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5. What Is a Social Fact?

Historical Foundations of Anthropological Theory

EMILE DURKHEIM (1858~1917)

BEFORE INQUIRING INTO the method suited to
the study of social facts, it is important to know
which facts are commonly called “social.” This
information is all the more necessary since the
designation “social” is used with little precision.
It is currently employed for practically all phe-
nomena generally diffused within society, how-
ever small their social interest. Buf on that basis,
there are, as it were, no human events that may
not be called social. Fach individual drinks,
sleeps, eats, reasons; and it is to society’s interest
that these functions be exercised in an orderly
manner. If, then, all these facts are counted as
“social” facts, sociology would have no subject
matter exclusively its own, and its domain would
be confused with that of biology and psychology.!
But in reality there is in every society a certain
group of phenomena which may be differentiated
from those studied by the other natural sciences.
When I fulfill my obligations as brother, hushand,
or citizen, when I execute my contracts, I perform
duties which are defined, externally to myself and
my acts, in law and in custom. Even if they con-
form to my own sentiments and I feel their reality
subjectively, such reality is still objective, for I did
not create them; I merely inherited them through
my education. How many times it happens, more-
over, that we are ignorant of the details of the
obligations incumbent upon us, and that in order
to acquaint ourselves with them we must consult
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the law and its authorized interpreters! Similarly, -
the church-member finds the heliefs and prac-
tices of his religious life ready-made at birth; their
existence prior to his own implies their existence
outside of himself. The system of signs I use to
express my thought, the system of currency I em-
ploy to pay my debts, the instruments of credit |

utilize in my commercial relations, the practices

followed in my profession, etc., function indepen-

dently of my own use of them. And these state-

ments can be repeated for each member of society. -
Here, then, are ways of acting, thinking, and feel-

ing that present the noteworthy property of exist-
ing outside the individual consciousness.

These types of conduct or thought are not
only external to the individual but are, IMoTEover,
endowed with coercive power, by virtue of which
they impose themselves upon him, independent
of his individual will. Of course, when I fully con-
sent and conform to them, this constraint is felt
only slightly, if at all, and is therefore unneces-
sary. But it is, nonetheless, an intrinsic character
istic of these facts, the proof thereof heing that it
asserts itself as soon as I attempt to resist it, If I
attempt to violate the law, it reacts against me so
as to prevent my act before its accomplishment,
or to nullify my violation by restoring the dam-
age, if it is accomplished and reparable, or to
make me expiate it if it cannot be compensated
for otherwise.?

! Durkheim’s goal in writing this essay was to show that
sociology could be a field of study distinct from other sci-
ences. He wrote at a time when the divisions between
anthropology, sociology, and psychology, as we know
them today, did not exist. Durkheim was concerned to
establish what he considered a new and independent sci-
ence, which required having something in particular to
studly, a subject matter that could distinguish it from other
sciences. That subject matter, Durkheim proposed, was
social facts. As a follower of the French positivist Auguste

Comte (1798-1857), Durkheim was vitally concerned
with establishing the reality of social facts. Comte insisted
that philosophy (and social science) be based on precise,
observable facts subject to general laws. If the existence of
such facts could nat be demonstrated, sociology had no
place in science.

? Durkheim argues that social facts are real because their
effects can be felt. People are compelled to live according
to the rules of their society and violate them at their peril.

n the case of purely moral maxims; the pub-
¢onscience exercises a check on every act
which offends it by means of the surveillance it
Lisiges over the conduct of citizens, and the
ropriate penalties at its disposal. In many
ses the constraint is less violent, but neverthe-
it always exists, If T do not submit to the
ventions of society, if in my dress I do not
form to the customs observed in my country
d in my class, the ridicule I provoke, the social
solation in which I am kept, produce, although
an attenuated form, the same effects as a pun-
shment in the strict sense of the word. The con-
aint is nonetheless efficacious for being
ndirect. T am not obliged to speak French with
y fellow-countrymen nor to use the Iegal cur-
ncy, but I cannot possibly do otherwise. If 1
ed to escape this necessity, my attempt would
il miserably. As an industrialist, I am free to ap-
oly the technical methods of former centuries;
ut by doing so, I should invite certain ruin. .Even
when I free myself from these rules and violate

struggle with them. When finally overcome, they
make their constraining power sufficiently felt by
e resistance they offer. The enterprises of all
innovators, including successful ones, come up
ainst resistance of this kind.?

