SSOAR

Open Access Repository

Sacrifice: its nature and function

Hubert, Henri; Mauss, Marcel

Verdffentlichungsversion / Published Version
Monographie / monograph

Zur Verfiigung gestellt in Kooperation mit / provided in cooperation with:

Universitats- und Stadtbibliothek KdIn

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:

Hubert, H., & Mauss, M. (1964). Sacrifice: its nature and function. London: Cohen & West. https://nbn-resolving.org/

urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-90283-3

Nutzungsbedingungen:

Dieser Text wird unter der CCO 1.0 Universell Lizenz (Public
Domain Dedication) zur Verfligung gestellt. Ndhere Auskunft zu
dieser CC-Lizenz finden Sie hier:
https.//creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/deed.de

gesis

Leibniz-Institut
fiir Sozialwissenschaften

Terms of use:

This document is made available under the CCO 1.0 Universal
Licence (Public Domain Dedication). For more Information see:
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/deed.en

Mitglied der

Leibniz-Gemeinschaft ;‘


http://www.ssoar.info
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-90283-3
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-90283-3
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/deed.de
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/deed.en

SACRIFICE: ITS NATURE
AND FUNCTION







SACRIFICE: ITS NATURE
AND FUNCTION

Hennr Hubert
and Marcel Mauss

Translated by
W. D. Halls

Foreword by

E. E. Evans-Pritchard

Professor of Social Anthropology,
University of Oxford

LONDON
COHEN & WEST




Translated from the French
ESSAI SUR LA NATURE ET LA FONCTION DU SACRIFICE
L’ Année sociologique 1898

First published in England in 1964
by Cohen & West Lid
Broadway House, 68-74 Carter Lane
London, E.C.4

Printed in Great Britain
by Western Printing Services Limited
Bristol

© E. E. Evans-Pritchard 1964

No part of this book may be reproduced
in any form without permission from
the publisher, except for the quotation

of brief passages in criticism




1I.
111

IV.

VI.

CONTENTS

Foreword by E. E. Evans-Pritchard page vii

Translator’s Note

Introduction

Definition and unity of the sacrificial system

The scheme of sacrifice

How the scheme varies according to the
general functions of the sacrifice

How the scheme varies according to the
special functions of the sacrifice

The sacrifice of the God

Conclusion

Notes

Index

1X

19

50

61

77
95
104
157







FOREWORD
by E. E. Evans-Pritchard

SOME YEARS AGO my colleagues and I at Oxford came
to the conclusion that some of the more important essays
of the school of the Année sociologique should be pub-
lished in English translations and so reach a wider public.
Several volumes have already been published,! and the
series has, I think, served the purpose for which it was
intended. We have therefore been encouraged to add to
the volumes already in print.

Hubert and Mauss’ Essay on Sacrifice is one of the gems
of the Année, and it treats of a subject of the utmost im-
portance and one central in the study of comparative
religion. Robertson Smith was undoubtedly right, even if
his attempts at evolutionary reconstruction were vitiated
by errors and misconceptions, in claiming that the sacri-
Jicium is the basic rite in ancient (and primitive) religion,
and also in saying that since sacrifice is so general an

1 Emile Durkheim, Sociology and Philosophy, trans. by D. F.
Pocock with an introduction by J. G. Peristiany, 1953; Marcel
Mauss, The Gift, trans. by Ian Cunnision with an introduction by
E. E. Evans-Pritchard, 1954; Robert Hertz, Death and the Right
Hand, trans. by Rodney and Claudia Needham, with an introduc-
tion by E. E. Evans-Pritchard, 1960; Emile Durkheim and Marcel
Mauss, Primitive Classification, trans., edited, and with an intro-
duction by Rodney Needham, 1963. The previous volumes were
published by the same publishers as the present one: Cohen and
West.
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Foreword

institution we must seek for a general meaning of it in
some general explanation.

The literature on sacrifice is enormous, but the socio-
logical and social-anthropological contributions to it have
been few. This is certainly one of the most important of
them. I find its conclusions, evidently influenced by
Robertson Smith’s idea of the Semitic gods being reflec-
tions, symbols, of the mystical unity of social groups,
rather lame, but as a study of the structure, or one might
almost say the grammar, of the sacrificial rite the Essay is
superb. Though I am unable to comment on what the
authors say about the details of Vedic and Hebrew
sacrifices, what they say about them is intended to have
general application to all sacrificial acts—or at any rate
all blood sacrifices—everywhere and at all times, and to
have therefore a significance beyond the two cultures
from which the evidences discussed are taken.

If little reference to this Essay has been made in recent
decades it is perhaps due to a lack of interest among
sociologists and social anthropologists in religion and there-
fore in its most fundamental rite. Interest in the subject
appears 1o be reviving, and it would seem an appropriate
time therefore for publication in an English translation
of this remarkable piece of scholarly analysis.

I thank the Ford Foundation for assistance, through a
personal grant, in the preparation of the volume.

An earlier partial translation by Arthur Julius Nelson,
and without references and notes, appeared in The Open
Court, vol. XL, 1962, pp. 33—45, 95108, and 16g-179
under the title ‘The Nature and Significance of the
Ceremony of Sacrifice, according to Hubert and Mauss’.

E. E. EVANS-PRITCHARD
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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

THIS STUDY OF SACRIFICE by H. Hubert and M.
Mauss was first published in L’ 4nnée sociologique, Paris,
1898 (pp. 29—138). It was entitled ‘Essai sur la Nature et
la Fonction du Sacrifice’.

Certain points regarding the translation must be noted.
First, the notes have been checked so far as possible, and
some errors of reference corrected: but as the works cited
have in some cases not been accessible, a few errors may
remain. Secondly, Hebrew and Sanskrit words have been
adapted to English transliteration systems, but diacritical
marks have been dispensed with. Lastly, for the word
‘sacrifiant’, which has no exact English equivalent, the
word ‘sacrifier’ has been coined. In the essay the ‘sacri-
fier’ is defined as ‘the subject to whom the benefits of
sacrifice accrue . . . or who undergoes its effect’.

W.D.H.
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INTRODUCTION

OUR INTENTION IN THIS WORK is to define the
nature and social function of sacrifice. The undertaking
would be an ambitious one if the way had not been pre-
pared for it by the researches of Tylor, Robertson Smith,
and Frazer. We are conscious of what we owe to them.
But other studies allow us to propound a theory different
from theirs, and one which seems to us more comprehen-
sive. Moreover, we do not think of presenting it save as a
provisional hypothesis: on a subject so vast and complex,
new information in the future cannot fail to lead us to
modify our present ideas. But, with these express reser-
vations, it has seemed to us that it might be useful to co-
ordinate the facts at our disposal and to formulate an
overall conception of them.

The history of the popular and ancient concepts of the
‘gift-sacrifice’, the ‘food-sacrifice’, and the ‘contract-
sacrifice’, and the study of the repercussions these may
have had on ritual will not detain us, interesting as it may
be. Theories of sacrifice are as old as religions, but to find
any which have a scientific character we must look to
recent years. It is to the anthropological school, and above
all to its English representatives, that the credit for having
elaborated them must go.

