Sacrifice

To those who have followed me thus far I owe a full explanation. I offer an
inhuman image of man, and I know that the air about me grows irrespirable.
In saying that the bloody fantasies of sacrifice had meaning, I have justified our
Molochs at their darkest. Although my voice does blend with those of untold
choirs throughout time, it has, I am certain, a hostile ring. No one, of course, is
going to claim that I wish to start new cycles of holocaust; I am only supplying
the meaning of ancient customs. The cruelties of the past filled needs which we
can satisfy in ways other than those of savages. I do, however, say that life is
worth the gift of the self, and that the gift leads to mortal anguish. I am of that
number who pledge men to something other than a constant increase of pro-
duction, and who provoke men to sacred horror. And this demand, in conflict
with common sense, must be justified by something more than vague notions
about the stars.

And yet I can reverse the positions! Although possibly wanting in common
sense, I can, in turn, when called to account, question “the quiet, reasonable
man.” If I am mad, I am, nevertheless, through my choice of direction, in
agreement with those who once did offer sacrifice. Were I alone, I should be the
first to offer explanation. But the fathers of “the quiet man” did offer sacrifice.
And I have just remarked of these massacres of men and beasts—which did
take place — that they are the enigma he must solve, if he has the will to survive,
if he wishes to remain as he is: a quiet, reasonable man! How was it that every-
where men found themselves, with no prior mutual agreement, in accord on an
enigmatic act, they all felt the need or the obligation to put living beings ritually
to death?

“The quiet man,” before replying, has only to hear me out. He must feel
the weight of this enigma — as strongly as I do. He must recognize, with me,
that he has a link with death, tragic terror, and sacred ecstasy; he must admit
that for want of an answer, men have remained ignorant of what they are.

We must not linger over answers already received. The ancients thought
that the divine world’s good will could be acquired by payment or presents;
it was from them that the Christians derived this view. Sir James Frazer, an
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Oxford don, developed the idea of those who saw in the immolations a way of
obtaining abundant harvests.* The French sociologists saw that the sacrificial
rites formed a social link and founded communal unity among men. These ex-
planations accounted for the effects of sacrifice; they do not tell us what forced
men to kill their own kind in religious ceremonies. The latter, it must be said,
precisely situate the enigma, which is the key to all human existence.

All other subsidiary explanation which reduces the why of things to con-
tingency must be ignored. The question of sacrifice must be stated as the ultimate
question. Correlatively, any attempt to answer the ultimate question must obviously
resolve, as well, the enigma of sacrifice. Discourse on being, metaphysics, is
meaningless if it ignores life’s necessary game with death.

The problem of the ritual killing of live beings must be related to that of
their structure. The time has come to get to the bottom of things, without fear
of difficulty or discouragement. I deliberately adopt as my point of departure the
conceptions formed by “French sociology.” French sociology, which stresses
the importance of the study and interpretation of sacrifice, relates that work to
the conception of the “social being.” This conception is generally startling, but
it is readily acceptable once we agree that this being is composite. A clan, a
city, a state are like persons, beings in possession of a single consciousness. The
idea of a “collective consciousness” runs counter to the principles of a unified
psychological entity. But those principles are not easily defensible., Conscious-
ness is surely a mere field of concentration, the ill-defined field of a concentra-
tion which is never complete, never closed; it is merely a gathering of reflections
in life’s multiple mirrors.

Or, more precisely still, it appears as a multiple action, each reflection gen-
erated when this reflection, this game of mirrors, passes from one point to an-
other, from one man to another, or from one sensitive cell to another. The
point of arrest in this game can never be grasped; there is constant movement,
activity, passage. Being, in man’s definition and as instantiated by him, is never
present in the fashion of a pebble in the river, but rather as the flow of water or
that of electric current. If there does exist some unity within presence, it is that
of eddies, of circuits which tend toward stability and closure.

An inner change of state is easily grasped when I communicate with an-
other —when I talk or laugh, or lose myself within some turbulent group. And
any man embracing the woman he loves knows it. This change is caused by the
passage of a live current from one to the other, but in most cases these passages
occur without forming stable circuits, such as a clan, city, or state. Now, we
can speak of existence only when subsistence over time is assured, as in the case

* This bias does not wholly deprive The Golden Bough of all significance. This book, in its
demonstration of the richness, amplitude, and universality of sacrifice, has the merit of linking
them to the rhythm of the seasons.