Here, then, is a category of facts with very
distinctive characteristics; it consists of ways of
acting, thinking, and feeling, external to th.e indi-
vidual, and endowed with a power of coercion, by‘
reason of which they control him. These ways of
thinking could not be confused with biological
" phenomena, since they consist of representations
- and of actions; nor with psychological phenom-
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them successfully, I am always compelled to
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ena, which exist only in the individual conscious-
ness and through it. They constitute, thus, a new
variety of phenomena; and it is to them ex§lu-
sively that the term “social” ought to be applied.
And this term fits them quite well, for it is clear
that, since their source is not in the individual,
their substratum can be no other than society,
either the political society as a whole or some one
of the partial groups it includes, such as religious
denominations, political, literary, and occupa-
tional associations, etc..On the other hand, this
term “social” applies to them exclusively, for it
has a distinct meaning only if it designates exclu-
sively the phenomena which are not included in
any of the categories of facts that have alrcady
been established and classified. These ways of
thinking and acting therefore constitute the
proper domain of sociology. It is true tha.t, when
we define them with this word “constraint,” we
risk shocking the zealous partisans of absolute
individualism. For those who profess the com-
plete autonomy of the individual, man's dignity is
diminished whenever he is made to feel that be is
not completely self-determinant. It is gem?rally
accepted today, however, that most of our ideas
and our tendencies are not developed by our-
selves but come to us from without. How can
they become a part of us except by imposi.ng
themselves upon us? This is the whole meaning
of our definition. And it is generally accepted,
moreover, that social constraint is not necessarily
incompatible with the individual personality.”
Since the examples that we have just cited
(legal and moral regulations, religious faiths, fi-
nancial systems, etc.) all consist of estabhs.hed
beliefs and practices, one might be led to believe

- Fertile ground for discovering examples of soci?.l facts can
be found in a society’s general rules of behavior, such as
the informal rules about what is appropriate to eat and
how to eat. Most readers of this book probably have an
aversion to eating insects—not because there is a law
against eating them but because of informlal rules that
shape behavior. Even thinking about eating insects prob-
ably disgusts mast Americans, which is how the effects of
the social fact can be observed.

? Although Durkheim refers to social facts as “lgws'” and
speaks of “executing contracts,” he is not just thinking of

laws in the legal sense. He was referring to the general
rules of behavior that people unconsciously foliow; rules
we internalize through growing up in a society—what he
calls “moral maxims.” He argues that public opinion also
controls people’s conduct, in particular, through mecha—
nisms such as shaming, ridicule, and ostracism. For in-
stance, it is not illegal to pick your nose in public, but it
does viclate an infarmal rule of behavior. Taking this ac-
tion provokes reactions of disgust from onlookers, and the
offender would feel embarrassed or ashamed and proba-
bly not repeat the action.