Tylor,! inspired simultaneously by Bastian, Spencer,
and Darwin, and comparing facts borrowed from various
races and civilizations, formulated an origin for the forms
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Introduction

of sacrifice. Sacrifice, according to this writer, was origin-
ally a gift made by the primitive to supernatural bheings
with whom he needed to ingratiate himself. Then, when
the gods grew greater and became more removed from
man, the necessity of continuing to pass on this gift to
them gave rise to sacrificial rites, intended to ensure that
the objects thus spiritualized reached these spiritual
beings. The gift was followed by homage, in which the
devotee no longer expressed any hope for a return. From
this it was but one step for sacrifice to become abnegation
and renunciation; thus in the course of evolution the rite
was carried over from the making of presents by the
primitive to the sacrifice of oneself. Yet if this theory
described accurately the phases of the moral development
of the phenomenon, it did not account for its mechanism.
On the whole, it did no more than reproduce in precise
language the old, popular conceptions. Doubtless it had in
itself some historical basis of truth. It is certain that
usually, and to some extent, sacrifices were gifts? confer-
ring on the devotee rights over his god. The gifts served
also to feed the gods. But it was not sufficient to note the
fact; it was necessary to account for it.

It was Robertson Smith® who was really the first to
attempt a reasoned explanation of sacrifice. He was in-
spired by the recent discovery of totemism.4 In the same
way as the organization of the totemic clan had explained
for him the Arab and Semitic family, he saw in the prac-
tices of the totemic cult the root origin of sacrifice. In
totemism the totem or the god is related to its devotees:
they are of the same flesh and blood; the object of the rite
is to maintain and guarantee the common life that ani-
mates them and the association that binds them together.
If necessary, it re-establishes their unity. The ‘blood
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Introduction

covenant’ and the ‘common meal’ are the simplest means
of obtaining this result. In the view of Robertson Smith,
sacrifice is indistinguishable from these practices. Accord-
ing to him it was a meal at which the devotees, by eating
the totem, assimilated it to themselves, were assimilated
to it, and became allied with each other or with it.
Sacrificial slaughter had no other object than to make
possible the devouring of a sacred and consequently for-
bidden animal. From the communion sacrifice Robertson
Smith derives the expiatory or propitiatory forms of sacri-
fice, namely the praculum and the gift-sacrifice or honor-
ary sacrifice. In his opinion expiation is only the re-
establishment of the broken covenant; the totemic
sacrifice had all the effects of an expiatory rite. Moreover,
he discovers this virtue in all sacrifices, even after the
complete disappearance of totemism.

It remained to be explained why the victim, originally
distributed among and eaten by the devotees, was in the
piaculum generally wholly destroyed. This was because,
as soon as the ancient totems were replaced in the religion
of pastoral peoples by domestic animals, they figured in
sacrifices only rarely, when the circumstances were
especially grave. Consequently they appeared too sacred
for the profane to touch: only the priests ate of them, or
rather everything was destroyed. In this case the extreme
sanctity of the victim finished up by becoming impurity;
the ambiguous character of sacred things, which Robert-
son Smith so admirably pointed out, enabled him easily to
explain how such a transformation could occur. On the
other hand, when the kinship between men and the ani-
mals had ceased to be understood by the Semites, human
sacrifice replaced animal sacrifice, for it was henceforth
the sole means of establishing a direct exchange of blood
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Introduction

between the clan and the god. But then the ideas and
customs which protected the life of the individual in
society by proscribing cannibalism, caused the sacrificial
meal to fall into disuse.

Then again, the sacred character of domestic animals,
daily profaned for the nourishment of man, gradually
diminished. The divinity became separate from its
animal forms. The victim, as it grew ever farther away
from the god, drew nearer to man, the owner of the herd.
Thus, to explain its being offered up, it came to be repre-
sented as a gift of man to the gods. In this way originated
the ‘gift-sacrifice’. At the same time the similarity be-
tween the rites of punishment and sacrifice, the shedding
of blood which took place in both, gave a punitory charac-
ter to communions of piacular origin and transformed
them into expiatory sacrifices.

To these researches are linked on the one hand the
studies of Frazer and on the other the theories of Jevons.
More circumspect on certain points, these theories are in
general the theological exaggeration of Smith’s doctrine. 8
Frazer? adds to it an important development. Smith’s
explanation of the sacrifice of the god had been rudimen-
tary. Without misunderstanding its naturalist character,
he considered it as a praculum of a higher order. The
ancient idea of kinship between the totemic victim and
the gods survived, in order to explain the annual sacri-
fices: they commemorated and re-enacted a drama in
which the god was the victim. Frazer recognized the
similarity existing between these sacrificed gods and the
agrarian evil spirits of Mannhardt.® He compared to
the totemic sacrifice the ritual murder of the spirits of
vegetation. He showed how there developed, from the
sacrifice and the communion meal, wherein man was
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reputedly assimilated to the gods, the agrarian sacrifice in
which, in order to ally oneself to the god of the fields at
the term of his annual life, he was killed and then eaten.
Frazer established also that often the old god, when sacri-
ficed in this way, and perhaps because of the taboos which
were laid upon him, appeared to carry away with him
sickness, death, and sin, and fulfilled the role of an ex-
piatory victim and scapegoat. Yet although the idea of
expulsion was prominent in these sacrifices, expiation still
seemed to originate in communion. Frazer set out to
supplement Smith’s theory rather than to discuss it.

The great flaw in this system is that it seeks to bring the
multiplicity of sacrificial forms within the unity of an
arbitrarily chosen principle. First, the universality of
totemism, the starting-point of the whole theory, is only
a postulate. Totemism in its pure form appears only in a
few isolated tribes of Australia and America. To make it
the basis of all theriomorphic cults is to formulate a
hypothesis which is perhaps useless, and is in any case
impossible to verify. Above all, it is difficult to find sacri-
fices that are properly totemic. Frazer himself recognized
that the totemic victim was often the victim of an agrar-
ian sacrifice. In other cases the so-called totems are repre-
sentatives of an animal species upon which depends the
life of the tribe, whether it be a domesticated species, or
the animal that is hunted by preference, or on the con-
trary one that is especially feared. At the very least a
meticulous description of a certain number of these
ceremonies would be required. Yet this is precisely what
is lacking.

But let us accept for a moment this first hypothesis,
however open to question it may be. The course of the
proof is itself subject to criticism. The crux of the doctrine
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Introduction

is the historical sequence and the logical derivation that
Smith claims to establish between the communion sacri-
fice and other kinds of sacrifice. But nothing is more
doubtful. Any attempt at a comparative chronology of the
Arab, Hebrew or other sacrifices which he studied is
inevitably disastrous. Those forms which appear to be
most simple are known to us only through recent texts.
Their simplicity itself may stem from an insufficiency of
documents. In any case simplicity does not imply any
priority in time. If we confine ourselves to the data of
history and ethnography we find that everywhere the
piaculum exists side by side with communion. Moreover,
this vague term piaculum allows Smith to describe, under
the same heading and in the same terms, purifications,
propitiations, and expiations, and it is this confusion that
prevents him from analysing the expiatory sacrifice.
Undoubtedly these sacrifices are usually followed by a
reconciliation with the god; a sacrificial meal, a sprinkling
of blood, or an anointing re-establish the covenant. Only,
for Smith, it is in these communion rites themselves that
the purifying force of these kinds of sacrifices resides; the
idea of expiation is thus engulfed in the idea of com-
munion. Undoubtedly he discovers in some extreme or
simplified forms something that he does not venture to
link with communion, a kind of exorcism, the driving out
of an evil spirit. But in his opinion these are magical pro-
cesses which involve no element of sacrifice, and he
explains with much learning and ingenuity their tardy
introduction into the mechanism of sacrifice. But this is
precisely what we cannot grant. One of the aims of this
work is to demonstrate that the expulsion of a sacred
spirit, whether pure or impure, is a primordial component
of sacrifice, as primordial and irreducible as communion.
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If the system of sacrifice has any unity, it must be sought
elsewhere.

