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COMMUNION, ITS SIGNIFCANCE AND SHIFT OF
MEAIING: From Robertson Smith to Durkheim

by Yasuhiro Suga
Lecturer of Sociology
Faculty of Economics

Osaka Gakuin University

In 1913, Durkheim was having a heated discussin with Lacherier
who was the scientist of religion. In this debate, both took opposite
standpoints in religion, society, and the concept of god; concerning
religious act Lacherier insisted on escape from society which was
considered as a profane nature, and Durkheim, on the contrary, thought
these acts as collective actions and that they could exjst only in
society, present themselves through it. But it serves special mention
that the two debaters agreed with each other in one point—the existence
of communion des conciences.

This paper has two points; the one is to consider in what way
communion is incorporated in Robertson Smith’s study of sacrifice and
Durkheim’s sociology, especially his sociology of religion, and what
meanings it is given in them; the other is to give more consideration
to the change (the shift and the expansion of both denotation and
connotation) of the conception of communion from Robertson Smith
to Durkheim, that is, from the science of religion to sociclogy.

In chapter two, we see that communion is given a historical and
theoretical priority in Robertson Smith’s study of sacrifice. He is the
very key-person that connects the science of religion and sociology.
Durkheim owes much to him; He learned from Robertson Smith that
the sacred and the social in religions overlapped each other in many
places. In one sense, the social in religions was explored by Robertson

Smith for the first time, and Durkheim had the realm come into flower.
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In Lectures on the Religion of the Semites, Robertson Smith,
opposing to his contemporary scientists of religion, laid special emphasis
upon the practical phases of religions in .spite of its ideal ones.
On the one hand, he found that in the studies of religions, especially
of ancient Semites’ religion, rituals had more significance than dogmas
or creeds, and on the other, he came into the conclusion that in
elementary forms of religious life god hadn’t been given a special seat,
and that he and his worshippers ate together, drank together, and
made themselves at home. In other words, there was a communion
between god and the members of a community.

Thus, Robertson Smith founded communion in the center of reciprocity
of ‘descriptive’ duties or equal ‘stimurative’ intercourses between god
and men, and those between men. He stated communion in sacrifices
could be placed in the root of every religious rites, even piacular ones.

In chapter three, we see the process that communion had expanded
its meanings and had become taken root in Durkheim’s sociology. We
find the three discussins about communion in Durkheim’s Formes
Elementaires de la vie Religeuse; 1. sacrifice, 2. conclusion of the theory
of rituals, 3. efferrvescence collective. In the first discussion, Durkheim
insists that not only a communion in an act of eating should function
but also offering or oblation should have much importance in sacrifice.
But in the second discussion, this statement is absorbed by the conclusion
that it is the aim of each religious rite for community to acquire
communion morale, or communion des consciences. In this step,
the external condition of communion, such as meeting, eating, or
drinking, from which Robertson Smith took the clue to find out the
significance of communion, were wiped out. In the third discussion, it
is treated in more generalized contexts far away from religiosity; the
period of the Revolution and great social changes. Here we can’t see

any given conditins of community, e.g. blood relationship, shared
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territorial bond, in communion,

Finally in chapter four, we recognize that there are two aspects
resulting in not only the opening disagreement but the ambiguity in
Durkheim; the one is ‘the fusion with moral beings’ which are externally
positted, and the other is ‘the assimilation between individuals’. Neither
Durkheim nor Robertson Smith clarified this structure. Durkheim
applied these two aspects to communion unconsciously off the top of
his head, and in Robertson Smith’s theory of sacrifice the latter played
more an important role than the former.

Adding a few comments in conclusion; it is true that communion is
recognized as a crystalization of communal life and functions well in
the creation, maitenance or renewal of communities, but it is sometimes
disfunctional to the solidarity of communities if the balance of these
two aspects is lost. Communion is placed in the center of soridarity

of community or society, but, in another sense, it admits solitude—

‘sacred solitude’.