xist-only where there is some
organization. But there are other facts
- such’ crystallized form which have the
ame objectivity and the same ascendancy over
“the individual. These are called “social currents.”
* Thus the great movements of enthusiasm, indig-
nation, and pity in a crowd do not originate in
any one of the particular individual conscious-
nesses. 'They come to each one of us from with-
out and can carry us away in spite of ourselves,
Of course, it may happen that, in abandoning
myself to them unreservedly, T do not feel the
pressure they exert upon me. But it is revealed as
soon as I try to resist them. Let an individual at-
tempt to oppose one of these collective manifes-
tations and the emotions that he denies will turn
against him. Now, if this power of external coer-
cion asserts itself so clearly in cases of resistance,
it must exist also in the first-mentioned cases,
although we are unconscious of it. We are then
victims of the illusion of having ourselves created
that which actually forced itself from without. If
the complacency with which we permit ourselves
to be carried along conceals the pressure under-
gone, nevertheless it does not abolish it. Thus, air
is no less heavy because we do not detect its
weight. So, even if we ourselves have spontane-
ously contributed to the production of the com-
mon emotion, the impression we have received
differs markedly from that which we would have
experienced if we had been alone. Also, once the
crowd has dispersed, that is, once these social
influences have ceased to act upon us and we
are alone again, the emotions which have passed
through the mind appear strange to us, and we
no longer recognize them as ours. We realize
that these feelings have been impressed upon us
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to a much greater extent than they were created "

by us. It may even happen that they horrify us, so
much were they contrary to our nature. Thus, a
group of individuals, most of whom are perfectly
inoffensive, may, when gathered in a crowd, be
drawn info acts of atrocity. And what we say of
these transitory outbursts applies similarly to
those more permanent currents of opinion on re-
ligious, political, literary, or artistic matters which
are constantly being formed around us, whether
in society as a whole or in more limited circles.?
To confirm this definition of the social fact by
a characteristic illustration from common experi-
ence, one need only observe the manner in which
children are brought up. Considering the facts as
they are and as they have always been, it becomes
immediately evident that all education is a con-
tinuous effort to impose on the child ways of see-
ing, feeling, and acting which he could not have
arrived at spontaneously. From the very first
hours of his life, we compel him to eat, drink, and
sleep at regular hours; we constrain him to clean-
liness, calmness, and obedience; later we exert
pressure upon him in order that he may learn
proper consideration for others, respect for cus-
toms and conventions, the need for work, etc. If,
in time, this constraint ceases to be felt, it is be-
cause it gradually gives rise to habits and to inter-
naltendencies that render constraint unnecessary;
but nevertheless it is not abolished, for it is stil!
the source from which these habits were derived.
It is true that, according to Spencer, a rational
education ought to reject such methods, allowing
the child to act in complete liberty; but as this
pedagogic theory has never been applied by any
known people, it must be accepted only as an
expression of personal opinion, not as a fact

* Durkheim differentiates social facts, which are enduring,
fromt transitory social currents. Social currents, such as the
rmomentary etnolions sweeping a crowd, give a taste of
the power of social facts. As members of a crowd, we are
clearly capable of emotions (and actions) beyond our own
individual capabilities or desires.

Issues of crowd behavior were very much on the
minds of writers of this era. The unsuccessiul Furopean
revolutions of 1848 and the Paris Commune of 1871 had
included striking displays of mob and government vio-

lence. In 1894, a year before the publication of this es-
say, Alfred Dreyfus (1859-19335}, the only Jewish officer
in the French army’s General Staff, was wrongly con-
victed of spying for the Germans. The affair inflamed
mob passions against Jews, socialists, and other minori-
ties. The proto-fascist politician and author Maurice Bar-
rés (1862~1923) called for a leader who would be an
embodiment of the collective will of the masses.
Durkheim, as a secular, Jewish socialist, must have been
deeply impressed and concerned.

