The word katharsis refers primarily to the mysterious benefits that 
accrue to the community upon the death of a human katharma or 
pharmakos. The process is generally seen as a religious purification 
and takes the form of cleansing or draining away impurities. Shortly 
before his execution the pharmakos is paraded ceremonially through 
the streets of the village. It is believed that he will absorb all the 
noxious influences that may be abroad and that his death will transpose 
them outside the community. This is a mythical representation of what 
does in fact almost take place. The communal violence is indeed drawn 
to the person of the surrogate victim, but the final resolution cannot be 
described as the expulsion of some substance. The interpretation thus 
approaches the truth but fails to attain it because it fails to perceive 
three essential facts: the mimetic nature of reciprocal violence, the 
arbitrary choice of the victim, and the unanimous polarization of hos­
tility that produces the reconciliation. To view violence as an impurity 
or blemish that is located in a physical substance is to materialize 
violence once again. When the shaman draws forth from his patient an 
object he identifies as the sickness itself he is transferring and trans­
forming this mythical interpretation into yet another form—that of a 
small, insignificant object. 

In addition to its religious sense and its particular meaning in the 
context of shamanism, the word katharsis has a specific use in medical 
language. A cathartic medicine is a powerful drug that induces the 
evacuation of humors or other substances judged to be noxious. The 
illness and its cure are often seen as one; or at least, the medicine is 
considered capable of aggravating the symptoms, bringing about a 
salutary crisis that will lead to recovery. In other words, the crisis is 
provoked by a supplementary dosage of the affliction resulting in the 
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expulsion of the pathogenetic agents along with itself. The operation is 
the same as that of the human katharma, although in medicine the act 
of purgation is not mythic but real. 

The mutations of meaning from the human katharma to the medical 
katharsis are paralleled by those of the human pharmakos to the medi­
cal pharmakony which signifies at once "poison" and "remedy." In 
both cases we pass from the surrogate victim—or rather, his represen­
tative—to a drug that possesses a simultaneous potential for good and 
for bad, one that serves as a physical transposition of sacred duality. 
Plutarch's use of the expression kathartikon pharmakon seems mean­
ingfully redundant in this context. 

The "translation" of this violent process into terms of expulsion, 
evacuation, and surgical operations is made in the most diverse cul­
tures. For example, the Swazi Incwala involves ritual acts whose literal 
meanings denote the biting, cutting, and slicing of the new year. These 
words belong to a semantic grouping that includes a variety of highly 
significant operations, from the consummation of the king's first mar­
riage to decisive victory in an armed conflict. The common denomi­
nator appears to be acute suffering destined to assure recovery from an 
illness or designed to bring about the natural or artificial resolution of a 
potential crisis. The same grouping designates the therapeutic action of 
certain substances. In the course of the Incwala rites the king spits out 
magic medicinal potions, first toward the east, then toward the west. 
The term Incwala is apparently connected with the notion of cleanli­
ness, the process of cleansing by evacuation. As has been mentioned 
(see above, Chapter 4) the ceremony concludes with a great fire that 
consumes the accumulated refuse of the past year. Max Gluckman 
describes the general effect of the rites in terms of "Aristotelian 
catharsis." 

Katharma and katharsis are derived from katharos. If we wished to 
group together all the themes associated with these terms, we would 
find ourselves with a veritable catalog of the subjects discussed here 
under the double heading of violence and the sacred. Katharma is not 
limited to the victim or die surrogate object; it also refers to the 
supreme efforts of a mythic or tragic hero. Plutarch speaks of the 
pontia katharmata, expulsions that purified the seas, with reference to 
the labors of Heracles. Kathairo means, among other things, "to purge 
the land of monsters." Its secondary meaning, "to whip," may appear 
puzzling in this context, until we recall the practice of w'hipping the 
pharmakos on the genitals. 

It is worth noting that katharsis is used in connection with purifica­
tion ceremonies that form part of the "mysteries" initiation rites; 



The Unity of All Rites 289 

the word is also sometimes used to designate menstruation. Such 
usages make it clear that we axe not dealing here with a heterogeneous 
collection of references, but rather with a unified system, to which the 
surrogate victim holds the key. 

Whenever we describe the generative process or its products in 
terms of expulsion, purgation, or purification, we are attributing natu­
ral causes to phenomena that are not in the least natural, because they 
derive from violence. Expulsions, evacuations, and purgations are 
found in nature; the natural model does indeed exist. But its reality 
should not distract us from the extraordinary role that this model has 
played in the history of the human imagination, from primitive reli­
gious rituals and shamanistic medicine down to the present day. The 
pattern outlined in Chapter 8 should provide the perspective. Violence 
furnishes the initial impetus for the discovery of the model, which is 
applied in mythic fashion to violence itself, in nonmythic fashion to 
natural phenomena. The miracle of restored unanimity prompts the 
conception of the model, which is seen as a combination of natural and 
cultural influences. The human imagination has regularly reverted to it 
on many and diverse occasions. Even today we have not succeeded in 
sorting the arbitrary from the nonarbitrary elements, the useful from 
the useless, the significant from the insignificant. This failure has been 
particularly striking in the field of psychopathology. 

The obsessive concern during the seventeenth century with clysters 
and bleedings, with assuring the efficient evacuation of peccant hu­
mors, shows plainly that the medical practices of that age were based 
on the principle of expulsion and purification. These practices consti­
tute, in fact, a slightly refined variant of the shaman's approach with its 
emphasis on the extraction of the physical katharma. 

It is easy to laugh, with Moliere, at quack doctors and their gar­
gantuan clysters, but physical purging, for better or for worse, is a real 
process. And what about the modern practice of immunization and 
inoculation? The model is the same in both cases; clearly, its tech­
nique and theory can be applied to pseudo-discoveries as well as to real 
ones. The patient's defenses, according to modern theory, must be 
reinforced so that he can repulse a microbiotic invasion by his own 
means. The beneficent process is still conceived in terms of an invasion 
repulsed, a harmful intruder chased from the premises. There is no 
question of mockery here, because the process is scientifically sound. 
The physician inoculates the patient with a minute amount of the dis­
ease, just as, in the course of the rites, the community is injected with a 
minute amount of violence, enabling it to ward off an attack of full-
fledged violence. The analogies abound. "Booster shots," for instance, 
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correspond to the repetition of sacrificial rites. And of course, in all 
varieties of "sacrificial*' protection there is always the danger of a 
catastrophic inversion; a too virulent vaccine, a too powerful phar-
makon, can promote the illness it was supposed to prevent. In the first 
chapter I used vaccination as a metaphor to illustrate certain aspects of 
sacrifice. Now we can see that vaccination, like so many other human 
institutions, really amounts to a metaphorical displacement of sacrifice. 

+&K^ ONCE AGAIN WE ENCOUNTER a relic of the prim­
itive mind in modern scientific thinking, a reflection of the imaginative 
impulse set in motion by generative violence. We discover that a tech­
nological tool of undisputed utility is not unrelated to the crudest sort 
of ritualistic medicine. Certainly we cannot claim that primitive prac­
tices stem from a mode of thought that is entirely different from our 
own. Of course there are differences; certain substitutions take place, 
and there is a constant shifting of position as one mode of thought 
merges with another. However, there is no reason to regard the vari­
ous results of these operations as separate entities, for the process, after 
all, consists by definition of a series of displacements analogous to those 
that went before and those that are due to follow (or due not to 
follow); in other words, to a series of metaphorical substitutions that 
owe their variety to the fact that none of them ever wholly succeeds in 
reproducing the essence of a single, unique process. 

If we wish to complete our picture of the various meanings of 
katharsis we must return, once more, to Greek tragedy. As yet I have 
made no specific reference to Aristotle's use of the term in his Poetics. 
It scarcely seems necessary to do so at this point, for I have already 
established that tragedy springs from mythic and ritual forms. As for 
the function of tragedy, Aristotle has already defined it for us. In 
describing the tragic effect in terms of katharsis he asserts that tragedy 
can and should assume at least some of the functions assigned to ritual 
in a world where ritual has almost disappeared. 

As we have seen, the tragic figure of Oedipus becomes the original 
katharma. Once upon a time a temple and an altar on which the victim 
was sacrificed were substituted for the original act of collective vio­
lence; now there is an amphitheater and a stage on which the fate of 
the katharma, played out by an actor, will purge the spectators of their 
passions and provoke a new katharsis, both individual and collective. 
This katharsis will restore the health and well-being of the community. 

"The unity of a given ritual/* says Victor Turner Li The Drums of 
Affliction, "is a dramatic unity. It is in this sense a work of art."5 If we 

5 Victor Turner, The Drums of Affliction (Oxford: Qarendon Press, 1968), 
p. 269. 
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agree with this opinion—and it would be difficult to disagree—the 
reverse should be true as well: a given dramatic performance consti­
tutes a sort of rite, the shadowy similitude of the religious experience. 