Robertson Smith’s error was above all one of method.
Instead of analysing in its original complexity the Semitic
ritual system, he set about classifying the facts genea-
logically, in accordance with the analogical connexions
that he believed he saw between them. This is a charac-
teristic common to English anthropologists, who are con-
cerned above all with collecting and classifying documents.
For our part, we do not desire to build up in our turn an
encyclopedic survey which we could not make complete
and which, coming after theirs, would serve no purpose.
We shall try to study thoroughly typical facts, which we
shall glean particularly from Sanskrit texts and from the
Bible. We are far from having documents of equal value
concerning Greek and Roman sacrifices. By comparing
scattered pieces of information provided by inscriptions
and writers, only an ill-assorted ritual can be built up. On
the other hand, we have in the Bible and in the Hindu
texts collections of doctrines that belong to a definite era.
The document is direct, drawn up by the participants
themselves in their own language, in the very spirit in
which they enacted the rites, even if not always with a
very clear consciousness ot the origin and motive of their
actions.

Doubtless, when we are seeking to disentangle the
simple and elementary forms of an institution, it is dis-
concerting to take as our starting-point for the investiga-
tion complicated rituals of recent date that have been
commented upon and probably distorted by theological
scholarship. But in this category of facts all purely his-
torical investigations are fruitless. The antiquity of the
texts or of the facts recounted, the comparative barbarity
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of the peoples and the apparent simplicity of the rites are
deceptive chronological indications. It is too much to seek
in an anthology of lines from the Iliad even a rough
picture of primitive Greek sacrifice; they do not even
suffice to give us an exact idea of sacrifice in Homeric
times. We only glimpse the most ancient rites through
literary documents that are vague and incomplete, frag-
mentary and misleading remnants, traditions lacking in
fidelity. It is likewise impossible to hope to glean from
ethnography alone the pattern of primitive institutions.
Generally distorted through over-hasty observation or
falsified by the exactness of our languages, the facts
recorded by ethnographers have value only if they are
compared with more precise and more complete docu-
ments.

We do not therefore propose here to trace the history
and genesis of sacrifice, and if we speak of priority, we
mean it in a logical and not an historical sense. Not that
we forgo the right to refer to classical texts or to eth-
nology in order to throw light upon our analysis and to
check the general character of our conclusions. But, in-
stead of directing our studies to artificially constituted
groupings of facts, in the well-defined and complete
rituals that we shall treat we shall have entities already
determined and natural systems of rites that command
attention. Restricted in this way by the texts, we shall be
less liable to omission or arbitrary classification. Lastly,
because the two religions that are to form the centre of
our investigations are very different, since one leads to
monotheism and the other to pantheism, we may hope
by comparing them to arrive at conclusions that are
sufficiently general.®



Chapter One

DEFINITION AND UNITY OF
THE SACRIFICIAL SYSTEM

IT IS IMPORTANT, before proceeding further, to give
an overall definition of the facts that we designate under
the heading of sacrifice.

The word ‘sacrifice’ immediately suggests the idea of
consecration, and one might be tempted to believe that
the two notions are identical. It is indeed certain that
sacrifice always implies a consecration; in every sacrifice
an object passes from the common into the religious
domain; it is consecrated. But not all consecrations are of
the same kind. In some the effects are limited to the
consecrated object, be it a man or a thing. This is, for
example, the case with unction. When a king is conse-
crated, his religious personality alone is modified; apart
from this, nothing is changed. In sacrifice, on the other
hand, the consecration extends beyond the thing conse-
crated; among other objects, it touches the moral person
who bears the expenses of the ceremony. The devotee
who provides the victim which is the object of the conse-
cration is not, at the completion of the operation, the same
as he was at the beginning. He has acquired a religious
character which he did not have before, or has rid himself
of an unfavourable character with which he was affected;
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Definition and Unity of the Sacrificial System

he has raised himself to a state of grace or has emerged
from a state of sin. In either case he has been religiously
transformed.

We give the name ‘sacrifier’ to the subject to whom the
benefits of sacrifice thus accrue, or who undergoes its
effects.1® This subject is sometimes an individual,!! some-
times a collectivity’?>—a family, a clan, a tribe, a nation,
a secret society. When it is a collectivity it may be that
the group fulfils collectively the function of the sacrifier,
that is, it attends the sacrifice as a body;!® but sometimes
it delegates one of its members who acts in its stead and
place. Thus the family is generally represented by its
head,’ society by its magistrates.!® This is a first step
in that succession of representations which we shall en-
counter at every one of the stages of sacrifice.

There are, however, cases where the effects of the
sacrificial consecration are exerted not directly on the
sacrifier himself, but on certain things which appertain
more or less directly to his person. In the sacrifice that
takes place at the building of a house,! ¢ it is the house that
is affected by it, and the quality that it acquires by this
means can survive longer than its owner for the time
being. In other cases, it is the sacrifier’s field, the river he
has to cross, the oath he takes, the treaty he makes, etc.
We shall call those kinds of things for whose sake the
sacrifice takes place objects of sacrifice. 1t is important,
moreover, to notice that the sacrifier himself is also
affected through his presence at the sacrifice and through
the interest or part he takes in it. The ambit of action of
the sacrifice is especially noteworthy here, for it produces
a double effect, one on the object for which it is offered
and upon which it is desired to act, the other on the moral
person who desires and instigates that effect. Sometimes
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Definition and Unity of the Sacrifictal System

even it is only of use provided it brings about this twofold
result. When the father of a family offers a sacrifice for
the inauguration of his house, not only must the house be
capable of receiving his family, but they must be fit to
enter it.17?

We see what is the distinctive characteristic of conse-
cration in sacrifice: the thing consecrated serves as an
intermediary between the sacrifier, or the object which is
to receive the practical benefits of the sacrifice, and the
divinity to whom the sacrifice is usually addressed. Man
and the god are not in direct contact. In this way sacrifice
is distinguished from most of the facts grouped under the
heading of blood covenant, in which by the exchange of
blood a direct fusion of human and divine life is brought
about.’® The same will be said about certain instances of
the offering of hair. Here again, the subject who sacrifices
is in direct communication with the god through the part
of his person which is offered up.1? Doubtless there are
connexions between these rites and sacrifice; but they
must be distinguished from it.

But this first characteristic is not enough, for it does not
allow us to distinguish sacrifice from those acts, in-
adequately defined, which may fittingly be termed offer-
ings. There is indeed no offering in which the object
consecrated is not likewise interposed between the god
and the offerer, and in which the latter is not affected by
the consecration. But if every sacrifice is in effect an
oblation, there are oblations of different kinds. Some-
times the object consecrated is simply presented as a
votive offering; consecration can assign it to the service of
the god, but it does not change its nature by the mere
fact that it is made to pass into the religious domain.
Those oblations of the firstfruits which were merely

11




Definition and Unity of the Sacrificial System

brought to the temple, remained there untouched and
belonged to the priests. On the other hand, in other cases
consecration destroys the object offered up; if an animal
is offered on the altar, the desired end is reached only
when its throat has been cut, or it is cut to pieces or con-
sumed by fire, in short, sacrificed. The object thus des-
troyed is the victim. It is clearly for oblations of this kind
that the name sacrifice must be reserved. We may sur-
mise that the difference between these two kinds of
operation depends upon their different degrees of
solemnity and their differing efficacy. In the case of sacri-
fice, the religious energy released is stronger. From this
arises the havoc it causes.