hiéh can contradict the aforementio.ned obs?r-
ons. What makes these facts ‘par-tlcularly in-
suctive is that the aim of educatl.on is, precisely,
& socialization of the human being; the process
ducation, therefore, gives us i1_1 a m?tsh_ell the
historical fashion in which the social being is con-
: tituted. This unremitting pressure to which Lllae
Hﬂd is subjected is the very pressure O'f the 50(131&1
milieu which tends to fashion him in its own im-
ge, and of which parents and tea'chfars are merely
the representatives and intermediaries.
“ Tt follows that sociological phenomena can-
ot be defined by their universality. A thought
which we find in every individual consciousness,
& movement repeated by all individual me.lmfef:ta-
tions, is not thereby a social fact. If 50c1olog1st
‘have been satisfied with defining them by this
‘characteristic, it is because they confused'thefn
‘with what one might call their reincarnation in
‘the individual. It is, however, the collech‘ve as-
pects of the beliefs, tendencies, and.practmcs of
a group that characterize truly social ‘phenom—
ena. As for the forms that the collective states
assume when refracted in the individu.al, these.
are things of another sort. This duality is clearly
demonstrated by the fact that these two orde:rs of
phenomena are frequently found dissocmtf}d
from one another. Indeed, certain of these social
manners of acting and thinking acquire, b.y rea-
son of their repetition, a certain rigidity which on
its own account crystallizes them, so to speak,
and isolates them from the particular events
which reflect them. They thus acquil:e a-body, a
tangible form, and constitute a reality in their
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own right, quite distinct from the individ.ual facts
which produce it. Collective habits are inherent
not only in the successive acts which t}wy deter-
mine but, by a privilege of which we find no ex-
ample in the biological realm, they are given
permanent expression in a formula which is re-
peated from mouth to mouth, transmitted l?y ed-
ucation, and fixed even in writing. Such is the
origin and nature of legal and morE}l rules, popu-
lar aphorisms and proverbs, articles of faith
wherein religious or political groups conden‘se
their beliefs, standards of taste established by lit-
erary schools, etc. None of the§e can be found
entirely reproduced in the applications r.nade of
them by individuals, since thgy can exist even
without being actually applied.
No doubt, this dissociation does not alwa.ys
manifest itself with equal distinctness, but its
obvious existence in the important and numer-
ous cases just cited is sufficient to prove tl.ua.t the
social fact is a thing distinct from its indleiuai
manifestations. Moreover, even when this disso-
ciation is not immediately apparent, it may ojften
be disclosed by certain devices of method. Such
dissociation is indispensable if one wishes to sep-
arate social facts from their alloys in order to ob-‘
serve them in a state of purity. Currents of
opinion, with an intensity varying accor(.iing to
the time and place, impel certain groups elifhfar to
more marriages, for example, or to more suicides,
or to a higher or lower birthrate, ete. Tl:lese cur-
rents are plainly social facts. At first sight tht}y
seem inseparable from the forms they take‘m
individual cases. But statistics furnish us with

5Today, anthropologists call this process “enculturation”
and believe that it is largely unconscious. In other words,
we think and act the way we do largely because 0}‘ the un-
conscious internalization of cultural constrai'nts smp.osed
on us during childhood, not because of conscious, %‘atIO'ﬂ.’ill
choice. Durkheim’s citation of Herbert Spencer hfere is
strange because the name that wouid come o the mind of
any French intellectual reading this passage is j.ean-Jacques
Rousseau (1712-1778), whose 1762 book Emile proposed
a similar theory of “natural” education. 5o wf}y does
Durkheim, writing in French, cite Spencer, an Englishman,
and not Rousseau, who was French? Probably be.cause he
considered Spencer a scientist and Rousseau a phll.osopher
and wished to emphasize the scientific nature of his work,

