
78 Historical Foundations of Anthropological TheoDÿ The Foundations of Sociological Thought 79

!L

5. What Is a Social Fact?

[ÿMILE DURKHEIM (I 858- 1917)

From Rules of the Sociological Method (1895)

I 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
study, 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 not be demonstrated, sociology had no
place in science.

2 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.

the law and its authorized interpreters[ Similarly,
the chnrchmaember finds the beliefs 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 I
utilize in my commercial relations, the practices
followed in my profession, etc., function indepen-
dently of nay own use of them. And these state-
Inents 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 tbought are not
only external to the individual but are, moreover,
endowed with coercive powel; by virtue of which
they impose themselves upon him, independent
of his individual will. Of course, when I ÿa!ly 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 being that it
asserts itself as soon as I attempt to resist it. If 1
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.2

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 lltde precision.
It is currently employed for practically all phe-
nomena generally diffused within society, how-
ever small their social interest. But on that basis,
there are, as it were, no human events that may
not be called social. Each 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 psycholog3a.

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, husband,
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 ovaa sentiments and I feel their reality
subjectively, such reality is still objective, for ! did
not create them; I merely inherited them through
nay education. How many times it happens, more-
over, that we are ignorant of the details of the
obligations incmnbent upon us, and that ha order
to acquaint ourselves with them we must consult

In the case of purely moral maxims; the pub-
conscience exercises a check on every act

which offends it by means of the surveillance it
es over the conduct of citizens, and the

ropriate penalties at its disposal. In many
the constraint is less violent, but neverthe-

less it always exists. If I do not submit to the
conventions of society, if in my dress I do not
conform to the customs observed in my country
and in my class, the ridicule I provoke, the social
isolation in which I am kept, produce, although

: in an atteimated form, the same effects as a pun-
ishment in the strict sense of the word. The con-
straint is nonetheless  efficacious for being
indirect. I am not obliged to speak French with
my fellow-countrymen nor to use the legal cur-
rency, but I cannot possibly do otherwise. If I
tried to escape this necessity, my attempt would
fail miserably. As an industrialist, 1 am free to ap-
ply the technical methods of former centuries;
but by doing so, 1 should invite certain ruin. Even
when I free myself from these rules and violate
them successfully, I am always compelled to
struggle with them. When finally overcome, they
make their constraining power sufficiently felt by
the resistance they offer. The enterprises of all
innovators, including successful ones, come up
against resistance of this ldnd.3

Here, then, is a category of facts with very
distinctive characteristics: it consists of ways of
acting, thinking, and feeling, external to the 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-

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 exclu-
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 uot 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, tbr 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 already
been established and classified. These ways of
thinldng and acting therefore constitute the
proper domain of sociology. It is true that, 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 he is
not completely seltLdeterlninant. It is generally
accepted todaÿ however, that most of our ideas
and our tendencies are not developed by our-
selves but come to us ffoln without, t]ow can
they become a part of us except by imposing
themselves upon us? This is the whole meauing
of our definition. And it is generally accepted,
moreover, that social constraint is not necessarily
incompatible with the individual personality.'ÿ

Since the examples that we have just cited
(legal and moral regulations, religious faiths, fi-
nancial systems, etc.) all consist of established
beliefs and practices, one might be led to believe

Fertile ground for discovering examples of social 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 informal rules that
shape behavior. Even thinking about eating insects prob-
ably disgusts most Americans, which is how the effects of
the social fact can be observed.

i
3Although Durkheim refers to social facts as "laws" 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 follow; rules
we internalize through growing up in a societyÿhat 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 violate an informal 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.
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i facts exist only where there is some
organization. But there are other facts

without such crystallized form which have the
same objectivity and the same ascendancy over
the individual. These are called "social currents."
Thus the great movenmnts 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, I do not feel the
pressure they exert upon me. But it is revealed as
soon as / 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

Historical Fbundations of Anthropological TheoO,

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 into 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.4

To confirm this definition of the social fact by
a characteristic illustration from common experi-
ence, one need only observe the inanner 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-
nal tendencies that render constraint unnecessary;
but nevertheless it is not abolished, for it is still
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

The Foundations of Sociological Thought 81

4 Durkheim differentiates social facts, which are enduring,

from transitory social currents. Social currents, such as the
momentary emotions 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 unsuccessful European
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 (1859-1935), 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-
r?ÿs (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.

