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INTRODUCTION








Collective representations have their own laws, and these (at any
rate in dealing with primitives) cannot be discovered by studying
the "adult, civilized, white man." On the contrary, it is
undoubtedly the study of the collective representations and their
connections in uncivilized peoples that can throw some light upon
the genesis of our categories and our logical principles.









Auguste Comte had already distinctly advocated it in his Cours de
Philosophie positive. He would divide the study of these functions
between biology and sociology. His wellknown dictum: "Humanity is
not to be defined through man, but on the contrary, man through
humanity” is designed to show that the highest mental functions
remain unintelligible as long as they are studied from the
individual alone. If we are to understand them we must take the
development of the race into consideration. In a man’s mental life
everything which is not merely the reaction of the organism to the
stimuli it receives is necessarily of a social character.













In the second place, the phenomena to be accounted for –
institutions, beliefs, practices—are all pre-eminently social
phenomena. Should not the representations and the connections
between the representations be of the same nature?








Are they not necessarily “collective representations”? But in such
a case the animist theory becomes suspect, and with it the
postulate upon which it was based, for both theory and postulate
deal with the mental processes of the individual human mind only.
Collective representations are social phenomena, like the
institutions for which they account; and if there is any one point
which contemporary sociology has thoroughly established, it is that
social phenomena have their own laws, and laws which the analysis
of the individual qua individual could never reveal. Consequently
any attempt to "explain” collective representations solely by the
functioning of mental operations observed in the individual (the
association of ideas, the naive application of the theory of
causality and so on), is foredoomed to failure. Since some of the
data which are essential to the problem have been omitted, its
defeat is certain.









We might just as well hope to make scientific use of the idea of a
human individual mind imagined to be devoid of all experience
whatever. Would it be worth while to try and reconstruct the method
in which such a mind would represent the natural phenomena which
occurred within and around him? As a matter of fact, we have no
means of knowing what such a mind would be like. As far back as we
can go, however primitive the races we may study, we shall never
find any minds which are not socialized, if we may put it thus, not
already concerned with an infinite number of collective
representations which have been transmitted by tradition, the
origin of which is lost in obscurity.









The idea of an individual human mind absolutely free from all
experience is, then, as fanciful as that of man prior to social
life. It does not correspond with anything that we can grasp and
verify, and the hypotheses implying it could but be
arbitrary.









The series of social phenomena are solidary with respect to each
other, and they are placed in mutual relationship. A definite type
of society, with its own institutions and customs, will therefore
necessarily have its own mentality. Different mentalities will
correspond with different social types, and all the more because
institutions and customs themselves are at bottom only a certain
aspect of collective representations, only these representations
considered objectively, as it were. Thus we are led to perceive
that the comparative study of the different types of human
societies is linked up with the comparative study of the collective
representations and the connections between these, which dominate
such societies.









CHAPTER I – COLLECTIVE REPRESENTATIONS IN PRIMITIVES’ PERCEPTIONS
AND THE MYSTICAL CHARACTER OF SUCH








The terminology used in the analysis of mental functions is suited
to functions such as the philosophers, psychologists, and logicians
of our civilization have formulated and defined. If we admit these
functions to be identical in all human aggregates, there is no
difficulty in the matter; the same terminology can be employed
throughout, with the mental reservation that have minds more like
those of children than of But if we abandon this position—and we
have the strongest reasons for considering it untenable—then the
terms, divisions, classifications, we make use of in analysing our
own mental functions are not suitable for those which differ from
them; on the contrary, they prove a source of confusion and error.
In studying primitive mentality, which is a new subject, we shall
probably require a fresh terminology.
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