In these conditions we must designate as sacrifice any
oblation, even of vegetable matter, whenever the offering
or part of it is destroyed, although usage seems to limit the
word sacrifice to designate only sacrifices where blood is
shed. To restrict the meaning of the name in this way
is arbitrary. Due allowance having been made, the
mechanism of consecration is the same in all cases; there
is consequently no objective reason for distinguishing
between them. Thus the Hebrew minha is an oblation of
flour and cakes?® which accompanies certain sacrifices.
Yet it is so much a sacrifice like these other sacrifices that
Leviticus does not distinguish between them.?! The same
rites are observed. A portion is destroyed on the altar fire,
the remainder being eaten entirely or in part by the
priests. In Greece?? only vegetable oblations were per-
mitted on the altar of certain gods;2® thus there were
sacrificial rites which did not involve animal oblations.
The same may be said of libations of milk, wine, or other
liquids.2¢ They are subject in Greece?® to the same dis-
tinctions as sacrifices;2® on occasion they can even replace

12



Definition and Unity of the Sacrificial System

them.3? The identity of these different operations was so
clearly felt by the Hindus that the objects offered up in
these different cases were themselves considered identical.
They are all considered as equally living, and are treated
as such. Thus in a sacrifice considered to be of sufficient
solemnity, when the grains are crushed they are im-
plored not to avenge themselves upon the sacrifier for
the hurt done them. When the cakes are placed upon the
potsherds to bake, they are requested not to break;?®
when they are cut, they are entreated not to injure the
sacrifier and the priests. When a libation of milk is made
—and all Hindu libations are made with milk or a milk
product—it is not something inanimate that is offered
up, but the cow itself, in its liquid essence, its sap, its
fertility.2®

Thus we finally arrive at the following definition:
Sacrifice is a religious act which, through the consecration
of a victim, modifies the condition of the moral person who
accomplishes it or that of certain objects with which he is
concerned.®®

For brevity of exposition we shall call those sacrifices
in which the personality of the sacrifier is directly
affected by the sacrifice personal sacrifices, and those in
which objects, real or ideal, receive directly the sacrificial
action objective sacrifices.

This definition not only restricts the object of our in-
vestigations, but also settles for us a very important point:
it presupposes the generic unity of sacrifices. Thus as we
allowed ourselves to surmise when we reproached Smith
with reducing the expiatory sacrifice to a communion
sacrifice, it was not to establish the original and irredu-
cible diversity of sacrificial systems. It was because their
unity, though real, was not of the kind he claimed.

13




Definition and Unity of the Sacrificial System

But this first result appears to contradict the endless
variety which at first sight the forms of sacrifice seem
to present. The occasions of sacrifice are innumerable,
the effects desired are very diverse, and the multiplicity
of ends implies that of means. Thus the custom has been
adopted, above all in Germany, of classifying sacrifices
in a certain number of distinct categories: for example,
one speaks of expiatory sacrifices (Sihnopfer), of sacri-
fices of thanksgiving (Dankopfer), of sacrifices of request
(Bittopfer), etc. But in reality the demarcations between
these categories are vague, confused, and often indiscern-
ible; the same practices are to be found to some extent in
all of them. We shall not adopt any of the classifications
usually employed; they do not, in our opinion, result
from a methodical investigation. Without attempting to
propound a new classification which would be open to
the same objections, in order to have an idea of the diver-
sity of sacrifices we shall content ourselves here with
borrowing one of the classifications given in Hindu texts.

Perhaps the most instructive is that which divides
sacrifices into regular and occasional.®! Occasional sacri-
fices are, firstly, sacramental sacrifices (samskara), namely
those which accompany the solemn moments of life. A
certain number of these are part of the domestic ritual (as
laid down in the Grihya sutras): those that take place at
birth, at the rite of tonsure, on the departure of a ward,
at marriage, etc. Others are part of the solemn ritual;
such are the anointing of a king, and the sacrifice con-
ferring religious and civil attributes which are con-
sidered superior to all others.32 Secondly, there are votive
sacrifices whose occasional nature is even more marked;33
lastly, there are curative and expiatory sacrifices. As for
the regular or, better, periodical sacrifices (nutyani), they
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Definition and Unity of the Sacrificial System

are linked to certain fixed moments of time, independent
of men’s will and of chance circumstance. Such are the
daily sacrifice, the sacrifice at new and full moon, the
sacrifices at seasonal and pastoral festivals, and the first-
fruits at the year’s end. All are generally found both in
the solemn and the domestic ritual, with differences
appropriate to the solemnity of the one and the family
character of the other.

We see for how many different occasions the Brahmins
made sacrifices serve. But at the same time they felt so
deeply the unity of them all that they made this the basis
of their theory. Almost all the texts of the solemn ritual
follow the same plan: the exposition of a basic rite that is
gradually diversified to make it correspond to different
needs.3* Thus the shrawta sutras and the brahmanas
which comment upon them start from a general descrip-
tion of the whole of the rites that constitute the sacrifice
of cakes at the new and full moon, and it is this scheme
which is successively adapted, modified according to cir-
cumstances, to all the ceremonies in which the cake
sacrifice figures. Thus a cake sacrifice constitutes the
essential ceremony both for seasonal festivals, whose
aspects are already so numerous and varied (sacrifices to
nature, sacrifices of purification, of the consumption of
the first seeds, etc.), as well as for a whole series of votive
sacrifices.35 And this is not a mere device of exposition,
but there is in it a real sense of the flexibility of the
sacrificial system. Let us take the solemn animal sacrifice.
We find it existing separately or combined with others,
in the most varied cases—in the periodical festivals of
nature and of vegetation, and in the occasional rites such
as the building of an altar, or in rites whose object is to
redeem the individual. As for the sacrifice of the soma,3®
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since soma is suited for sacrifice only in spring, this can
only be a periodical festival.37 Yet soma is sacrificed for a
multiplicity of ends which sometimes depend upon and
sometimes are independent of vows and occasions: at
every spring, at the consecration of the king, to reach a
higher rank in society, to become invulnerable and vic-
torious, to escape from misfortunes that threaten to
become permanent. In the same way rites of the opposite
kind may have the same intention: internal reasons must
have been the cause for which the sterile cow sacrificed by
the Brahmins to Rudra, the evil god, is sacrificed in the
same manner as the goat to the beneficent heavenly gods
Agni and Soma. 38

The Hebrew ritual provides no less striking examples
of the complexity of the rites and the identical nature of
their component elements. Leviticus reduces all sacri-
fices to four basic forms: ‘olah, hattat, shelamim, minha.®®
The names of two of these are significant. The kattat was
the sacrifice employed especially to expiate the sin called
hattat or hataah, the definition of which given in Leviti-
cus is unfortunately extremely vague.4® The shelamim:
(LXX 6uota elpniveh) is a communion sacrifice, a sacri-
fice of thanksgiving, of alliance, of vows. As for the terms
‘olah and minha, they are purely descriptive. Each recalls
one of the special operations of the sacrifice: the latter, the
presentation of the victim, if it is of vegetable matter; the
former, the dispatch of the offering to the divinity.¢2

This simplification of the system of sacrificest? is
doubtless the result of a classification too specialized, and
moreover, too arbitrary, to serve as a basis for a general
study of sacrifice. But in reality these four typical forms
are not, or at least are no longer, real types of sacrifice,
but kinds of abstract component elements in which one
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of the organs of sacrifice is particularly developed; these
elements can always enter into more complex formulas.
The ritual split up the ceremonies to which each occasion
to sacrifice gave rise into a multiplicity of sacrifices that
were simple or were considered so. For instance, the
sacrifice at the ordination of the high priest¢¢ is made up
of a hattat, the expiatory sacrifice; of an ‘olah, the sacri-
fice in which the victim is wholly burnt; and of the
sacrifice of the ram of consecrations, which is a zebah
shelamim, a communion sacrifice. The sacrifice for the
purification of women after childbirth includes a hattat
and an ‘olah.45 The sacrifice for the cleansing of a leper
includes rites analogous to those for the consecration of
the priest.4® Thus there are here two sacrifices, one
apparently expiatory and the other of communion,
which end up by being similar rites. Thus even these two
irreducible ideas of expiation and of communion, of com-
munication of a sacred quality and of expulsion of an
opposing quality, cannot form the basis for a general and
rigorous classification of sacrifices. We would perhaps seek
in vain for examples of an expiatory sacrifice into which
no element of communion is interpolated, or for examples
of communion sacrifices which do not in some respect
resemble expiatory ones.4?