The Aristotelian use of katbarsis has provoked endless discussion and 
will doubtless continue to do so. Modern theorists seek to establish the 
precise sense that the word had for the philosopher. They brush aside 
its religious implications because, as they claim, these implications were 
no longer current in Aristotle's time—were, indeed, hardly less ob­
scure then than they are today. The modern inability to grasp the 
nature of these implications makes it even harder to come to terms 
with Aristotle's use of the word. 

Yet in order for the term katharsis to assume a sacrificial character in 
the Poetics it was not necessary for Aristotle to be aware of the orig­
inal operation. Indeed, his ignorance of that operation was almost a 
requirement. If tragedy was to function as a sort of ritual, something 
similar to a sacrificial killing had to be concealed in the dramatic and 
literary use of katharsis, just as it was concealed in the religious and 
medical use of the term. It is precisely because Aristotle failed to 
penetrate the secret of sacrificial rites that his tragic katharsis ulti­
mately constitutes only another sacrificial displacement. It takes its 
rightful place among all the other displacements, gravitating around 
the generative violence that owes its enduring efficacy to its elusive-
ness. 

On closer inspection, Aristotle's text is something of a manual of 
sacrificial practices, for the qualities that make a "good'1 tragic hero are 
precisely those required of the sacrificial victim. If the latter is to 
polarize and purge the emotions of the community, he must at once 
resemble the members of the community and differ from them; he 
must be at once insider and outsider, both "double" and incarnation of 
the "sacred difference.1' He must be neither wholly good nor wholly 
bad. A certain degree of goodness is required in the tragic hero in 
order to establish sympathy between him and the audience; yet a cer­
tain degree of weakness, a "tragic flaw" is needed, to neutralize the 
goodness and permit the audience to tolerate the hero's downfall and 
death. Freud touches upon this situation in Totem and Taboo, but he 
leaves the matter unresolved. Having accompanied the hero part of the 
way, the audience suddenly perceives him as wholly "other" and aban­
dons him to his fate, his superhuman ignominy and glory. The specta­
tor may shudder with "pity and fear," but he must also feel a deep 
sense of gratitude for his own orderly and relatively secure existence. 
Every true work of art might be said to partake of the initiatory 
process in that it forces itself upon the emotions, offers intimations of 
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violence, and instills a respect for the power of violence; that is, it 
promotes prudence and discourages hubris. 

Aristotle is discretely vague about which emotions tragedy is meant 
to purge. But if we see tragedy in terms of a fire used to combat fire, it 
is clear that its purpose is to protect the community against its own 
violence. The philosopher asserts that the only violence appropriate to 
tragic action is violence between close relatives. 

If tragedy were a direct adaptation of rites, as some erudite theoreti­
cians have claimed, it would itself constitute a work of erudition, and 
its esthetic and kathartic potential would be in no way superior to that 
of the Cambridge Ritualists. If tragedy is, or once was, rich in kathar-
sis, that can only be attributed to the antiritualistic aspects of its orig­
inal inspiration. Tragedy advances toward the truth in the face of 
reciprocal violence and while assuming the guise of reciprocal vio­
lence. But it invariablv draws back at the last minute. As soon as 
mythical and ritualistic differences are seriously challenged, they are 
replaced by "cultural" and "esthetic" differences. Tragedy thus shares 
a fundamental experience with ritual. Both have advanced to the very 
brink of that terrible abyss wherein all differences disappear. Both have 
been permanently marked by the ordeal. 

If tragedy has a sacrificial character, then it must possess a maleficent 
aspect—a Dionysiac aspect, as Nietzsche would put it—as well as a 
beneficent, regulatory, Apollonian cultural role. (A parenthetic re­
mark on Nietszche: although his classifications are manifestly superior 
to the approaches of most critics, they fail to perceive, or at most 
perceive only dimly, that each and every divinity corresponds to both 
aspects at once.) 

The fundamental duality of tragedy led to the opposing formulations 
of Aristotle and Plato. Given his time and place, Aristotle was correct 
to define tragedy in terms of its cathartic qualities. But then, Aristotle 
is always "correct." That is why he is so great, and so one-sided in his 
greatness, Aristotle is above and beyond the crisis of tragedy. He 
incorporates into his theory all the meanings and reasons that pertain 
to the misunderstanding of this crisis. In choosing x\ristode as their 
mentor the formalistic literary critics could not have done better, for 
Aristotle views tragedy solely from the perspective of order. In his 
view the art of tragedy affirms, consolidates, and preserves everything 
that deserves to be affirmed, consolidated, and preserved. 

Plato, by contrast, is closer in time and spirit to the crisis. It is not 
the stately affirmation of great cultural rites that he discerns in Oedipus 
the Kwg, but rather the undermining of differences. Plato's attention is 
caught by tragic reciprocity, by those very aspects that are always 
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eliminated by a formalistic or structuralist reading of the drama; by all 
those aspects, in short, that William Arrowsmith refers to as constitut­
ing the play's tragic "turbulence."6 

Paradoxically, it was Plato's own acute insight into the nature of 
tragic inspiration that provoked his hostility to drama. He saw tragedy 
as opening a window onto the dark and dangerous origins of social 
values, as somehow posing a challenge to the very concept of civic 
order. In Oedipus the King the public's attention is insidiously diverted 
from the community's efforts to rid itself of the pharmakos to the 
pharmakos itself, with whom the poet and poetry tend to side. The 
poet, like many a modern intellectual, reveals an ambiguous attitude 
toward those beings whom the stricken city has driven from its pre­
cincts in an effort to regain its lost unity. Even when he is not actually 
espousing suspect causes, the poet retells ancient, time-honored legends 
in a new way, giving them a slightly impious and seditious ring. The 
city, says Plato, must protect itself from subversion; therefore it must 
rid itself of subversive elements. Sophocles must join Oedipus on the 
road to exile; the poet too must become a pharmakos. 

This situation goes unperceived by rationalist and humanist critics. 
Their pursuit of what one might perhaps call the "meaning of mean­
ings1' leads them away from the source of tragic inspiration and away 
from undifferentiated violence. By reinforcing and consolidating all 
the differences, they effectively close the interstices through which 
violence and the sacred can pass. They succeed so well that they man­
age to do away with any cathartic value the work might possess. We 
are left with platitudinous reflections on the work's "cultural values," 
or with pure erudition, pure classification. Such critics do not seem to 
realize that by divorcing tragedy from the essential drama of mankind, 
from the conflict of war and peace and love and hate, they are empty­
ing the work of its tragic substance and preparing a new swing of the 
pendulum back to tragedy. Nowhere in their works do we encounter 
an adequate response to the genuine terror of such a work as The 
Bacchae.7 

•William Arrowsmith, 'The Criticism of Greek Tragedy,'' Tulane Drama 
Review 3 no. 3 (1959). 

7 The methods whereby the humanistic tradition, both ancient and modern, 
has managed to minimize and at times suppress the more horrific aspects of archaic 
and classical Greek culture surely deserve close study. As Henri Jeanmaire has 
observed (Diovysos, pp. 228-30): 

The fact that this horrific aspect is only rarely alluded to by ancient authors 
is not wholly fortuitous. It is to the great glory of the Greeks that their 
particular concept of religion and the gods, as manifested primarily in their 
literature, art, and philosophy, served as a bulwark against that ancient fund 
of cruelty inherent in most religions whose origins are sunk deep in the past. 
Those many myths that pertain all too clearly to human sacrifice (myths 
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Any great writer puts critical platitudes to nought and reveals all 
pronouncements about literature as shot through with ambiguities. In 
the preface to Samson Agonistes Milton lays emphasis on the paradoxi­
cal aspect of katharsis that, though implicit in Aristotle's theory, is 
rather muted. The poet comments that a sickness and its cure are one 
and the same, thanks to the kindly intervention of nature. But on 
closer inspection nature's model reveals, as well as conceals, the war­
ring doubles of tragedy, who can be discerned in the works of Milton 
and, to some extent, in all true dramatic poets: 

Tragedy, as it was anciently compos'd, hath been ever held the gravest, 
moralest and most profitable of all other Poems: therefore said by 
Aristotle to be of power by raising pity and fear, or terror, to purge 
the mind of those and such like passions, that is to temper and reduce 
them to just measure with a kind of delight, stirr'd up by reading or 

generally involving children or young girls) suffice to remind us of the hard 
reality of these barbarous antecedents. But there is no concealing the fact that, 
as soon as one strays some slight distance from the main cultural centers, traces 
of these practices could be found, usually in the form of local customs or 
traditional rituals. Sheer familiarity, a lingering sense of shame, ignorance of 
what was going on in other regions, and a reluctance to refer to matters that 
contradicted the accepted ideal of Hellenism all combined to cast these events 
into shadow. The brutal treatment accorded the pkarmakoi^ poor creatures 
used as scapegoats, had been greatly reduced in ferocity by the time of Pericles 
and Socrates and transformed into a sort of old popular custom. Nonetheless, 
it could be assumed that things had once been quite different, and on the 
frontiers of Hellenism, at Marseilles or Abdera, one could still hear tell of 
pbarmakoi being hurled into the sea or stoned to death. 

Trustworthy witnesses testify that as late as the fourth century religious 
ceremonies on Mount Lyceum in Arcadia included acts of ritual cannibalism 
involving the eating of an infant's flesh. 