®Since they are beyond the individual,. spcial facts' must
have an existence apart from their individual mamfesta—
tions. Indeed, individual behavior can anly a[)prDXImaFe
the rules of behavior. Durkheim was familiar with Platgn[c
philosophy and his argument parallels.that perspective.
Plato, in his Republic, proposed that ObjeC'E.S on carth arﬁ
imperfect representations of ideal forms existing beyon
human consciousness; Durkheim suggests that.actual be-
havior is the imperfect representation of crystallized social
facts existing beyond individual awareness. A problem
with this view is that a social fact must some!'\ow be teasec)ic
out of a myriad of individual manifestations, none o
which accurately reflects it. Will all observers find the
same social facts? :
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the means of isolating them. They are, in fact,
represented with considerable exactness by the
rates of births, marriages, and suicides, that is, by
the number obtained by dividing the average an-
nual total of marriages, births, suicides, by the
number of persons whose ages lie within the
range in which marriages, births, and suicides
occur.” Since each of these figures contains all
the individual cases indiscriminately, the individ-
ual circumstances which may have had a share in
the production of the phenomenon are neutral-
ized and, consequently, do not contribute to its
determination. The average, then, expresses a
certain state of the group mind (Pame collective).’
Such are social phenomena, when disentan-
gled from all foreign matter. As for their indi-
vidual manifestations, these are indeed, to a
certain extent, social, since they partly repro-
duce a social model. Each of them also depends,
and to a large extent, on the organopsychologi-
cal constitution of the individual and on the
particular circumstances in which he is placed.
Thus they are not sociological phenomena in
the strict sense of the word. They belong to two
realms at once; one could call them sociopsy-
chological. They interest the sociologist without
constituting the immediate subject matter of so-
ciology. There exist in the interior of organisms
similar phenomena, compound in their nature,
which form in their turn the subject matter of
the “hybrid sciences,” such as physiological
chemistry, for example.

The objection may be raised that a phenome-
non is collective only if it is common to all mem-
bers of society, or at least to most of them—in
other words, if it is truly general, This may be

" The use of statistics to predict behavior was of relatively
recent origin when Durkheim wrote this article. The
astronomer-turned-statistician Adolphe J. Quetelet pub-
lished two volumes, A Treatise on Man and the Develop-
ment of His Faculties (1835) and Of the Social System and
the Laws Which Rule It (1848), in which probabifity theory
was first applied to population charactetistics (Tylor also
refers to Quetelet in essay 2}, Because the behavioral char-
acteristics of a population are predictable through statisti-
cal analysis, Durkheim saw statistics as a scientific method
for identifying social facts. i this paragraph he mentions
their use in analyzing suicide rates. One of Durkheim’s
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true; but it is general because it is collective (that
is, more or less obligatory), and certainly not col-
lective because general. It is a group condition
repeated in the individual because imposed on
him. It is to be found in each part because it ex-
ists in the whole, rather than in the whole be-
cause it exists in the parts.® This becomes
conspicuously evident in those beliefs and prac-
tices which are transmitted to us read -made by
previous generations; we receive and adopt them
because, being both collective and ancient, they
are invested with a particular authority that edu-
cation has taught us to recognize and respect. It
is, of course, true that a vast portion of our social
culture is transmitted to us in this way, but even
when the social fact is due in part to our direct
collaboration, its nature is not different. A collec-
tive emotion which bursts forth suddenly and vio-
lently in a crowd does not express merely what al]
the individual sentiments had in common; it is
something entirely different, as we have shown.
It results from their being together, a product of
the actions and reactions which take place be-
tween individual consciousnesses; and if each
individual consciousness echoes the collective
sentiment, it is by virtue of the special energy
resident in its collective origin. If all hearts heat
in unison, this is not the result of a spontancous
and pre-established harmony but rather because
an identical force propels them in the same di-
rection, Each is carried along by all.”?

We thus arrive at the point where we can for-
mulate and delimit in a precise way the domain
of sociology'® It comprises only a limited group
of phenomena. A social fact is to be recognized by
the power of external coercion which it exercises

most influential works was Suicide: A Study in Sociology
(1897), which appeared two years after this essay and
makes extensive use of statistics,

® Although the wording may be confusing, Durkheim
makes an important point af the outset of this paragraph.
He thought that a belief or behavior held in common by
members of a society was prevalent because it was a col-
lective phenomenon. Everyone shares social facts because
they are collective; they are not collective simply because
everyone shares them. Social facts precede individuals
and are imposed on them.