which can contradict the aforementioned obser-
ationS. What makes these facts particularly in-

structive is that the aim of education is, precisely,
the socialization of the human being', the process
of education, therefore, gives us in a nutshell the
historical fashion in which the social being is con-
stituted. This unremitting pressure to which the
child is subjected is the very pressure of the social
milieu which tends to fashion him in its own im-
age, and of which parents and teachers are merely
the representatives and intermediaries.5

It follows that sociological phenomena can-
not be defined by their universality. A thought
which we find in every individual consciousness,
a movement repeated by all individual manifesta-
tions, is not thereby a social fact. If sociologists
have been satisfied with defining them by this
characteristic, it is because they confused them
with what one might call their reincarnation in
the individual. It is, however, the collective as-
pects of the bdiefs, tendencies, and practices of
a group that characterize truly social phenom-
ena. As for the forms that the collective states
assume when refracted in the individual, these
are things of another sorL This duality is clearly
denmnstrated by the fact that these two orders of
phenomena are frequently found dissociated
from one another. Indeed, certain of these social
manners of acting and thinldng acquire, by 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 acquire a body, a
tangible form, and constitute a reality in their

own right, quite distinct from the individual facts
which produce it. Collective habits are inherent
not only in the successive acts which they deter-
mine but, by a privilege of which we tlnd no ex-
ample in the biological realm, they are given
permanent expression in a formula which is re-
peated from mouth to mouth, transmitted by ed-
ucation, and fixed even in writing. Such is the
origin and nature of legal and moral rules, popu-
lar aphorisms and proverbs, articles of faith
wherein religious or political groups condense
their beliefs, standards of taste established by lit-
erary schools, etc. None of these can be found
entirely reproduced in the applications made of
them by individuals, since they can exist even
without being actually applied.6

No doubt, this dissociation does not always
manifest itself with equal distinctness, but its
obvious existence in the important and numer-
ous cases just cited is sufficient to prove that the
social fact is a thing distinct from its individual
manifestations. Moreover, even when this disso-
ciation is not immediately apparent, it may often
be disclosed by certmn 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 according to
the time and place, impel certain groups either to
nmre marriages, for example, or to more suicides,
or to a higher or lower birthrate, etc. These cur-
rents are plainly social facts. At first sight they
seem inseparable from the forms they take in
individual cases. But statistics furnish us with

SToday, 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 of the un-
conscious internalization of cultural constraints imposed
on us during childhood, not because of conscious, rational
choice. Durkheim's citation of Herbert Spencer here is
strange because the name that would come to the mind of
any French intellectual reading this passage is Jean-Jacques
Rousseau (1712 1778), whose !762 book Emile proposed
a similar theory of "natural" education. So why does
Durkheim, writing in French, cite Spencer, an Englishman,
and not Rousseau, who was French? Probably because he
considered Spencer a scientist and Rousseau a philosopher
and wished to emphasize the scientific nature of his work.

s Since they are beyond the individual, social facts must
have an existence apart from their individual manifesta-
tions. Indeed, individual behavior can only approximate
the rules of behavior. Durkheim was familiar with Platonic
philosophy and his argument parallels that perspective.
Plato, in his Republic, proposed that objects on earth are
imperfect representatiolls of ideal forms existing beyond
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 somehow be teased
out of a myriad of individual manifestations, none of
which accurately reflects it. Will all observers find the
same social facts?
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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 fbund in each part because it ex-
ists in the whole, rather than in the whole be-
cause it exists in  the parts.8 This becomes
conspicuously evident in those beliefs and prac-
tices which are transmitted to us ready-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 all
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 conscinusnesses; 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 beat
in unison, this is not the result of a spontaneous
and pre-established harmony but rather because
an identical force propels them in the same di-
rection. Each is carried along by all.9

We thus arrive at the point where we can for-
mulate and delimit in a precise way the domain
of sociology: 10 It comprises only a limited group
of phenolnena. 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.

SAIthough the wording may be confusing, Durkheim

makes an important point at 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.