Such considerations can hardly do more than touch upon what is, after all, 
a very complex problem, but they should serve as a warning not to take too 
lightly the information contained in certain Christian tracts, even though 
these accounts were written long after the event and derived from the writings 
of local scholars who, like the later Christian polemicists, were also voicing 
their aversion to blood sacrifice. The accounts agree that human sacrifices 
were made to Dionysus. . . . Human sacrifices to Zeus were made at Lyctos. 
And it is interesting to note that Themistocles, on the eve of Salamis, is said 
to have sacrificed two young Persians to Dionysus at an inland site on the 
urging of a soothsayer. The authenticity of this account is questionable be­
cause it is recorded so late; and Herodotus' silence hardly adds to its credi­
bility. Yet the author of this story was well placed to inform himself on local 
history, and Herodotus' reticence may in this case have been deliberate. 

It is not the least paradoxical aspect of our subject—the traces of archaism 
in the various cults of Dionysus—that even so abbreviated a treatment as the 
one offered here can provide a useful introduction to the circumstances that 
earned our god (who had already acquired so many attributes and assumed 
so many different forms, although some of them are more closely connected 
than has sometimes been thought) the great good fortune of becoming the pa­
tron god of the Athenian theater and subsequently, during the Hellenistic 
period, of the theater as a whole. 
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seeing those passions well imitated. Nor is Nature wanting in her own 
effects to make good his assertion; for so in Physic things of melancholic 
hue and quality are us'd against melancholy, sowr against sowr, salt to 
remove salt humours. 

It is, of course, essential that we refrain from forcing all arguments 
of the Plato-versus-Aristotle type into the uniform mold of moralistic 
modernism; we must resist that dangerous craving for differences that 
prompts us rigidly to grade and categorize art, philosophy, politics. 

On the other hand, we must not forget that any significant attitude 
can be transmuted into a ritual. The Plato-versus-Aristotle conflict is 
no exception; we have only to recall those neighboring communities 
whose ritual systems reflected antithetical solutions to identical prob­
lems—those communities, for example, in which incest is regarded 
with horror and loathing, and those in which it is an accepted ritualis­
tic practice. We can compare Plato's attitude to those ritual systems 
that regard the evil aspects of nature as inexorably evil and do their 
best to eliminate all trace of them from the community. Plato found it 
impossible to believe that tragic discord or tragic violence could ever 
become synonyms for harmony and peace. That is why he rejects with 
horror those patricidal and incestuous impulses to which Aristotle (and 
Western culture in general, not excluding the psychoanalysts) assigned 
a certain "cultural value/' In our own day the Dionysiac orgy is simply 
another form of academicism. The most daring provocations and the 
most shocking scandals have lost all power to provoke and shock. That 
does not mean that violence is no longer a threat; quite the contrary. 
The sacrificial system is virtually worn out, and that is why its inner 
workings are now exposed to view. 

•e*4 WHENEVER WE THINK that a stable opposition or a 
stable difference has been established, we discover that the situation has 
simply been inverted. The Platonic rejection of tragic violence is itself 
violent, for it finds expression in a new expulsion—that of the poet. 
Through his very castigation of the poet Plato reveals himself the 
poet's "enemy brother," his "double," who, like all true doubles, is 
oblivious to the relationship. As regards Socrates, whom the com­
munity—unwilling to soil its hands by contact with an impious 
creature—asked to do away with himself, Plato's sympathy is every bit 
as suspect as Sophocles' sympathy for his pharmakos-hero. Whenever a 
people has embarked on a tragic course (and this was as true for 
classical Greece as it is for us today), no heroes arise; only antiheroes. 
The community, to which everyone in turn adheres in opposition to 
the enemy of the moment, is betrayed by all, just as Thebes was 
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betrayed by Oedipus and Tiresias. Ultimately it is this antagonism that 
causes the community's death, even (or rather, especially) when its 
defense or its so-called best interests serve to disguise and excuse the 
unleashed violence. 

Tragedy holds up a mirror to mankind, and what men saw reflected 
in it—the inexorable decay of the polis—prompted them to smash it, 
useless and vain though that gesture might be. Staring back at these 
double images, we can appreciate the context in which tragedy took 
place. After all, the same mocking images glitter before our own eyes 
today. 

Philosophy, like tragedy, can at certain levels serve as an attempt at 
expulsion, an attempt perpetually renewed because never wholly suc­
cessful. This point, I think, has been brilliantly demonstrated by 
Jacques Derrida in his essay "La Pharmacie de Platon."8 He sets out to 
analyze Plato's use of the term pharmakon. The Platonic pharmakon 
functions like the human pharmakos and leads to similar results. The 
word is a pivot point between sophistic deception and sound philoso­
phy, even though its role is no more justified or justifiable than the 
violence inflicted on the human scapegoat led through the streets of 
fair Athens just prior to his execution. When Plato applies pharmakon 
to the Sophists, he generally uses it in its maleficent sense of "poison." 
When it is applied to Socrates or any Socratic activity, however, it 
means "remedy." Although Derrida refuses to do away with all differ­
ences or to treat these differences as null and void, he demonstrates 
that between Socrates and the Sophists, the structure of the opposition 
belies not the difference that Plato would like to establish but rather 
the reciprocity that is suggested by the recourse to one and the same 
wrord. All difference in doctrines and attitudes is dissolved in violent 
reciprocity, is secretly undermined by the symmetry of the facts and 
by the strangely revealing, even somewhat naive use of pharmakon. 
This use polarizes the maleficent violence on a double, who is arbi­
trarily expelled from the philosophic community. From Plato right 
down to Nietzsche (who took a contrary stand), the philosophic tradi­
tion has piously reaffirmed this absolute difference. With Nietzsche the 
difference was inverted and began to shift back and forth—in prepara­
tion, perhaps, for its predestined elimination. 

Plato's pharmakon is like Aristotle's katharsis. And whatever their 
philosophic intentions may have been, it was their literary intuition 
that led these two men to select terms that seem suggestive but the full 
pertinence of which may have escaped them. In both cases the meta­
phor is used "innocently," in the sense that the misapprehension that 

8 Jacques Derrida, "La Pharmacie de Platon." in La Disseminatiofi (Paris, 1972), 
pp. 71-197. 
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characterizes all sacrificial ceremonies is innocent. In discovering, as we 
believe we have done, that these metaphors and their respective objects 
conceal the same process, we have in effect discovered that the 
metaphoric displacement ultimately alters nothing. Behind the various 
metaphors a scapegoat effect can always be discerned. 

Derrida's analysis demonstrates in striking fashion a certain arbitrary 
violence of the philosophic process as it occurs in Plato, through the 
mediation of a word that is indeed appropriate since it really designates 
an earlier, more brutal variant of the same arbitrary violence. The long 
line of sacrificial forms, each derived from the other, contains no 
"right" form from the point of view of philosophy, sociology, or 
psychoanalysis. But it does contain one genuine, unique event whose 
essence is invariably betrayed, to one degree or another, by all the 
translations and metaphoric derivations that Western thought has pro­
duced. 

Derrida proves that translations of Plato in modern languages man­
age to obliterate still further the final traces of the generative opera­
tion. For the translations destroy the unity of the term pharniakony 

they use entirely different words to render pharmako?i-remcdy and 
pharmak on-poison. This same process of obliteration was discussed in 
connection with Benveniste's Dictiomiaire des institutions i?ido-
europeennes. 

S&ft̂  I N T H E C O L R S E o f t h i s w o r k ! h a v e t r i e d t o demon­
strate that generative violence penetrates all forms of mythology and 
ritual. Yet by Chapter 8, which discussed Freud's Totem and Taboo, it 
was clear that the scope of this inquiry would have to be extended. For 
if the mechanism of the surrogate victim is simply another aspect of 
the original mechanism of the symbolic process, then there can be 
nothing in the whole range of human culture that is not rooted in 
violent unanimity—nothing that does not find its source in the sur­
rogate victim. That realization led me to turn my attention to various 
cultural activities derived from ritual. It is now time to enlarge the 
theory in response to the previous findings. 

We are now moving toward an expanded concept of sacrifice in 
which the sacrificial act in the narrow sense plays only a minor part. If 
I wish to show that this enlargement of my theory is not arbitrary, I 
must demonstrate that in those localities where ritual killing no longer 
occurs, or where there is no evidence of its ever having occurred, its 
place has been taken by another institution also directly linked to 
generative violence. I have in mind a society like our own or one 
belonging to late antiquity. 

In Chapter 1,1 suggested that there was a direct correlation between 
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the elimination of sacrificial practices and the establishment of a judi­
cial system. That discussion, however, preceded the discovery of the 
surrogate victim. Consequently, it was not firmly rooted in generative 
unanimity and now appears inconclusive. 

We must endeavor to fill this breach. For if it cannot be proven that 
the penal system owes its origins to generative violence, it might well 
be maintained that the judicial system is based on rational agreement, 
on a sort of social contract, and that men are indeed able to master 
their social environment in the direct and explicit way that rationalists 
conceive. Such a conclusion would flatly contradict my line of argu­
ment. 