is capable of exercising over individualls, gu}d
Jié presence of this power may be recogn‘lze ' {;n
ts turn either by the existence of some specific
nction or by the resistance o'ffere'd agal'nst ev-
ty individual effort that tends to 'vmla.te it. .Or'le
‘an, however, define it also by its dlfﬁ}smn '“};lthm
He group, provided that, in conformity with our
jrevious remarks, one takes care to a'dd as a sec-
nd and essential characteristic thE{t its own exis-
“tence is independent of the indi\m':{ua‘l foFms it
“assumes in its diffusion. This last criterion is pir—
_haps, in certain cases, easier to ap‘ply'than the
“preceding one. In fact, the constraint is easy to
‘ascertain when it expresses itself 'externally I?y
some direct reaction of society, as is the case in
law, morals, beliefs, customs, and‘ even fash-
‘jons."! But when it is only indirect, like the con-
straint which an economic organization exercises,
it cannot always be so easily detected. Gene‘rahty
combined with externality may, then, be easier to
establish. Moreover, this second definition is but
another form of the first; for if a moc%e' of behav-
ior whose existence is external to individual con-

brought about by its being imposed upon them.*
But these several phenomena present the
same characteristic by which we defined the oth-
ers. These “ways of existing” are imp0§ed on the
individual precisely in the same fashion as the
“ways of acting” of which we have Sp(‘)ken'. Ir¥-
deed, when we wish to know how a society is di-
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sciousnesses becomes general, this can only be .
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vided palitically, of what these divisior'ls thems eljves
are composed, and how complete is th{.a fusion
existing between them, we shall not achieve o;r
purpose by physical inspection and by geographi-
cal ebservations; for these phenomena are social,
even when they have some basis in physical na-
ture. It is only by a study of public '1aw th.at a
comprehension of this organization is 1)(.)881'1316,
for it is this law that determines the organization,
as it equally determines our domest%c and civil
relations. This political organization is, the.n, no
less obligatory than the social facts mentloln'ed
above. If the population erowds into our cities
instead of scattering into the counlry, EhlS' is due
to a trend of public opinion, a coIlectiv'e df.“_”e that
imposes this concentration upon the‘ individuals.
We can no more choose the style ol our houses
than of our clothing—at least, both .are'equaﬂy
obligatory. The channels of communication preé—l
seribe the direction of intel'n?l mlgralllzons an
commerce, etc., and even their extent,”“ Conse-
quently, at the very most, it should 13e necessary
to add to the list of phenomena which we hlave
enumerated as presenting the distinctive crite-
rion of a social fact only one additional category,
“ways of existing”; and as this enumeration was
not meant to be rigorously exhaustive, the addi-
tion would not be absolutely necessary.
Such an addition is perhaps not necessary,
for these “ways of existing” are only crystallized
“ways of acting.” The political structure of a

?1n this parégraph, Durkheim returns once .again to the
preblem of the crowd. He suggests t-hat by wrtye of.csn.'n-
ing together, people creale a ”spe%(:ial energy, which in
The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1 965”[1 912])’:
he called “I'dme collective.” The use of the term energy
is important. Durkheim wished to show that sociology
was a science and borrowed some of the: Yocabulgry of
physics to make his point. Just as the physicists of his day
were concerned with the discovery of laws 'of energy,
Durkheim wanted to uncover the laws underlying the be-
havior of this “social energy.”

"1n this paragraph, Durkheim summarize.s th.e.character-
istics of social facts: They are external to lr.ld:v;c?uals and
coercive. Sometimes social facts are enshrined in law or
can be recognized by the negative reaction of athers v»:he;
a principle is violated. Frequently theY cezn be deFe{mlne
by the statistical analysis of a population’s behavior.