For we discover the same ambiguity not only in com-
Plex sacrifices, but even in the elementary sacrifices of the
Pentateuch. The zebah shelamimt® is a communion
sacrifice. Yet certain parts of the victim—the blood, the
fat, or some of the entrails—are always placed on one
side, destroyed, or become prohibited. One limb is always
eaten by the priests. The victim of the hattat may be
assigned entirely to the priests;*? failing the sacrifier,
the sacrificerscommunicate. In the hattat celebrated forthe
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consecration or purification of the temple or the altar, the
blood of the victim is used to anoint the doors and walls.
This rite endows them with consecration.’® Now a rite
of the same nature is to be found in the zebah shelarmnim
of ordination; an exactly similar anointing with blood is
performed upon Aaron and his sons.5?

These examples show the affinity that links practices
which in their aim and results seem completely opposed.
There is a continuity between the forms of sacrifice. They
are both too diverse and yet too similar for it to be possible
to divide them into over-specialized categories. They are
all the same in essence, and it is this which constitutes
their unity. They are the outer coverings of one single
mechanism that we now propose to dismantle and
describe.
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Chapter Two
THE SCHEME OF SACRIFICE

THE ENTRY

IT IS EVIDENT that we cannot hope here to sketch out
an abstract scheme of sacrifice comprehensive enough to
suit all known cases; the variety of facts is too great. All
that can be done is to study specific forms of sacrifice that
are complex enough for all the important moments of the
drama to be included in them and well enough known for
an exact analysis to be made. The sacrifice which seems to
us to answer best to these conditions is the Vedic Hindu
sacrifice of animals. Indeed we know of no other in which
the details are better explained. All the participants are
very clearly presented at the time of their entrance and
exit as well as during the course of the action. Moreover,
it is an amorphous rite; it is not orientated in a fixed
direction, but may serve the most diverse ends. There is
thus no sacrifice that lends itself better to the investiga-
tion we desire to undertake. For this reason we shall make
it the foundation of our study, except for grouping around
the analysis of it other facts taken either from India itelf
or from other religions.

Sacrifice is a religious act that can only be carried out
in a religious atmosphere and by means of essentially reli-
gious agents. But, in general, before the ceremony neither
sacrifier nor sacrificer, nor place, instruments, or victim,
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possess this characteristic to a suitable degree. The first
phase of the sacrifice is intended to impart it to them.
They are profane; their condition must be changed. To
do this, rites are necessary to introduce them into the
sacred world and involve them in it, more or less pro-
foundly, according to the importance of the part they have
subsequently to play. It is this which constitutes, in the
very words of the Sanskrit texts,% the entry into the
sacrtfice.

(1) The sacrifier. In order to study the manner in
which this change in condition is effected in the sacrifier,
let us at once take an extreme, almost abnormal case,
which does not belong to the ritual of animal sacrifice, but
in which the common rites are as it were enlarged, and
consequently more easily observable. The case is that of
the diksha, namely, the preparation of the sacrifier for the
sacrifice of the soma.8? As soon as the priests have been
selected, a whole series of symbolic ceremonies begins for
the sacrifier. These will progressively strip him of the
temporal being that he possessed, in order to cause him to
be reborn in an entirely new form. All that touches upon
the gods must be divine; the sacrifier is obliged to become
a god himself in order to be capable of acting upon them. 54
To this end a special hut is built for him, tightly en-
closed, for the dikshita is a god and the world of the gods
is separated from that of men.%% He is shaved and his nails
are cut,®® but according to the fashion of the gods—that
is to say, in the opposite order to that which is usually
followed among men.57? After taking a bath of purifica-
tion,®® he dons a brand-new linen garment,5? thereby
indicating that a new existence is about to begin for him.
Then, after various anointings, ¢° he is dressed in the skin
of a black antelope.®! This is the solemn moment when
20
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the new creature stirs within him. He has become a
foetus. His head is veiled and he is made to clench his
fists,®2 for the embryo in its bag has its fists clenched. He
is made to walk around the hearth just as the foetus
moves within the womb. He remains in this state until
the great ceremony of the introduction of the soma.®3
Then he unclenches his fists, he unveils himself, he is
born into the divine existence, he is a god.

But once his divine nature has been proclaimed,®* it
confers upon him the rights and imposes upon him the
duties of a god, or at least those of a holy man. He must
have no contact with men of impure caste, nor with
women; he does not reply to those who question him; he
must not be touched. ¢® Being a god, he is dispensed from
all sacrifice. He consumes only milk, the food of fasting.
And this existence lasts for many long months until his
body has become translucent. Then, having as it were
sacrificed his former body®® and attained the highest
degree of nervous excitement, he is fit to sacrifice, and the
ceremonies begin.

This complicated, long-drawn-out initiation required
for ceremonies of exceptional gravity is only, it is true, an
amplification. But it is found, although in a less developed
degree, in the preparatory rites for ordinary animal sacri-
fice. In this case it is no longer necessary for the sacrifier
to become divine, but he must still become sacred. For
this reason here also he shaves himself, bathes, abstains
from all sexual relationships, fasts and keeps vigil, etc.®”
And even for these more simple rites the interpretations
that are given to them by the accompanying prayers and
the Brahmanic commentaries clearly indicate their pur-
port. We read at the very beginning of the Shatapatha
Brahmana, ‘[The sacrifier] rinses his mouth. . . . For
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before this he is unfit for sacrifice. . . . For the waters are
pure. He becomes pure within. . . . He passes from the
world of men into the world of the gods.’®®

These rites are not peculiar to the Hindus: the Semitic
world, Greece, and Rome also provide examples of them.
A certain degree of relationship with the god is demanded
first of all from those who wish to be admitted to the
sacrifice.®® Thus the stranger is generally excluded from
it,’° and even more so courtesans, slaves,”? and often
women.”2 Moreover, temporary purity is required.”® The
advent of the divinity is terrible for those that are im-
pure;?¢ when Yahweh was about to appear on Sinai, the
people had to wash their garments and remain chaste.?®
In the same way the sacrifice is preceded by a more or less
lengthy period of purification.?® This consists principally
of sprinklings with lustral water and ablutions.”? Some-
times the sacrifier must fast?8 and purge himself.?? He
must put on clean garments,8° or even special ones®!
which impart to him a first touch of sanctity. Roman
ritual also generally prescribed the wearing of the veil,
the sign of separation and consequently of consecration. 82
The crown that the sacrifier wore on his head, whilst
warding off evil spirits, marked him as having a sacred
character.® Sometimes the sacrifier completed his physi-
cal preparations by shaving his head and eyebrows.#¢ All
these purifications, 85 lustrations, and consecrations pre-
pared the profane participant for the sacred act, by
eliminating from his body the imperfections of his secular
nature, cutting him off from the common life, and intro-
ducing him step by step into the sacred world of the gods.

(2) The sacrificer. There are sacrifices in which there
are no other participants than the sacrifier and the victim.
But generally one does not venture to approach sacred
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things directly and alone; they are too lofty and serious a
matter. An intermediary, or at the very least a guide,
is necessary.8¢ This is the priest. More familiar with the
world of the gods, in which he is partly involved through
a previous consecration, 87 he can approach it more closely
and with less fear than the layman, who is perhaps sullied
by unknown blemishes. At the same time he prevents the
sacrifier from committing fatal errors. Sometimes the
profane person is even formally excluded from the sanc-
tuary and the sacrifice.®8 In this case the priest becomes,
on the one hand, the mandatory of the sacrifier,®? whose
condition he shares and whose sins he bears.?® On the
other hand, however, he is sealed with a divine seal.?! He
bears the name,?? the title,?s or the robe®¢ of his god.
He is his minister, even his incarnate presence,?® or at
the very least the repository of his power. He is the visible
agent of consecration in the sacrifice. In short, he stands
on the threshold of the sacred and the profane world and
represents them both at one and the same time. They are
linked in him.