Louis Gernet takes up the subject of capital punishment in his 
Anthropologic de la Grece antique. In his discussion the link between 
punishment and the surrogate victim can be readily discerned. Capital 
punishment takes two seeminglv separate forms, the first purely reli­
gious and the second purely secular. In the first instance: 

The death penalty is a means of eliminating pollution. . . . It purifies the 
affected group, who are often partly or wholly absolved of responsibility 
for the newly spilt blood (this is true, at any rate, in the case of lapida-
tion). The violent expulsion, the expulsion unto death of the unworthy 
or accursed individual, has an ancillary sense: that of devotio. Indeed, the 
killing seems in one sense to be an act of piety. It makes us think of those 
ancient ordinances which declare that the murder of an outlaw does not 
cause pollution, or of that prescription of Germanic law that makes such 
killing a civic duty. . . . Then, too, the victim himself fills a true religious 
function, a function parallel to the priest-kings who are also put to death. 
The religious function can be seen in the Latin term for these victims: 
homo sacer; as well as in the Greek term pharmakos? 

There is no doubt that the death penalty is portrayed here as a direct 
extension of generative violence. 

Gernet also makes reference to another form of punishment, the 
public exposure of criminals. The exposure was sometimes accom­
panied by a procession through the streets of the community. Gernet 
cites Georges Glotz, who compares this procession to katharma rites 
and links it to Plato's suggestion that in his model state "criminals 
should be publically displayed . . . at the frontiers of the country" 
(Laws 855c). Glotz considers this mention of frontiers significant; his 
reasons lead us back to our own preoccupation with the surrogate 
victim and its by-products: "One of the tendencies that manifests itself 
in religious approaches to punishment is that of elimination, and more 

9 Louis Gernet, "Sur Texecution capitale," in Anthropologic de la Grece antique 
(Paris, 1968), pp. 326-27. 
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particularly—for the word must be taken in its etymological sense—of 
expulsion beyond the frontiers. The bones of the sacrilegious dead are 
cast out of the community, and—this is a well-known religious prac­
tice mentioned by Plato—the inanimate object that caused a man's 
death, or the corpse of an animal that killed a person, is also subject to 
expulsion.''10 

The second type of capital punishment was accomplished with the 
minimum of formalities and is devoid of religious connotations. It is an 
apagoge-y its rough and ready character might remind us of the frontier 
"justice" of x^merican Westerns. According to Gernet, it was usually 
visited on criminals who had been caught in the act, and it was always 
ratified by the common accord of the community. However, says 
Gernet, the public nature of these acts would not have been enough to 
make the execution of the criminals possible if these criminals had not 
usually been foreigners; that is, individuals whose death entailed no 
risk of endless revenge within the community. 

The second type of capital punishment is very different from the 
first in form—or rather, in lack of form. Nevertheless, the two are 
related. If we acknowledge the role of the surrogate victim in the 
genesis of religious forms, we cannot regard them as independent insti­
tutions. Generative unanimity operates in both cases. In the first type 
it perpetrates capital punishment by means of ritual; in the second type 
generative unanimity makes an actual appearance—admittedly in di­
luted and degenerate form (otherwise its appearance would not be 
possible), but savagely and spontaneously nonetheless. This latter 
mode of unanimity gradually evolves into what can perhaps be de­
scribed as an institutionalized and legalized form of mob violence. 

In neither case can the concept of legal punishment be divorced 
from its original impulse. The concept can be traced back to sponta­
neous unanimity, to the irresistible conviction that compels an entire 
community to vent its fury on a single individual. Legal punishment 
thus has an aleatory character readily recognizable in the numerous 
intermediary forms between the religious and judicial spheres, notably 
in the case of the "ordeal" (by fire, water, single combat, etc.). 

* Q * ^ | AS WE BRING TOGETHER the various elements of 
our discussion, only one conclusion seems possible. There is a unity 
that underlies not only all mythologies and rituals but the whole of 
human culture, and this unity of unities depends on a single mech­
anism, continually functioning because perpetually misunderstood— 

10G. Glotz, "Solidarite de la famille dans le droit criminel," p. 25. Cited in 
Gernet, "Quelques rapports entre la penalite et la religion dans la Grece ancienne," 
Anthropologic de la Grece antique, pp. 289^90. 
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the mechanism that assures the community's spontaneous and 
unanimous outburst of opposition to the surrogate victim. 

Such a conclusion may strike some as extreme, not to say extrava­
gant. It might well be useful at this point to review the analytical 
approach on which it is based. We need one more example—an exam­
ple that will demonstrate the unity of all sacrificial rites as well as the 
continuity from these rites to other cultural phenomena that seem, at 
first glance, utterly alien to them. I have attempted to choose an ex­
ample that appears essential to the structure of human society: the 
institution of monarchy—monarchy as it pertains to sovereigns as well 
as to political power in general and to the whole idea of central au­
thority. 

The discussion of African monarchies has alreadv shown that isolat-
ing ritual incest, the most "sensational aspect of those monarchies, can 
only lead us astray. We cannot treat ritual incest as an independent 
phenomenon but must keep our sights fixed on the sacrifice, even if the 
sacrificial rites seem dull and ordinary in comparison with ritual incest. 

Sacrifice is the most crucial and fundamental of rites; it is also the 
most commonplace, and that is why it sometimes changes form or 
disappears in the course of the evolution of any given ceremony. So 
ritual forms are mutilated even before they reach those modern inter­
preters usually eager to further minimize, disregard, and efface the 
last traces of generative violence. 

The more peculiar a cultural element appears and the more distinc­
tive its character, the more it tends to distract us from essentials, unless 
we take care to place it in its proper context. It is the commonplace 
that truly deserves our attention, for the most frequendy encountered 
cultural elements are the ones most likely to lead us to the truth. 

We have already seen how two variants of the same ritual can stand 
in opposition; for example, the festival and what I have called the 
antifestival, or the requiring and prohibition of royal incest. Such op­
positions stem from different interpretations of the sacrificial crisis. 
Even if the rite takes into account the basic connection between malefi­
cent and beneficent violence, it still attempts to establish differences 
between them for practical purposes—differences that can never be 
anything but arbitrary, since the beneficial reversal only occurs as a 
result of the maleficent paroxysm and is in a sense produced by it. 

We have also observed that the striking variation among rites in any 
given geographical area is far less important than it seems at first 
glance. One has no right to find great significance in one tribe's pre­
scription of royal incest and a neighboring tribe's proscription of it, or 
to conclude from this difference that one tribe is more timid and 
fearful, the other more daring and "liberated/' 
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The same principle holds true for broad categories of rites; their 
autonomy is only an illusion. The inability of religious thought to 
understand correctly the violent mechanism of its own genesis gives 
rise to countless interpretations that can all be different from each 
other because they are all erroneous; these interpretations are the ritu­
als and myths of all human societies the world over. 

It does not seem to have occurred to modern theorists, bound as 
they are to their own methodologies, to draw together such disparate 
institutions as the African monarchies, the cannibalistic rites of the 
Tupinamba, and the sacrificial ceremonies of the Aztecs. However, 
each of these institutions casts light on the other. 

In the Aztec rites a certain time elapses between the election of the 
victim and his execution. During this time every' effort is made to 
gratify his desires. The people prostrate themselves before him, fight 
for the privilege of touching his garments. He is treated like a king, 
almost like a god. Yet this reverential treatment ends in brutal murder. 

The Tupinamba prisoner shares certain similarities with the Aztec 
victim and the African king. In each case the victim's situation com­
bines grandeur and misery, veneration and ignominy. There is the 
same combination of positive and negative elements, though in some­
what different proportions. 

These analogies are too limited and vague, however, to constitute a 
solid basis for comparison. For instance, the ephemeral honors ac­
corded the Aztec victim cannot really be compared to the solid politi­
cal power enjoyed by the African king. As for the Tupinamba 
prisoner, it would be stretching a point to call his position "regal." Our 
attempt to bring these three cases together may seem all the more 
audacious when one considers that their similarities, even when clearly 
distinguishable, have nothing to do with the most conspicuous features 
of each institution: ritual incest for the African kings, cannibalism for 
the Tupinamba, human sacrifice for the Aztecs. These are notable 
ethnological landmarks, and my treatment of them might well seem 
sheer willfulness and impressionism, a reversion to the methods of 
Frazer or Robertson Smith—even though, in this instance, the syn­
chronic groupings established by modern scholars working in the field 
have been taken into consideration. 

At this point the prudent ethnographer might think it is advisable to 
hold fast the doctrine that a king is a king and a victim is a victim, in 
the same way that a cat is indubitably a cat. That some kings are 
sacrificed and some victims are treated like kings is interesting, but 
nothing more; an amusing paradox that can be exploited by literary 
folk but that has nothing to do with science. 