" Durkheim says that the constraint exercil;r.ed by soabal
facts is easily recognized when expressed e?<ternaE|y y
some direct reaction of society, as is the case in law, mor-
als, beliefs, customs and even fas.h.ions.” Compare thl;
statement with Tylor’s famous definition of cul’r[[ure, whic
opens Primitive Cufture (1871; see essay.2): Cultgre or
civilization, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that
complex whole which includes knowle.d.g.e, belief, E'rtr
morals, law, custom, and any other cap.abllfllt;es and habits
acquired by man as a member of saciety. Altbﬂugh no;
cited, it appears Durkheim’s formulation was |nf§uencel
by Tylor's definition. He may well have conceived of soci-
ety as a collection of social facts.

2 Durkheim contends in this paragraph that social move-
ments, such as the change from rurzEl jis] p.re.dommantlly
urban lifestyles, are driven by Colle.ct:ve opinion, revea-l
ing himself as a strict idealist. Unlike Marxists, cultura
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society is merely the way in which its component
segments have become accustomed to live with
one another. If their relations are traditionally in-
timate, the segments tend to fuse with one an-
other, or, in the condrary case, to retain their
identity. The type of habitation imposed upon us
is mercly the way in which our contemporaries
and our ancestors have been accustomed to con-
struct their houses. The methods of cominunica-
tion are merely the channels which the regular
currents of commerce and migrations have dug,
by flowing in the same direction, To be sure, if
the phenomena of a structural character alone
presented this permanence, one might believe
that they constituted a distinet species. A legal
regulation is an arrangement no less permanent
than a type of architecture, and yet the regulation
Is a “physiological” fact. A simple moral maxim is
assuredly somewhat more malleable, but it is
much more rigid than a simple professional cus-
tom or a fashion. There is thus a whole series of
degrees without a break in continuity bhetween
the facts of the most articulated structure and
those free currents of social life which are not yet
definitely molded, The differences between them
are, therefore, only differcnces in the degree of
consolidation they present. Both are simply life,
more or less crystallized.'® No doubt, it may be of
some advantage to reserve the term “morphologi-
cal” for those social facts which concern the so-
cial substratum, but only on condition of not
overlooking the fact that they are of the same
nature as the others. Our definition will then in-
clude the whole relevant range of facts if we say:
A social fact is every way of acting, fixed or not,
capable of exercising on the individual an exter-
nal constraint; or again, every way of acting
which is general throughout a given society, while

ecologists, and cultural materialists, Durkheim attributes
social changes to changes in ideas and opinions rather
than changes in material structures such as the develop-
ment of industrial capitalism,

Bt is easy to see the coercive efement in illegal or
immoral acts, whereby violation of a rule results (at
feast theoretically} in punishment. However, Durkheim
points out that coercion is also present in ways of be-
having that are outside of the individual and general

at the same time existing in its own right inde-

pendent of its individual manifestations,”
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NOTES

“We do not intend to imply, however, that all con-
straint is normal. We shall return to this point later,

> Suicides do not occur at every age, and they take

place with varying intensity at the different ages in
which they occur,

“It will be seen how this definition of the social fact
diverges from that which forms the basis of the inge-
nious syster of M. Tarde, First of all, we wish to state
that our researches have nowhere led us to observe
that preponderant influence in the genesis of collec-
tive facts which M. Tarde attributes to imitation.
Moreover, from the preceding definition, which is not
a theory but simply a résumé of the immediate data of
observation, it seems indeed to follow, not only that
imitation does not always express the essential and
characteristic features of the social fact, but even that
it never expresses them. No doubt, every social fact is
imitated; it has, as we have just shown, a tendency to
become general, bur that is because it is social, i.e.,
obligatory. Its power of expansion is not the cause hut
the consequence of its sociological character. If, fur-
ther, only social facts produced this consequence, imi-
tation could perhaps serve, if not to explain them, at
least to define them. But an individual condition which
produces a whole series of effects remains individual
nevertheless. Moreover, one may ask whether the word

“imitation” is indeed fitted to designate an effect due

to a coercive influence. Thus, by this single expression,

throughout society, such as participation in the capitafist
economic system or living in a certain type of house.
Durkheim calls these phenomena “ways of existing.” He
further suggests that ways of existing and acting are vari-
able in degree of flexibility. A moral maxim he says, is
more rigid than a fashion, custom less rigid than law, but
both exist on a continuum and are included in Durkheim’s
famous definition of social facts presented at the end of
the paragraph.

vdifferent phenomena, which ought to be distin-
hed, are confused.