7The use of statistics to predict behavior was of relatively

recent origin when Durkheim wrote this article. The
astronomer-turned-statistician Adolphe I. 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 probability theory
was first applied to population characteristics (I-ylor also
refers to Quetelet in essay 2). Because the behavioral char-
aeteristics of a population are predictable through statisti-
cal analysis, Durkheim saw statistics as a scientific method
for identifying social facts. In this paragraph he mentions
their use in analyzing suicide rates. One of Durkheim's

the means of isolating them. They are, in fÿmt,
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,b 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 (l'tÿme collective).7

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 eonld call them soeiopsy-
chologicaL They interest the sociologist without
constituting the inamediate 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

or is capable of exercising over individuals, and
the presence of this power may be recognized in
its turn either by the existence of some specific
sanction or by the resistance offered against ev-
ery individual effort that tends to violate it. One
can, however, define it also by its diffusion within
the group, provided that, in conformity with our
previous remarks, one takes care to add as a sec-
ond and essential characteristic that its own exis-
tence is independent of the individual forms it
assumes in its diffusion. This last criterion is per-
haps, in certain cases, easier to apply than the
preceding one. In fact, the constraint is easy to
ascertain when it expresses itself externally by
some direct reaction of society, as is the case in
law, morals, beliefs, customs, and even fash-
ions.n But when it is only indirect, like the con-
straint which an economic organization exercises,
it cannot always be so easily detected. Generality
combined with externality may, then, be easier to
establish. Moreover, this second definition is but
another form of the first; for if a mode of behav-
ior whose existence is external to individual con-
sciousnesses becomes general, this can only be
brought about by its being imposed upon them.ÿ

But these several phenomena present the
same characteristic by which we defined the oth-
ers. These "ways of existing" are imposed on the
individual precisely in the same fashion as the
"ways of acting" of which we have spoken. In-
deed, when we wish to know how a society is di-

vided politically, of what these divisions themselves
are composed, and how complete is the fusion
existing between them, we shall not achieve our
purpose by physical inspection and by geographi-
cal observations; for these phenomena are social,
even when they have some basis in physical na-
ture. It is only by a study of public law that a
comprehension of this organization is possible,
for it is this law that determines the organization,
as it equally determines our domestic and civil
relations. This political organization is, then, no
less obligatory than the social facts mentioned
above. /f the population crowds into our cities
instead of scattering into the country, this is due
to a trend of public opinion, a collective drive that
imposes this concentration upon the individuals.
We can no more choose the style o1: our houses
than of our clothing--at least, both are equally
obligatory. The channels of communication pre-
scribe the direction of internal migrations and
commerce, etc., and even their extent,12 Conse-

quently, at the very most, it should be necessary
to add to the list of phenomena which we have
enmnerated as presenting the distinctive crite-
rion of a social fact only one additional category,
"ways of existing"; mad 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

9In this paragraph, Durkheim returns once again to the
problem of the crowd. He suggests that by virtue of com-
ing together, people create a 'ÿspecial energy," which in
The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1965 [1912]),
he called "l'ame collective." The use of the term "energy"
is important. Durkheim wished to show that sociology
was a science and borrowed some of the vocabulary 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 ÿ'social energy."

10 ]n this paragraph, Durkheim summarizes the character-
istics of social facts: They are external to individuals and
coercive. Sometimes social facts are enshrined in law or
can be recognized by the negative reaction of others when
a principle is violated. Frequently they can be determined
by the statistical analysis of a population's behavior.

u Durkheim says that the constraint exercised by social
facts is easily recognized when expressed "externally by
some direct reaction of society, as is the case in law, mor-
als, beliefs, customs and even fashions." Compare this
statement with Tylor's famous definition of culture, which
opens Primitive Culture (1871; see essay 2): "Culture or
civilization, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that
complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art,
morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits
acquired by man as a member of society." Although not
cited, it appears Durkheim's formulation was influenced
by Tylor's definition. He may well have conceived of soci-
ety as a collection of social facts.