So prudent an attitude may not be very satisfying, but in the absence 



of any unifying theory it remains unavoidable. However, everything 
changes once we begin to realize that the various "scapegoat" phe­
nomena are not the reflection of some ill-articulated guilt complex, but 
rather the very basis of cultural unification, the source of all rituals and 
religion. Seen in this light, the differences between these three ritual 
institutions do not appear so great; they should not be assimilated to 
the sort of difference that separates carbon monoxide and sodium sul­
fate. The differences are due to the three different ways in which three 
societies look at the same process: the loss and subsequent recovery 
of social unity. We can now furnish explanations for the strange privi­
leges accorded the Tupinamba prisoner and the ephemeral adoration 
offered the Aztec victim; and we can also glimpse the meaning of the 
shape of these rites and reaffirm their fundamental unity. 

If my analysis still leaves the reader skeptical, if he is still troubled 
by the differences between the three rituals, we can show that many 
intermediary ritual forms exist that cast doubt upon the apparent 
specificity of the forms most distant from each other. Many societies 
have kings, but it is no longer the king who is the sacrificial victim. 
Nor is it an animal. The victim is a human being who stands in for the 
king; he is often chosen from a category of criminals, social misfits, or 
classless creatures like the Greek pharmakos. Before replacing the real 
king on the sacrificial altar, the mock king replaces him briefly on the 
throne. The brevity of the reign, its lack of any real power, recalls the 
Aztec rite, but the general context is that of true monarchy. At this 
point the difference between the African king and the Aztec victim 
begins to blur, for we have here a victim who belongs as much to one 
rite as to the other, a victim who is exactly situated between the two. 

On the other hand, it should be noted that the mock king reigns over 
a festival that is brought to a proper sacrificial conclusion by his own 
death. The theme of festival and the theme of sacrifice of a true or 
simulated king are closely associated—for instance, in the Swazi 
Incwala—and this is hardly surprising, for the festival is nothing more 
than a reenactrnent of the sacrificial crisis, or rather of its resolution by 
means of the surrogate victim. Whenever the restoration of unity is 
personally attributed to the surrogate victim, he is seen as "divine," 
"royal," "sovereign." The words used to designate him—king, sover­
eign, divinity, scapegoat—are nothing more than metaphors used in 
conjunction with other metaphors. Their purpose is to recapture the 
original act of generative unanimity, and they are all different because 
they never entirely succeed. 

In any ritual interpretation of the primordial event there is always 
one dominant element that overshadows the others and finally obscures 
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them as the memory of the generative violence fades from the collec­
tive consciousness. In the festival this dominant element is the joyous 
celebration of a partially transformed sacrificial crisis. In time, as we 
have seen, the concluding sacrifice is eliminated, as are the rites of 
exorcism that accompany the sacrifice or replace it. When all vestiges 
of the generative violence have been removed, we are left with a 
"festival" in the modern sense. This is the only kind of festival familiar 
to the cultural historian and recognizable by him, yet he must under­
stand its ritual origins in order to understand its evolution. 

The greater vitality these rites possess and the closer they are to 
their common origin, the more futile becomes any attempt at classifica­
tion. Of course, difference pervaded these rites from the beginning, for 
the principal function of the surrogate victim is to restore and solidify 
difference; but at the outset, differentiation remains circumscribed and 
limited; it has not yet begun to proliferate. 

The rite constitutes the original interpretation of the generative vio­
lence. It sets up an initial imbalance between the reciprocal aspects of 
the sacred, between the maleficent and beneficent elements. With the 
passage of time this imbalance becomes greater and greater; the feature 
that was originally given prominence relegates all the other features to 
the background and finally banishes them altogether. At this point the 
rational viewer might well conclude that any connection between the 
maleficent and the beneficent elements is a logical contradiction and, 
therefore, unworthy of consideration. A choice, it seems, must be 
made between the "accented" and "unaccented" elements; the contin­
ued impoverishment of the latter prompts the rational observer to 
dismiss them as superfluous appendages introduced into the rite by 
mistake. Wherever contradictions still exist, reason insists that we do 
away with them. The moment comes when we find ourselves con­
fronting two institutions that appear wholly unrelated. The whole 
thrust of Western thought, with its insistence on differences, prevents 
us from perceiving their fundamental unity. So firmly entrenched is 
this habit of thought that this effort to uncover the common origins of 
all rites will be misunderstood by many people as my own inability to 
differentiate between them. 

Royal incest is not truly essential to the African concept of mon­
archy, either from the point of view of origins, in which it is subordi­
nated to sacrifice, or from the point of view of evolution, of passage 
into the "monarchal institution." What is essential is the granting of 
authority during his lifetime to someone who is designated as a future 
victim and who draws his power and prestige retroactively from the 
reconciling power of the original scapegoat. With the passage of time 
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the substitute victim's authority becomes more durable, more stable; 
the factors opposing it lose their importance, and another victim, 
human or animal, is substituted for the king. Everything that has to do 
with the reverse side of supreme authority—wrongdoing and humilia­
tion, maleficent violence and sacrificial punishment—becomes merely 
"symbolic" and soon disappears from view. The vestiges of ritual are 
like traces of chrysalis clinging to an insect; they are soon discarded. 
Sacred royalty is transformed into royalty pure and simple, into politi­
cal power. 

When we consider the monarchy of the Ancieri Regime in France 
or any other traditional monarchic system, we cannot help wondering 
whether it would not be more profitable to consider these institutions 
in the light of sacred kingship than in the light of modern ideas about 
monarchy. The concept of Divine Right is not just a fiction made up 
on the spur of the moment to keep the king s subjects in line. The life 
and death of the monarchic concept in France—its sacred rites, its 
fools, its cure of scrofula through the royal touch, the grand finale of 
the guillotine—all this is clearly structured by the influence of sacred 
violence. The sacred character of the king—that is, his identity with 
the victim—regains its potency as it is obscured from view and even 
held up to ridicule. It is in fact then that the king is most threatened. 

The master of these paradoxes, the most daringly perspicacious in­
terpreter of the monarchic principle in a world not so far removed 
from our own, is Shakespeare. He bridges the gap between the most 
primitive concepts of kingship and the most modern; he seems to have 
been better acquainted with both than we are with either. 

The dethronement scene in Richard II can be seen as a sort of 
coronation performed in reverse. Walter Pater described it as an in­
verted rite,11 but all rites demand that moment of inversion. The king 
acts as his own sacrificer, transforming himself by quasi-religious 
means into a double of all his enemies and their surrogate victims as 
well. He is himself a traitor, in no way different from those who do 
him violence: 

Mine eyes are full of tears, I cannot see; 

But they can see a sort of traitors here. 
Nay, if I turn mine eyes upon myself, 
I find myself a traitor with the rest; 
For I have given here my soul's consent 
T'undeck the pompous body of a king... . (5.1.244) 

n Walter Pater, Appreciations (London, 1957), p. 205. 
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In his study of the duality of the king's person as portrayed in legal 
documents of the Middle Ages, The Kings Tivo Bodies, Ernst 
Kantorowicz undertakes an analysis of Richard 11. Although he does 
not touch directly upon the question of the surrogate victim, he gives 
an excellent description of the dual nature of the Shakespearean mon­
arch: 

The duplications, all one, and all simultaneously active, in Richard— 
Thus play I in one person many people (5.5. 31)—are those potentially 
present in the King, the Fool and the God. They dissolve, perforce, in 
the Mirror. Those three prototypes of "twin-birth" intersect and overlap 
and interfere with each other continuously. Yet, it may be felt that the 
"King" dominates in the scene on the Coast of Wales (3.11), the "Fool" 
at Flint Castle (3.111), and the "God" in the Westminster scene (4.1) 
with Man's wretchedness as a perpetual companion and antithesis at 
every stage. Moreover, in each one of those three scenes we encounter 
the same cascading: from divine kingship to kingship's "Name" and from 
the name to the naked misery of man.12 

We may go a little further and ask ourselves whether this descrip­
tion does not transcend the subject of monarchy strictly conceived to 
embrace broader concepts of sovereignty- and, indeed, all forms of 
central power that owe their existence to the surrogate victim. There 
are perhaps two fundamental types of society-, which overlap to some 
extent: those having a central authority essentially monarchal in char­
acter and those having no such authority, disclosing no trace of genera­
tive violence in their political institutions—the so-called dual systems. 
The first group, for reasons unknown to us, tends to cluster around a 
single representative of the original victim, an individual whose status 
is more or less permanent, who concentrates political as well as reli­
gious power in himself. Even if this power is subsequently fragmented, 
the tendency toward centralism persists. 

It is worth noting that structuralist ethnology shows little interest in 
those societies that no longer reveal any significant opposition between 
dual forces. In this instance the opposition between the two "ex­
tremes" has been interiorized. It can indeed find exterior expression— 
in the conflict between king and fool, for example—but this always 
seems like an afterthought, a development of secondary importance. 

The unstable character of "historical0 societies is perhaps reflected 
in this "royal" interiorization in each one of us, this play of differences, 
undifferentiation, and scapegoating in each one of us, which encour­
ages tragedians to treat the surrogate king like the prototype of human 

12 Ernst Kantorowicz, The King's Two Bodies (Princeton, 1957), p. 27. 
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beings caught up in a constant state of crisis and plagued by an unend­
ing vacillation of differences. 