'his close connection betwcealn life and st.ructI.l‘}:'ei or-

i and function, may be easily proved in socio ogy
ause between these two extreme terms there ex'lsfs

v(\:fhole series of immediately observable intermediate
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stages which show the bond betyveen them. Biology 1151
not in the same favorable positlor'a. But‘we may wcb
believe that the inductions on this subject ‘made Y
sociology are applicable to biologyl and that, in gl:gar’l_-
isms as well as in societies, only differences in degree
exist between these two orders of facts.

[Our reprint of Mauss' work opens with section
three of Chapter 2. I sections one and two of that
chapier, comprising aboul 5,000 words, Mauss de-

scribes the rules of generosity on the Andaman Is-

lands and the Kula trade in Melanesia, as well as

other associated exchange practices. The:‘:e ex-
- changes, he believes, are the material expressmn; of
- what Durkheim called social facts. They are use }zo
- forge and maintain alliances, and they veplicate the

divisions between the people involved in them. The

interdependence of the exchange network increases

socigl solidarity. He conlinues here with o discus-
sion of potlatch among Native Americans. ]

3. HONOUR AND CREDIT
(NORTH-WEST AMERICA)

From these observations on Me'lanesian an'd
Polynesian peoples our picture of ]gl{"t ecor?olmy 13
already beginning to take shape.” Materia ~an

moral life, as exemplified in gift exchange, func-
tions there in a manner at once i‘ntel.festefi and
obligatory. Furthermore, the obligation is ex-

From The Gift (1925)

6. Excerpts from the Gift
MARCEL MAuss (1872-1950)

pressed in myth and imagery, symbq}i.ca]}y and' col-
lectively; it takes the form of interest in the objects
exchanged; the objects are never completely sepa-
rated from the men who exchange them; the com-
munion and alliance they establish are Wei]-'mgh
indissoluble. The lasting influence of the Ob]ec'ts
exchanged is a direct expression of the manner 11}
which sub-groups within segmcntarjlz socu.ztles od
an archaic type are constantly embroiled with an
feel themselves in debt to each other.

Indian socicties of the American North—West
have the same institutions, but in a more radical
and accentuated form.* Barter is unknown therci:.
Even now after long contact with Ff‘uropeans it
does not appear that any of the considerable and
continual transfers of wealth take place other;
wise than through the formality of the potla.tch.
We now describe this institution as we see it.

First, however, we give a short account OF
these societies.” The tribes in question Ih.habll
the North-West American coast—the Th'nglt and
Haida of Alaska,® and the Tsimshlan and
Kwakiutl of British Columbia.* They live on tﬁhe
sea or on the rivers and depend more on fishing

! The parts of Mauss’ essay repreduced here contain more
than 100 notes. Space limitations prevent us _from resroﬂ
ducing them here, but asterisks have been included to
give the reader an idea of the volume oflnotes Mauss
wrote. The intrepid reader can look them up in a complete
version of The Gift.

*Mauss implies here that the purpose of these prz}ctices
cannot be explained simply by economics. If their root

purposes were economic, they would have disappeared
with European contact.

*The next several paragraphs provide a broad ethnoi
graphic description of the potlatch customs of ;cvsra
Northwest Native American groups, much o'f which is
drawn from Franz Boas’ work. Mauss’. descnpt}or} is a
catalog of material culture, but h]s'; real interests lie in ex-
amining patterns of social interaction.