12 Durl<heicn contends in this paragraph that social move-
ments, such as the change from rural to predominantly
urban lifestyles, are driven by collective opinion, reveal-
ing himself as a strict idealist. Unlike Marxists, cultural
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ecologists, and cultural materialists, Durltheim attributes
social changes to changes in ideas and opinions rather
than changes in material structures such as the develop
ment of industrial capitalism.
131t is easy to see the coercive element in illegal or

immoral acts, whereby violation of a rule results (at
least 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

NOTES
a We do not intend to imply, however, that all con-

straint is normal. We shall return to this point later.
b 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 system ofM. qhrde. 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 r6smnÿ 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
me,itated; it has, as we have just shown, a tendency to
eeome general, but that is because it is social, i.e.,

obligatory. Its power of expansion is not the cause but
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"inlitation" is indeed fitted to designate an effect due

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

throughout society, such as participation in the capitalisÿ
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 varb
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 Du rkheim's
famous definition of social facts presented at the end of
the paragraph.

at the same time existing in its own right inde-
pendent of its individual manifestations a

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 au-
otherÿ or, in the contrary ease, to retain their
identity. The type of habitation imposed upon us
is merely the way in which our contemporaries
and our ancestors have been accustomed to con-
struct their houses. The methods of communica-
tion are merely the channels which the regular
currents of emnmerce 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 distinct 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 between
the facts of the most articulated structure and
those flee currents of social llfe which are not yet
definitely molded. The differences between them
are, therefore, only differences in the degree of
consolidation they present. Both are simply life,
more or less crystallized.13 No doubt, it may be of
some advantage to reserve the term "morphologi-
caP' 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-
elude 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

verY different phenomena, which ought to be distin-
gaiS" bed, are confused.

a This close connection between life and structure, or-
gan and function, may be easily proved in sociology
because between these two extreme terms there exists

:  a whole series of inmlediately observable intermediate

stages which show the bond between them. Biology is
not in the same favorable position. But we may well
believe that the inductions on this subject made by
sociology are applicable to biology and that, in organ-
isms as well as in societies, only differences in degree
exist between these two orders of facts.

6. Excerpts from the Gift

MARCEL MAUSS (1872-1950)

[Our reprint of Mauss' work opens with section
three of Chapter 2. In sections one and two of that
chapter, eompt'islng about 5,000 words, Mauss de-
scribes the rules of generosity on the Andaman 1s-
lands and the Kula tlxÿde in Melanesia, as well as
other associated exchange practices. These ex-
changes, he believes, are the material expressions of
what Durhheim called soeial fiÿcts. They are used to
forge and maintain alliances, and they replicate the
divisions between the people involved in them. The
interdependence of the exchange network increases
social solidarit)a He continues here with a discus-
sion of potlatch among Native Americans.]

3. HONOUR AND CREDIT
(NORTH-WEST AMERICA)

From these observations on Melanesian and
Polynesian peoples our picture of gift economy is
already beginning to take shape] Material and
moral fife, as exemplified in gift exchange, fimc-
tions there in a manner at once interested and
obligatory. Furthermore, the obligation is ex-

pressed in myth and imagery, symbolically and col-
lectively; it takes the tbrm of interest in the objects
exchanged; the objects are never completely sepa-
rated fi'om the men who exchange them; the com-
munion and alliance they establish are well-nigh
indissoluble. The lasting influence of the objects
exchanged is a direct expression of the manner in
which sub-groups within segmentary societies of
an archaic type are constantly embroiled with and
feel themselves in debt to each other.

Indian societies of the American North-West
have the same institutions, but in a more radical
and accentuated form.2 Barter is unknown there.
Even now after long contact with Europeans it
does not appear that any of the considerable and
continual transfers of wealth take place other-
wise than through the formality of the potlatch.*
We now describe this institution as we see it.

First, however, we give a short account of
these societies.3 The tribes in question inhabit
the North-West American coast--the Tlingit and
Haida of Alaska,*  and the Tsimshian and
Kwakiutl of British Columbia.* They live on the
sea or on the rivers and depend more on fishing

From 77ÿe Gift (1925)

I The parts of Mauss' essay reproduced here contain more
than 100 notes. Space limitations prevent us from repro-
ducing them here, but asterisks have been included to
give the reader an idea of the volume of notes Mauss
wrote. The intrepid reader can look them up in a complete
version of The Gift.

2 Mauss implies here that the purpose of these practices
cannot be explained simply by economics. If their root

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

3The next several paragraphs provide a broad ethno-
graphic description of the potlatch customs of several
Northwest Native American groups, much of which is
drawn from Franz Boas' work. Mauss' description is a
catalog of material culture, but his real interests lie in ex-
amining patterns of social interaction.