*Q9*3| ALL RELIGIOUS RITUALS SPRING from the surro­
gate victim, and all the great institutions of mankind, both secular and 
religious, spring from ritual. Such is the case, as we have seen, with 
political power, legal institutions, medicine, the theater, philosophy 
and anthropology itself. It could hardly be otherwise, for the working 
basis of human thought, the process of "symbolization," is rooted in 
the surrogate victim. Even if no example taken alone offers conclusive 
proof of my theory, their cumulative effect is overwhelming; all the 
more so because they coincide with archetypal myths that tell, in 
apparently "naive" fashion, how all man's religious, familial, economic, 
and social institutions grew out of the body of an original victim. 
The surrogate victim, as founder of the rite, appears as the ideal educa­
tor of humanity, in the etymological sense of e-ducatio, a leading out. 
The rite gradually leads men away from the sacred; it permits them 
to escape their own violence, removes them from violence, and be­
stows on them all the institutions and beliefs that define their humanity. 

In the great Indian texts dealing with sacrifice we discover the same 
content, though in slightly different form, as in the origin myths: 

In the beginning the gods sacrificed a man; when he was killed, his 
ritualistic virtues deserted him. They entered a horse; the gods sacrificed 
the horse; when it was killed, its ritualistic virtues deserted it. They 
entered a cow; the gods sacrificed the cow; when it was killed, its 
ritualistic virtues deserted it. They entered a sheep; the gods sacrificed 
the sheep; when it was killed, its ritualistic virtues deserted it. They 
entered a goat; the gods sacrificed the goat. When it was killed, its 
ritualistic virtues deserted it and entered the earth. The gods dug for 
them, and found them in the form of rice and barley. And that is why 
today we still dig the earth to procure rice and barley.13 

Durkheim asserts that society is of a piece, and that the primary 
unifying factor is religion. His statement is not a truism, nor does it 
dissolve religion in social institutions. Durkheim believes that men are 
shaped culturally by an e-ducational process that belongs to the sphere 
of religion. Even concepts of space and time, he says stem from reli­
gion. Durkheim never fully articulated his insight, for he never re­
alized what a formidable obstacle violence presents and what a positive 
resource it becomes when it is transfigured and reconverted through 
the mediation of scapegoat effects. 

Human society does not begin with the fear of the "slave" for the 

!3 Gatapatha-Brahmana, 1, 2, 3, 6-7, in Sylvain Levi, La Doctrine du sacrifice 
dans les Bralymanas (Paris, 1966), pp. 136-57. 
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"master," as Hegel claims, but—as Durkheim maintains—with religion. 
To carry Durkheim's insight to its conclusion, I will add that religion 
is simply another term for the surrogate victim, who reconciles 
mimetic oppositions and assigns a sacrificial goal to the mimetic im­
pulse. At the moment when differentiated unity is urgently needed and 
apparently impossible to obtain—that is, during an outburst of re­
ciprocal violence—the surrogate victim comes to the rescue. 

The role of the surrogate victim can be ascertained, I believe, even 
on a spatial plane. There is good reason to think that it has imposed its 
image on the very structures of some communities, at those special 
locations forming the center of the community, sites generally dedi­
cated to the spirit of collective unity and whose true nature is some­
times brought to light through archaeological investigation. 

In Greece these sites include the tombs of heroes, the omphalos, the 
stone of the agora and, finally, that perfect symbol of the polis, Hestia, 
the common hearth. Louis Gernefs essay on these sites leaves this 
reader at least with the overwhelming conviction that these are places 
where the surrogate victim met his death or where he was believed to 
have died. 

The traditions attached to these localities and the ritualistic func­
tions associated with them lend credence to the theory that sacred mob 
violence formed the origin of the polis. This mob violence can take the 
form of the Bouphonia, which we have referred to on several occa­
sions; or it can take the form of the public exposure of criminals, or 
other punishments that recall the pharmakos. Further research along 
the lines of the surrogate victim would undoubtedly turn up even 
more conclusive evidence. 

There is reason to believe that these symbolic sites of unification 
gave birth to all religious forms; it was there that the various cults 
were established, spatial relationships fixed, the clock of history set in 
motion, and the beginnings of a social life plotted out precisely as 
Durkheim envisioned it. There everything begins; from there every­
thing emanates; there everything returns when discord breaks out. 
Surely that is the point of the only direct quotation we have of 
Anaximander, "the earliest voice of Western thought." I would like to 
repeat those astonishing words here, to show that such a claim is not 
unbelievable. 

In the evolution from ritual to secular institutions men gradually 
draw away from violence and eventually lose sight of it; but an actual 
break with violence never takes place. That is why violence can always 
stage a stunning, catastrophic comeback. The possibility of such an 
occurrence conforms to the dire predictions of divine vengeance that 
are to be found in every religious system. His rejection of this 



308 Violence and the Sacred 

apocalyptic message explains why Heidegger has rejected the tradi­
tional translation of Anaximander's words. But it seems to me that he 
has missed the point completely; for the vengeance Anaximander al­
ludes to is wholly human, not divine; in other words, not mythic. I 
shall revert, therefore, to the more traditional translation of Anaxi­
mander, which Heidegger went out of his way to criticize but which 
seems to me marvelously apposite: 

Where things are born, there too must they perish; for each in turn 
metes out punishment and expiation for its wickedness, each in the 
allotted time.14 

14 Cf. Heidegger, 'The Anaximander Fragment," in Early Greek Thinking, 
trans. David Farrell Krell and Frank A. Capuzzi (New York, 1975). 



Conclusion 

e ^ > 3 ^ j | A THEORY OF THE NATURE of primitive religion 
• " ^ W | has emerged from the foregoing inquiry into the origins 

of myth and ritual. No attempt will be made here to consider the 
Judaeo-Christian texts in the light of this theory, or vice versa; that 
must be left to a future study. However, I hope to have suggested here 
the course that such a project might take. 

My theory depends on a number of basic premises. Even if innumer­
able intermediary- stages exist between the spontaneous outbursts of 
violence and its religious imitations, even if it is only these imitations 
that come to our notice, I want to stress that these imitations had their 
origin in a real event. The actuality of this event, over and above its 
existence in rite and record, must be kept in mind. We must also take 
care not to restrict this event to any one context, any one dominant 
intellectual framework, whether semantic or symbolic, which lacks a 
firm basis in reality. The event should be viewed as an absolute begin­
ning, signifying the passage from nonhuman to human, as well as a 
relative beginning for the societies in question. 

The theory of the surrogate victim is paradoxical in that it is based 
on facts whose empirical characteristics are not directly accessible. 
These facts can be drawn exclusively from texts that invariably offer 
distorted, fragmentary, or indirect testimony. We can only gain access 
to the generative event through constant reference to these enigmatic 
sources, which constitute at once the foreground in which our theory 
situates itself and the background against which its accuracy must be 
tested. 

The theory of evolution depends on the comparison and linkage of 
evidence—the fossil remains of living creatures—corresponding, in the 
case of my hypothesis, to religious and cultural texts. N o single ana­
tomical fact studied in isolation can lead to the concept of evolution. 
No direct observation is possible, no form of empirical verification 
even conceivable, because evolution occurred over a span of time en­
tirely out of scale with the span of human existence. 

In the same way no single text—mythic, religious, or tragic—will 
yield the operating procedures of violent unanimity. Here, too, the 
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comparative method is the only one possible. If this method has not 
been successful to date, that is because there are so many variables at 
work; it is hard to locate the single underlying scheme that controls 
them all. The theory of evolution, toor constitutes a hypothesis. 

The surrogate victim theory presents, as a theory, a distinct superi­
ority over the theory of evolution. The inaccessible character of the 
generative event is not merely an obstacle unrelated to the theory, an 
aspect that contributes nothing of positive value; rather, it is an essen­
tial part of that theory, something we cannot do without. In order to 
retain its structuring influence the generative violence must remain 
hidden; misapprehension is indispensable to all religious or postreligious 
structuring. And the hidden nature of the event corresponds to the 
researchers' inability to attribute a satisfactory function to religious 
practices. My theory is the first to offer an explanation of the primor­
dial role that religion plays in primitive societies, as well as of man's 
ignorance of this role. 

This hidden nature is much less problematic than a notion like the 
unconscious of Freud. A comparison of certain myths and rituals, 
viewed in the light of Greek tragedy, leads to the theory of the sur­
rogate victim and violent unanimity through a path much more direct 
than that of "verbal slips'' to such psychoanalytic concepts as sup­
pressed desires and the unconscious. Surely such slips can be attributed 
to many different causes. But the surrogate victim theory is the only 
hypothesis that accounts for all features of the cultural phenomena 
presented here. Ujilike the psychoanalytical explanations, it leaves no 
areas in shadow and neglects no major aspects. 

Although generative violence is invisible, it can logically be deduced 
from myths and rituals once their real structures have been perceived. 
The further one advances along this path and the more transparent the 
true nature of religious thought appears, the clearer it becomes that 
there is nothing here to suppress or to hide. There is no justification 
for the idea that religious thought either represses or deliberately 
refuses to acknowledge a threatening self-awareness. Such awareness 
does not yet present any threat to religion. It is we who are threatened 
by it, we who flee from it. 