Because of his religious character, it might be supposed
that he at least can enter upon the sacrifice without any
preliminary initiation. This is in fact what took place in
India. The Brahmin appeared with a nature almost
entirely divine. Thus he had no need for a special con-
secration, save in extraordinary circumstances®?é—for
there are rites that require a previous preparation by the
sacrificer as well as by the sacrifier. This differs from that
which we have described for the layman only inasmuch
as it is generally less complex. As the priest is naturally
nearer to the sacred world, simpler operations are enough
to enable him to enter it completely.

Among the Hebrews, despite the fact that the priest
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was ordained, he had to take certain extra precautions in
order to be able to sacrifice. He had to wash before enter-
ing the sanctuary.®” Before the ceremony he had to
abstain from wine and fermented liquids.?® He put on
linen garments,®® which he took off immediately after
the sacrifice.2?® He laid these away in a consecrated place,
for they had already become holy, fearful objects which
were dangerous for the profane to touch.1°! In his inter-
course with the divine—although this was habitual for
him——the priest himself was perpetually under the threat
of the supernatural death!°2 that had struck down Aaron’s
two sons,1°3 and those of Eli,10¢ as well as the priests of
the family of Baithos.195 By increasing his personal sanc-
tity,29¢ he made the difficult approach to the sanctuary
easier, and safeguarded himself.

But he did not sanctify himself wholly for his own sake:
he did so also on behalf of the person or society in whose
name he was acting. Because he exposed to danger not
only himself but those whose delegate he was, he was
obliged to take even greater precautions. This was parti-
cularly noticeable at the festival of the Great Pardon.1°?
Indeed, on that day the high priest represents the people
of 1srael. He seeks pardon for himself and for Israel—for
himself and his family by the bullock, for Israel by the
two goats.198 Only after this expiation, and having set
light to the incense, does he penetrate behind the veil of
the Holy of Holies,'°® where he finds God in the cloud.
Such grave functions required very special preparations,
as befitted the quasi-divine role that the priest fulfilled.
Due allowance being made, the rites resemble those of the
diksha discussed above. Seven days before the feast the
high priest shuts himself off from his family,''® and
remains in the cell of the paredri (the assessors).!1! Like
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the Hindu sacrifier, he is the object of all sorts of atten-
tions. The evening before, old men sit round and read to
him the section of the Bible in which is laid down the
ritual of Kippur. He is given little to eat. Then he is con-
ducted into a special room,*12 where he is left alone after
having been adjured to change nothing in the rites. ‘ Then,
both he and they weeping, they parted.’21® The whole
night long he must stay awake,’4 for sleep is a time
during which defilements may unwittingly be con-
tracted.11® Thus the entire pontifical rite tends toward the
same purpose: to give the high priest an exceptional sanc-
tity!1¢ which will enable him to draw near to the god
hidden behind the mercy-seat and to bear the burden of
the sins that will be heaped upon his head.

(3) The place, the instruments. For the sacrifice proper
to begin, it is not enough for the sacrifier and the priest to
be sanctified. It cannot take place at any time or any-
where. For not all times of the day or year are equally
propitious for sacrifice; there are even times at which it
must be ruled out. In Assyria, for example, it was for-
bidden on the 7th, 14th, and 21st of the month.11?
According to the nature and the purpose of the ceremony,
the hour of celebration differed. Sometimes it had to be
offered during the daytime;!!® sometimes, on the other
hand, during the evening or at night.11®

The place of the ceremony must itself be sacred: out-
side a holy place immolation is mere murder.12° When
the sacrifice is performed in a temple!?! or in a place
already sacred in itself, preliininary consecration is un-
necessary or at least is very much shortened. This is the
case with the Hebrew sacrifice as laid down in the ritual
of the Pentateuch. It was celebrated in a single sanctuary
consecrated beforehand,*?2 chosen by the divinity?23 and
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made divine by his presence.12¢ Thus the texts that have
come down to us contain no provisions relating to the
repeated sanctifying of the place of sacrifice. Nevertheless,
the purity and sanctity of the temple and the sanctuary had
to be maintained: daily sacrifices!?® and an annual cere-
mony of expiation were the means of fulfilling this need.12¢

The Hindus had no temple. Each could choose for him-
self the place where he wished to sacrifice.22? But this
place had to be consecrated in advance by means of a
certain number of rites, of which the most essential was
the setting up of the fires.22® We shall not describe it in
detail. The complicated ceremonies of which it is made
up have as their object the kindling of a fire in which only
pure elements, already consecrated to Agni,*2? will enter.
One of these fires is even kindled by friction, so that it is
entirely new.!3° In these conditions there is a magical
power which wards off evil spirits, harmful spells, and
devils. The fire is the slayer of demons.!31 It is even more
than this: it is the god, it is Agni in his complete form.132
In the same way, according to certain Biblical legends
also, the fire of sacrifice is none other than the divinity
itself, which consumes the victim, or, to put it more
exactly, the fire is the sign of consecration which sets it on
fire.133 What is divine in the fire of the Hindu sacrifice
is thus transmitted to the place of sacrifice and conse-
crates it.!3¢ This site consisted of a fairly large rect-
angular space, called the vihara.1®®

Within this area is another space called the vedi,
whose sacred character is even more pronounced. This
corresponds to the altar. Thus the ved: occupies a position
even more central than the fires. These, indeed, contrary
to what is the case in most other cults, are not on the
altar itself, but surround it.13¢ The outline of the vedi is
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carefully marked out on the ground;!#? to do this a spade
is taken—or in other cases, the magical wooden sword—
and the earth is lightly touched with it, with the words
‘The wicked one is killed.”238 By this all impurity is
destroyed; the magic circle is traced out, the site is con-
secrated. Within the boundaries thus delimited, the
ground is dug and levelled; the hole formed in this way
constitutes the altar. After a lustration that is both ex-
piatory and purificatory the bottom of the hole is covered
with different kinds of turf. It is on this turf that the gods
to whom the sacrifice is addressed come and sit; there,
invisible yet present, they attend the ceremony.13?

We shall not describe in detail the various instru-
ments!4? which are laid upon the altar,'4! after having
been either made ad hoc or carefully purified. But one of
them must claim our attention, for it really forms part of
the altar.242 This is the yupa, the stake to which the
animal is to be bound. It is not a piece of rough wood, but
the tree from which it was hewn had already in itself a
divine nature,'4? which unctions and libations have fur-
ther reinforced.14¢ 1t also occupies a prominent position,
for it is there that the victim will stand, the most im-
portant of all the visible personages that will take part in
the ceremony.!45 Therefore the Brahmanas represent it
as one of the points at which all the religious forces that
are in operation in the sacrifice converge and are con-
centrated. By its slender trunk, it recalls the manner in
which the gods mounted up to heaven;'4¢ by its upper
section it gives power over heavenly things, by its middle
part, over the things of the air, by its lower part, over
those of the earth.147 But at the same time it represents
the sacrifier. It is the height of the sacrifier that deter-
mines its dimensions.148 When it is anointed, the sacrifier
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is anointed; when it is made firm, it is the sacrifier that
is strengthened.?¢? In it takes place, in a more marked
manner than in the priest, that communication, that
fusion of the gods and the sacrifier, which will become
even more marked in the victim.150