If religious misapprehensions were to be regarded in the same light 
as psychoanalysis regards its material, we should require some religious 
equivalent to the Freudian repression of the patricide/incest desire; 
something that must be hidden and kept hidden. Yet such is hardly the 
case. To be sure, there are many details of the generative event that 
have dropped out, many elements that have become so warped, mis­
shapen, and transfigured as to be unrecognizable when reproduced in 
mythical or ritualistic form. Yet no matter how gaping the lacunae 
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may appear, no matter how grotesque the deformations, they are not 
ultimately indispensable to the religious attitude, the religious misap­
prehension. Even if it were brought face to face with the inner work­
ings of the mechanism, the religious mind would be unable to conceive 
of the transformation of bad into good, of violence into culture, as a 
spontaneous phenomenon calling for a positive approach. 

It is natural to assume that the best-concealed aspect of the genera­
tive mechanism will be the most crucial element, the one most likely to 
render the sacrificial svstem nonfunctional if it becomes known. This 
aspect will be the arbitrary selection of the victim, its essential insignifi­
cance, which contradicts the meaning accumulated upon its head by 
the scapegoat projections. 

Close examination will reveal that even this aspect is not really hid­
den; it can be readily detected once we know what we must look for. 
Frequently the rituals themselves are engineered so that they include 
an element of chance in the choice of the victim, but mythologists 
have never taken this into account. 

Although we have already called attention to those rites designed to 
give a role to chance in the selection of the victim, it may be that we 
have not put sufficient stress on this essential aspect. 

Sporting contests and games of chance appear to modern man most 
incongruous as ritual practices. The Uitoto Indians, for example, in­
corporate a balloon game into their ritual; and the Kayans of Borneo 
use a top in the course of their religious ceremonies. 

Even more remarkable, apparently even more incongruous, is the 
game of dice that figures in the funeral rites of the Canelos Indians. 
Only the men participate in this game. Divided into two rival groups 
and lined up on either side of the deceased, they take turns casting 
their dice over the corpse. The sacred spirit, in the person of the dead 
man, determines the outcome of each throw. The winner is awarded 
one of the dead man's domestic animals, which is slaughtered on the 
spot, and the women prepare a meal from it for the assembled mourn­
ers. 

Jensen, in citing these facts, remarks that the games are not simply 
additions to established religious practices.1 If one were to say that the 
Canelos Indians "play at dice during the funeral rites of their parents," 
one would be conveying the wrong idea of the ceremonies. For this 
game takes place only in conjunction with these funeral rites. It is 
modern man who thinks of games of this sort as exclusively secular, 
and we must not project that idea onto the Canelos Indians. This is not 
to say that our own games have nothing to do with rites; in fact, they 

1 Jensen, Mythes et cultes chez les peuples primitifs, pp. 77-83. 
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originate in rites. But, as usual, we have got things reversed. For us, 
games of chance are a secular activity upon which a religious meaning 
has been superimposed. The true state of affairs is precisely the oppo­
site: games originate in rites that have been divested, to a greater oi 
lesser degree, of their sacred character. As I have already remarked, 
Huizinga's famous theory of play should be inverted. It is not play that 
envelops the sacred, but the sacred that envelops the notion of play. 

Death, like any passage, entails violence. The passage into the be­
yond by a member of the community may provoke (among other 
difficulties) quarrels among the survivors, for there is always the prob­
lem of how to redistribute the dead man's belongings. In order to meet 
the threat of maleficent contagion the community must have recourse 
to the universal model, to generative violence; it must attend to the 
advice of the sacred itself. In this particular case, the community ha* 
perceived and retained the role of chance in the liberating decision. II 
violence is given free play, chance alone is responsible for the ultimate 
resolution of the conflict; and the rite tries to force the hand of chance 
before violence has had the opportunity to act. The rite aims straight 
at the final result, achieving, as it were, a minimum expenditure ol 
violence. 

The Canelos dice game offers a clue to the reason why the theme oi 
chance recurs so frequently in folklore, myth, and fable. Oedipus, ii 
will be remembered, refers to himself as the son of Tyche—that is 
Fortune or Chance. There were towns in the ancient world in whicl 
the selection of magistrates was made by drawing lots, for the powe: 
bestowed by ritually regulated chance always contains a sacred ele 
ment, the sacred "fusion of opposites." Indeed, the more we reflect oi 
this theme of Chance, the more universal it appears. In popular legem 
and fairy tale Chance is often invoked to "find" kings or, conversely 
(and the converse is always the other face of the same coin), to desig 
nate someone to undertake a difficult or perilous mission, a mission tha 
might involve self-sacrifice for the general good—someone, in short, t( 
assume the role of surrogate victim: 

On tira-t-a la courte paille 
Pour savoir qui serait mange.2 

Yet is there any way of proving that the motif of Chance has it 
origin in the arbitrary nature of the violent resolution? There ar 
numerous instances in wrhich the drawing of lots so clearly support 
the meaning proposed here that it is virtually impossible to doubt th 
connection. One such example is the Old Testament Book of Jonal 
God tells Jonah to go forth and warn the people of Nineveh that thei 

2 From // etait un petit navire> folkloric French song (ed). 
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city will be destroyed if they do not repent of their ways. Hoping to 
evade this thankless task, the reluctant prophet embarks on a ship 
sailing forTarshish: 

But the Lord sent out a great wind into the sea, and there was a mighty 
tempest in the sea, so that the ship was like to be broken. 

Then the mariners were afraid, and cried every man unto his god, and 
cast forth the wares that were in the ship into the sea, to lighten it of 
them. But Jonah was gone down into the sides of the ship; and he lay, 
and was fast asleep. 

So the shipmaster came to him, and said unto him, What meanest 
thou, O sleeper? Arise, call upon thy God, if so be that God will think 
upon us, that we perish not. 

And they said every one to his fellow, Come, and let us cast lots, that 
we may know for whose cause this evil is upon us. So they cast lots, and 
the lot fell upon Jonah. 

(Jonah 1:4-7) 

The ship represents the community, the tempest the sacrificial crisis. 
The jettisoned cargo is the cultural system that has abandoned its 
distinctions. The fact that everybody calls out to his own particular 
god indicates a breakdown in the religious order. The floundering ship 
can be compared to the city of Nineveh, threatened with destruction 
unless its people repent. The forms may vary, but the crisis is always 
the same. 

The passengers cast lots to determine wrho is responsible for the 
crisis. Chance can always be trusted to reveal the truth, for it reflects 
the will of the divinity. The lot designates Jonah, who proceeds to 
confess his culpability: 

Then the men were exceedingly afraid, and said unto him, Why hast 
thou done this? For the men knew that he fled from the presence of the 
Lord, because he had told them. 

Then they said unto him, What shall we do unto thee, that the sea 
may be calm unto us? for the sea wrought, and was tempestuous. 

And he said unto them, Take me up, and cast me forth into the sea; 
so shall the sea be calm unto you: for I know that for my sake this 
great tempest is upon you. 

(Jonah 1:10-12) 

The sailors attempt to gain the shore by their own efforts; they 
would like to save Jonah's life. But they finally recognize the futility 
of their efforts, and address themselves to the Lord—even though he is 
Jonah's Lord and not their own: 

Wherefore they cried unto the Lord, and said, W e beseech thee, 
0 Lord, we beseech thee, let us not perish for this man's life, and lay 
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not upon us innocent blood: for thou, O Lord, hast done as it pleased 
thee. 

So they took up Jonah, and cast him forth into the sea; and the sea 
ceased from her raging. 

Then the men feared the Lord exceedingly, and offered a sacrifice unto 
the Lord, and made vows. 

(Jonah 1:14-16) 

What we see here is a reflection of the sacrificial crisis and its resolu­
tion. The victim is chosen by lot; his expulsion saves the community, 
as represented by the ship's crew; and a new god is acknowledged 
through the crew's sacrifice to the Lord whom they did not know 
before. Taken in isolation this story tells us little, but when seen 
against the backdrop of our whole discussion, each detail acquires sig­
nificance. 

Modern man flatly rejects the notion that Chance is the reflection of 
divine will. Primitive man views things differently. For him, Chance 
embodies all the obvious characteristics of the sacred. Now it deals 
violently with man, now it showers him with gifts. Indeed, what is 
more capricious in its favors than Chance, more susceptible to those 
rapid reversals of temper that are invariably associated with the gods? 

The sacred nature of Chance is reflected in the practice of the lot­
tery. In some sacrificial rites the choice of victim by means of a lottery 
serves to underline the relationship between Chance and generative 
violence. In an essay entitled uSur le symbolisme politique: le Foyer 
commun," Louis Gernet cites a particularly revealing ritual, which 
took place in Cos during a festival dedicated to Zeus: 

The choice of victim was determined by a sort of lottery in which all 
the cattle, which were originally presented separately by each division of 
each tribe, were mixed together in a common herd. The animal ultimately 
selected was executed on the following day, having first been "intro­
duced to Hestia," and undergone various rites. Immediately prior to the 
ritual presentation, Hestia herself receives homage in the form of an 
animal sacrifice.3 

At the close of the previous chapter I noted that Hestia, the com­
mon hearth, in all probability marked the place where the original act 
of communal violence was perpetrated. It seems more than likely, 
therefore, that the selection of the victim by lottery was meant to 
simulate that original violence. The selection is not made by men, but 
left to divine Chance, acting through violence. The mixing together of 
the cattle that had originally been identified by tribe or by division of 

3 Gernet, Anthropologic de la Grece antique, p. 393. 
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tribe is particularly revealing. This deliberate confusion of distinctions, 
this merger into a communal togetherness, constitutes an obligatory 
preamble to the lottery; clearly it was introduced to reproduce the 
exact order of the original events. The arbitrary and violent resolution 
that serves as a model for the lottery takes place at the very height of 
the sacrificial crisis, when the distinctions delegated to the members of 
society by the cultural order succumb to the reciprocal violence and 
are merged into a communal mass. 

+Q&^ A TRADITIONAL DISCUSSION of Dionysus involves 
a demonstration of how he differs from Apollo or from the other gods. 
But is it not more urgent to show how Dionysus and Apollo share the 
same characteristics, why the one and the other should be called di­
vine? Surely all the gods, despite their differences, have something in 
common, something from which all their distinctive qualities spring. 
Without such a common basis, the differences become meaningless. 

Scholars of religion devote themselves to the study of gods and 
divinity. They should be able to provide clear and concise definitions 
of these concepts, but they do not. They are obliged, of course, to 
decide what falls within their field of study and what falls outside it; 
yet they leave the crucial and most decisively scientific task of defining 
their subject to uninformed public opinion. E\ren assuming that it is 
possible—or justifiable—to stretch the concept of divinity to include 
each and everybody's idea of the divine, the so-called science of reli­
gion can neither do without this approach nor provide a convincing 
defense of it. 

There is no true science of religion, any more than there is a science 
of culture. Scholars are still disputing about which cult Greek tragedy 
should be ascribed to. Were the ancients correct in assigning tragedy 
to Dionysus, or does it rightfully belong to another god? Undoubtedly 
this is a genuine problem; but it is also, I think, a secondary one. Far 
more important, but far less discussed, is the relationship between trag­
edy and the divine, between the theater in general and religion. 

Whether my theory proves to be true or false, it can, I believe, lay 
claim to being "scientific," if only because it allows for a rigorous 
definition of such terms as divinity, ritual, rite, and religion. Any 
phenomenon associated with the acts of remembering, commemorat­
ing, and perpetuating a unanimity that springs from the murder of a 
surrogate victim can be termed "religious." 

The surrogate victim theory avoids at once the impressionism of the 
positivist approach and the arbitrary and "reductivist" schemata of 
psychoanalysis. Although this theory brings together many crucial 
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aspects of man's experience, it offers no simple substitute for the 
"wondrous profusion" of the world's religious systems. Indeed, one 
ought perhaps to ask whether this "profusion" is really as wondrous as 
all that; in any case, the mechanism proposed here carries us beyond 
the mere cataloging of characteristics. The endless diversity of myths 
and rituals derives from the fact that they all seek to recollect and 
reproduce something they never succeed in comprehending. There is 
only one generative event, only one way to grasp its truth: by means 
of my hypothesis. On the other hand, there are innumerable ways of 
missing it; hence the multiplicity of religious systems. My thesis results 
from an eminently positive line of inquiry. 1 have a certain confidence 
in language—contrary to some modern thinkers who, at the very mo­
ment when truth becomes accessible in language, declare that language 
is incapable of expressing truth. This absolute distrust of language, in a 
period of mythic dilapidation like our own, may well serve the same 
purpose as the excessive confidence that prevailed before the dilapida­
tion, when no decisive truth was in sight. 

Our theory should be approached, then, as one approaches any 
scientific hypothesis. The reader must ask himself whether it actually 
takes into account all the items it claims to cover; whether it enables 
him to assign to primitive institutions an origin, function, and structure 
that cohere to one another as well as to their overall context; whether 
it allows him to organize and assess the vast accumulation of ethnologi­
cal data, and to do so in a truly economical manner, without recourse 
to "exceptions" and "aberrations." Above all, he must ask himself 
whether this theory- applies not in single, isolated instances but in every 
conceivable situation. Can he see the surrogate victim as that stone 
initially rejected by the builders, only to become the cornerstone of a 
whole mythic and ritualistic edifice? Or as the key that opens any 
religious text, revealing its innermost workings and rendering it for­
ever accessible to the human intellect? 

*&^ THAT INCOHERENCE TRADITIONALLY attrib­
uted to religious ideas seems to be particularly associated with the 
theme of the scapegoat. Frazer treats this subject at length; his writing 
is remarkable for its abundance of description and paucity of explana­
tion. Frazer refuses to concern himself with the formidable forces at 
work behind religious significations, and his openly professed con­
tempt for religious themes protects him from all unwelcome discov­
eries: 

The notion that we can transfer our guilt and sufferings to some other 
being who will bear them for us is familiar to the savage mind. It arises 
from a very obvious confusion between the physical and the mental, be-
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tween the material and the immaterial. Because it is possible to shift a 
load of wood, stones, or what not, from our own back to the back of 
another, the savage fancies that it is equally possible to shift the burden 
of his pains and sorrows to another, who will suffer them in his stead. 
Upon this idea he acts, and the result is an endless number of very un-
amiable devices for palming off upon some one else the trouble which a 
man shrinks from bearing himself. In short, the principle of vicarious 
suffering is commonly understood and practised by races who stand on 
a low level of social and intellectual culture.4 

However, the disrepute in which he is held today is far from justifi­
able, for few scholars have labored so diligently in the field or set forth 
their findings with such admirable clarity. And many later writers have 
in effect done little more than repeat in somewhat different form 
Frazers own profession of ignorance. 

Anyone who tries to subvert the sacrificial principle by turning it to 
derision invariably becomes its unwitting accomplice. Frazer is no 
exception. His work contributes to the concealment of the violent 
impulse that lurks within the rite of sacrifice. Such phrases as "physical 
loads" and "bodily and mental ailments" recall nothing so much as the 
platitudes of second-rate theologians; and Frazer treats the act of sacri­
ficial substitution as if it were pure fantasy, a nonphenomenon. Yet 
authors closer to our time have done the same and with considerably 
less excuse, for the Freudian notion of transference, inadequate as it is 
in some respects, should at least have alerted us that something vital is 
missing from the picture. 

The modern mind still cannot bring itself to acknowledge the basic 
principle behind that mechanism which, in a single decisive movement, 
curtails reciprocal violence and imposes structure on the community. 
Because of this willful blindness, modern thinkers continue to see reli­
gion as an isolated, wholly fictitious phenomenon cherished only by a 
fewr backward peoples or milieus. And these same thinkers can now 
project upon religion alone the responsibility for a violent projection 
of violence that truly pertains to all societies including our own. This 
attitude is seen at its most flagrant in the wrriting of that gentleman-
ethnologist Sir James Frazer. Frazer, along with his rationalist col­
leagues and disciples, was perpetually engaged in a ritualistic expulsion 
and consummation of religion itself, which he used as a sort of scape­
goat for all human thought. Frazer, like many another modern thinker, 
washed his hands of all the sordid acts perpetrated by religion and 
pronounced himself free of all taint of superstition. He wras evidently 
unaware that this act of hand-washing has long been recognized as a 
purely intellectual, nonpolluting equivalent of some of the most an-

4 J. G. Frazer, The Golden Bough, 1 vol., abridged (New York, 1963), p. 624. 
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cient customs of mankind. His writing amounts to a fanatical and 
superstitious dismissal of all the fanaticism and superstition he had 
spent the better part of a lifetime studying. 

The sacrificial character of this misunderstanding should remind us 
that today, more than ever before, we will encounter resistance when 
we try to rid ourselves of ignorance—even though the time has come 
for this ignorance to yield to knowledge. This resistance is similar to 
what Freud calls resistance, but far more formidable. We are not deal­
ing with the sort of repressed desires that everyone is really eager to 
put on public display, but with the most tenacious myths of modern­
ism; with everything, in short, that claims to be free of all mythical 
influence. 

What I have said of Freud holds true for all modes of modern 
thought; most particularly for ethnology, to which Freud was irre­
sistibly drawn. That ethnology is alive today, when the traditional 
modes of interpretation are sick unto death, is evidence of a new 
sacrificial crisis. This crisis is similar but not identical to previous ones. 
We have managed to extricate ourselves from the sacred somewhat 
more successfully than other societies have done, to the point of losing 
all memory of the generative violence; but we are now about to redis­
cover it. The essential violence returns to us in a spectacular manner— 
not only in the form of a violent history but also in the form of 
subversive knowledge. This crisis invites us, for the very first time, to 
violate the taboo that neither Heraclitus nor Euripides could ever quite 
manage to violate, and to expose to the light of reason the role played 
by violence in human society. 
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