The scene is now set. The actors are ready. The entry
of the victim will mark the beginning of the drama. But
before introducing it, we must point out an essential
characteristic of the sacrifice: the perfect continuity that is
necessary to it. From the moment that it has begun,181
it must continue to the end without interruption and in
the ritual order. All the operations of which it is com-
posed must follow each other in turn without a break.
The forces at work, if they are not directed in exactly the
way prescribed, elude both sacrifier and priest and turn
upon them in a terrible fashion.'52 Even this outward
continuity of the rites is not enough.1%3 There must also
be a like constancy in the mental state of sacrifier and
sacrificer, concerning the gods, the victim, and the prayer
that one wants answered.'®¢ They must have unshake-
able confidence in the automatic result of the sacrifice. In
short, a religious act must be accomplished in a religious
frame of mind: the inward attitude must correspond to
the external one.15% We see how, from the very outset,
sacrifice demanded a credo (shraddha is the equivalent of
credo, even philologically), and how the act carried faith
with it,18¢

THE VICTIM

We said above that in the Hindu rite the construction of

the altar consists in describing a magic circle on the

ground. In reality all the operations we have just con-

sidered have the same purpose. They consist in tracing
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out a kind of series of concentric magic circles within the
sacred area. In the outer circle stands the sacrifier; then
come in turn the priest, the altar, and the stake. On the
perimeter, where stands the layman on whose behalf the
sacrifice takes place, the religious atmosphere is weak and
minimal. It increases as the space in which it is developed
grows smaller. The whole activity of the place of sacrifice
is thus organized and concentrated round a single focus.
Everything converges on the victim who is now about to
appear. Everything is ready for its reception. It is brought
in.

Sometimes it was consecrated by the mere fact of its
birth: the species to which it belonged was joined to the
divinity by special links.!87 Having thus a divine charac-
ter by nature, it did not need to acquire one specially for
the occasion. But, more usually, fixed rites were neces-
sary to confer upon it the religious condition that its
destined role demanded. In certain cases where it had
been marked out long before, these ceremonies had taken
place before it was brought to the place of sacrifice.15¢ But
often at that moment it still had nothing sacred about it.
It was merely in a state to fulfil certain conditions that
made it eligible to receive consecration. It had to be with-
out defect, sickness, or infirmity.t5® It had to be of a
certain colour,'¢° age, and sex, according to the result to
be brought about.1¢! But to bring this general aptitude
into action, to raise it to the required level of religiosity,
the victim had to submit to a whole gamut of ceremonies.

In certain countries it was dressed up,'®? painted or
whitened, like the bos cretatus of Roman sacrifices. Its
horns were gilded,!¢® a crown was placed upon it, it was
bedecked with ribbons.1 ¢4 These adornments imparted to
it a religious character. Sometimes even the costume that

29




The Scheme of Sacrifice

was put on it brought it closer to the god who presided
over the sacrifice: this was the purpose of the disguises
used in the agrarian sacrifices, of which traces only
remain.!®8 The semi-consecration thus conferred upon it
could moreover be obtained in another way. In Mexico!®$
and at Rhodes'®? the victim was made drunk. This
drunkenness was a sign of possession. The divine spirit
was already pervading the victim.

But the Hindu ritual will enable us to follow more
closely the whole series of operations in the course of
which the victim is progressively made divine. After it
has been bathed,!¢® it is brought in, whilst various liba-
tions are made.1¢? It is then addressed, laudatory epithets
being heaped upon it, and it is exhorted to keep calm.!7°
At the same time the god who is the lord of the animals is
invoked, in order to ask him to agree to the use of his
property as a victim.!7! These precautions, propitiations,
and marks of honour serve a dual purpose. Firstly, they
acknowledge the sacred character of the victim: by being
termed something excellent, the property of the gods, it
becomes so. But above all it must be persuaded to allow
itself to be sacrificed peaceably, for the welfare of men,
and not to take vengeance once it is dead. These usages,
which are extremely frequent,'”2 do not signify, as has
been said, that the beast sacrificed is always a former
totemic animal. The explanation lies closer at hand.
There is in the victim a spirit which it is the very aim of
the sacrifice to liberate. This spirit must therefore be
conciliated, for otherwise it might become dangerous
when freed; hence the flattery and preliminary apologies.

Then the victim is bound to the stake. At that moment
the sacred character it is in the act of acquiring is already
so great that the Brahmin can no longer touch it with
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his hands, and the sacrifier himself hesitates to approach
it. He must be invited to do so, and encouraged by a
special formula addressed to him by a priest.27? Yet, in
order to develop this religiosity, already so intense, to the
utmost extent, three series of rites are required. The
animal is given water to drink,17¢ for water is divine; its
body is lustrated above, beneath, and on every part.17t
Then it is anointed with melted butter on the head, then
on the withers, the shoulders, the croup, and between the
horns. These anointings correspond to those which were
made with oil in Hebrew sacrifice, to the ceremony of the
mola salsa in Rome, or to the obAai or barley grains that
in Greece the bystanders threw upon the animal.?7¢ Like-
wise, almost everywhere are to be found libations analo-
gous to those of which we have just spoken. They had as
their purpose to heap sanctity on the victim. Lastly, after
these lustrations and anointings there comes in the Vedic
ritual a final ceremony whose effect is to enclose the
victim itself in a final magic circle, smaller and more
divine than the others. From the fire of the gods a priest
plucks a brand, and with it in his hand walks three times
round the animal. This circumambulation took place in
India round all the victims, with or without fire. It was
the god Agni who surrounded the animal on all sides,
consecrated it, and set it apart.1??

Yet, even while continuing to move onward into the
world of the gods, the victim had to remain in touch with
mankind. In the religions we are considering here, the
means used to ensure this contact are provided by the
principles of magical and religious sympathy. Sometimes
there is a direct and natural representation: a father is
represented by his son, whom he sacrifices, etc.!?® In
general, since a sacrifier is always obliged to undertake
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the expenses in person, there is, by virtue of this very fact,
a more or less complete representation.l?® But in other
cases this association of the victim and the sacrifier is
brought about by a physical contact between the sacrifier
(sometimes the priest) and the victim. This contact is
obtained, in Semitic ritual, by the laying on of hands, and
in others by equivalent rites.»#° Through this proximity
the victim, who already represents the gods, comes to
represent the sacrifier also. Indeed, it is not enough to say
that it represents him: it is merged in him. The two per-
sonalities are fused together. At least in the Hindu ritual
this identification even becomes so complete that from
then onwards the future fate of the victim, its imminent
death, has a kind of reverse effect upon the sacrifier.
Hence an ambiguous situation results for the latter. He
needs to touch the animal in order to remain united with
it, and yet is afraid to do so, for in so doing he runs the
risk of sharing its fate. The ritual resolves the difficulty
by taking a middle course. The sacrifier touches the vic-
tim only through the priest, who himself only touches it
through the intermediary of one of the instruments of
sacrifice.!8? Thus this process of drawing together the
sacred and the profane, which we have seen come about
progressively through the various elements of the sacri-
fice, is completed in the victim.

We have now arrived at the culminating point of the
ceremony. All the elements of the sacrifice are now
present; they have been brought into contact for the last
time. But the supreme act remains to be accomplished.182
The victim is already sanctified to an extreme degree. But
the spirit residing in it, the divine principle which it now
contains, is still pent up in its body and attached by this
last link to the world of profane things. Death will release
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it, thereby making the consecration definitive and
irrevocable. This is the solemn moment.

That which now begins is a crime, a kind of sacrilege.
So, while the victim was being led to the place of
slaughter, some rituals prescribed libations and expia-
tions.! 83 Excuses were made for the act that was about to
be carried out, the death of the animal was lamented,? 84
one wept for it as one would weep for a relative. Its par-
don was asked before it was struck down. The rest of the
species to which it belonged were harangued, as if they
were one vast family, entreated not to avenge the wrong
about to be done them in the person of one of their num-
ber.1 85 Under the influence of these same ideas'®¢ the
instigator of the slaughter might be punished by beat-
ing!87 or exile. At Athens the priest at the sacrifice of the
Bouphonia fled, casting his axe away. All those who had
taken part in the sacrifice were called to the Prytaneion.
They threw the blame upon each other. Finally, the knife
was condemned and thrown into the sea.1#8 The purifica-
tions which the sacrificer had to undergo after the sacri-
fice resembled moreover the expiation of a criminal.18?

So, once the beast is placed in the prescribed position
and turned in the direction laid down in the rites?°
everyone keeps silence. In India the priests turn round.
The sacrifier and the officiating priest also turn round,!®?
murmuring propitiatory mantras.1?2 Nothing is to be
heard save the orders given in a simple voice by the priest
to the sacrifier. The latter then tightens the bond that
encircles the neck of the animal,'®3 and ‘quietens its
breath’,1%¢ as the euphemism employed has it. The
victim is dead; the spirit has departed.

The rites of slaughter were extremely variable. But
every cult insisted that they be scrupulously observed. To
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modify them was generally a fatal heresy, punishable by
excommunication and death.1?5 This was because the act
of slaughter released an ambiguous force—or rather a
blind one, terrible by the very fact that it was a force. It
therefore had to be limited, directed, and tamed; this
was what the rites were for. Most usually the nape of the
victim’s neck, or the neck itself, was severed.!?¢ Stoning
was an ancient rite that no longer took place in Judaea
except in certain cases of penal execution, or in Greece
except as a token in the ritual of some festivals.1?7 Else-
where the victim was knocked senseless!?® or hanged,!??
So serious an operation could not be accompanied by too
many precautions. For the most part it was wished that
death should be prompt, and the passage of the victim
from its earthly life to its divine one was hastened so as
not to leave evil influences time to vitiate the sacrificial
act. If the animal’s cries were held to be bad omens, an
attempt was made to stifle or prevent them.200 Often, in
order to avoid any possible deviations once consecration
had taken place, the attempt was made to control the
effusion of the consecrated blood.2°* Care was taken that
it fell only on a favourable spot,2°2 or things were so
arranged that not a single drop of it was shed.2°2 Some-
times, however, these precautions were considered un-
necessary. At Methydrion in Arcadia the rite ordained
that the victim should be torn to pieces.2°¢ There might
even be an advantage in prolonging its agony.2°% Slow
death, like sudden death, could lighten the responsibility
of the sacrificer. For reasons already explained, the rituals
were ingenious in discovering attenuating circumstances.
The rites were simpler when only flour or cakes were
sacrificed instead of an animal. The oblation was cast
wholly or partially into the fire.
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Through this act of destruction the essential action of
the sacrifice was accomplished. The victim was separated
definitively from the profane world; it was consecrated,
it was sacrified, in the etymological sense of the word,
and various languages gave the name sanctification to
the act that brought that condition about. The victim
changed its nature, as did Demophoon, as did Achilles, as
did the son of the king of Byblos, when Demeter, Thetis,
and Isis consumed their humanity in the fire.20¢ Its
death was like that of the phoenix:2°7 it was reborn
sacred. But the phenomenon that occurred at that
moment had another aspect. If on the one hand the
spirit was released, if it had passed completely ‘behind
the veil’ into the world of the gods, the body of the
animal on the other hand remained visible and tangible.
And it too, by the fact of consecration, was filled with a
sacred force that excluded it from the profane world.
In short, the sacrificed victim resembled the dead whose
souls dwelt at one and the same time in the other world
and in the corpse. Thus its remains were treated with a
religious respect:2°® honours were paid to them. The
slaughter thus left a sacred matter behind it, and it was
this, as we shall now see, that served to procure the use-
ful effects of the sacrifice. For this purpose it was sub-
mitted to a double series of operations. What survived of
the animal was attributed entirely to the sacred world,
attributed entirely to the profane world, or shared
between the two.

The attribution to the sacred world, whether to pro-
tecting divinities or to maleficent spirits, was brought
about by differing procedures. One of these consisted in
bringing certain parts of the animal’s body into contact
with the altar of the god, or with some objects which were

35




The Scheme of Sacrifice

especially consecrated to him. In the Hebrew hattar for
Yom Kippur, as described in the opening verses of Levi-
ticus chap. iv,20? the sacrificer soaks his finger in the
blood which is presented to him. He sprinkles it seven
times before Yahweh, that is, on the veil, and smears a
little blood on the horns of the altar of sweet incense,
within the sanctuary.21® The rest was poured at the foot
of the altar of the ‘olah which stood at the entrance. In
the ordinary fattat the priest smeared the blood on the
horns of the altar of the ‘olak.21! The blood of the victims
of the ‘olah and the shelamim was simply poured out at
the foot of the altar.212 Elsewhere the sacred stone or the
face of the god was daubed with it.2!3 In Greece, at the
sacrifices to the water-gods, the blood was allowed to
flow into the water;24 or after having been collected in a
goblet, it was poured into the sea.21® When the victim
had been skinned, the idol might be dressed in the skin, 218
This rite was particularly observed in ceremonies at which
a sacred animal was sacrificed, no matter what form was
given to the idol.2!? In any case, the victim that had been
killed was presented just as he had been presented before
the consecration.2!® In the ‘olah the assistants, having
cut up the victim into pieces, bear them with the head
to the officiating priest, who places them upon the
altar.?1® In the ritual of the shelamim the portions pre-
sented received significant names: terumah, the raised
offering, tenuphah, the ‘turned’ offering.22°

Another method was incineration. In all the Hebrew
sacrifices, in the same way as the blood was completely
disposed of by aspersion or effusion,22! the fat and entrails
were burned upon the altar-fire.222 The portions thus
consecrated to the god who personified the consecration
accordingly reached him in a pleasant-smelling smoke, 223
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When the god intervened in the sacrifice he was con-
sidered as consuming materially and in reality the sacri-
ficed flesh: it was ‘his meat’.22¢ The Homeric poems show
us the gods seated at the sacrificial banquets.228 The
cooked flesh reserved for the god?2¢ was presented to him
and set before him. The god was to consume it. In the
Bible on several occasions the divine fire spurts forth and
consumes the flesh lying upon the altar.227

From the flesh that was left over from this preliminary
destruction, other portions were taken away. The priest
took his share.22®8 Now the share of the priest was still
considered a divine share. The writers of the Pentateuch
were concerned to know whether the victim of the hattat
was to be burnt or eaten by the priests; according to Levi-
ticus22? Moses and the sons of Aaron were in disagree-
ment on this point. Clearly, the two rites had thus the
same meaning.23° In the same way, in the Roman rites
of expiation the priests ate the flesh.281 In the zebah
shelamim the priests kept for themselves the parts
especially presented to Yahweh—the shoulder and the
breast,?32 the tenuphah and the terumah. The portions
reserved for the priests could be eaten only by them and
their families, in a sacred place.233 The Greek texts con-
tain much information, no less precise in nature, con-
cerning the portions of the victims and the oblations
reserved for the sacrificers.234 Sometimes, it is true, the
rites appear to be not very exacting; thus the priests take
their portions home with them; money is made from the
skins of the victims, and the deductions come to look like
perquisites. However, there is reason to believe that the
priests were, in this matter also, the agents, representa-
tives, and deputies of the god. Thus the initiates of
Bacchus, when possessed, tore to pieces their victims,
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and devoured them.335 Perhaps we should also consider
as priestly shares various deductions made by the kings23¢
or by sacred fa