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'Tetishism (Supposing That It Existed)": 
A Preface to the Translation of 

Charles de Brosses's Transgression
ROSALIND C. MORRIS

For more than 250 years, Charles de Brosses's term "fetishism" has func
tioned as the name of a concept for that which fails to conceptualize, 

a logic that encompasses illogic, a gesture that repeats without reproduc
ing, and a substitute made in the absence of equivalence. An alternative to 
magic that nonetheless expresses the material force of magical thought, de 
Brosses's term proved indispensable to thinkers as diverse as Kant, Hegel 
and Marx, Freud and Lacan, Baudrillard and Derrida. These writers were 
constrained and enabled by each other, but also by scholars of the nine
teenth century's emergent disciplines: comparative religion, history, art his
tory, archaeology, and anthropology. In turn, and often in retrospect, they 
gave to those changing disciplines new questions and new provocations. 
Joined in their repeated reformulations of de Brosses's concept by scholars 
in newer fields, including feminism and media studies, they ensured that 
fetishism would become an idiom for problematizing representation and 
representationalism in all its forms.

Despite their profound differences and their various avowals and dis
avowals of the word, nearly all the commentators on fetishism have been 
subject to the etymological delirium that possessed de Brosses himself. 
Most have recited or assumed his idiosyncratic paleonymy of the word, 
finding its origin in the discourse of Portuguese merchants plying the Gold 
Coast in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries—an encounter now richly 
documented and theorized by William Pietz. But Portuguese sailors spoke 
of fetishes, not fetishism. The movement between the lists or litanies of 
sacralized objects and the postulation of a categorical unity and a concep
tual coherence that could be represented in the singular, wherein fetishism 
designates "the logic of the fetish," can be dated to the publication of Du 
culte des dieux fetiches, by Charles de Brosses. De Brosses had deployed

vu



fetishism: a preface

the term earlier, in his 1756 Histoire des navigations aux tenes austiales, 

and made passing reference elsewhere, but it was in the Culte that this term 
received its first full elaboration. It was his singular achievement to have 

r~elevated the term to the level of a concept, albeit one designating a failure 

I of conceptuality. This achievement was, of course, not without its enor- (■^mous costs. For the concept was sutured into an Enlightenment project for 
■ which it functioned as the signifier of a constitutive alterity. That alterity 

was tethered to notions of Africanity, for Africa was the doubled scene of 
Reason's birth in Enlightenment discourse: the site from which it emerged 
as departure but also the place to which its return was fearfully anticipated.

The history of de Brosses's concept as it was picked up, rethought, de
ployed, and transformed across the fields of philosophy, comparative reli
gion, political economy, psychoanalysis, and anthropology forms the subject 
matter of the concluding essay in this book. The other, and indeed primary, 
task of this publication is to provide English readers with a complete trans
lation of the original work, in an idiom that is faithful to the original but 
with notes that make it accessible to the contemporary reader. It is remark
able that there has been no prior translation of this sort. Daniel H. Leon
ard's introductory essay not only gives contemporary readers access to the 
strategies that informed his translation, but it provides an intellectual and 
historical context within which to read this enigmatic text, which was the 
product of de Brosses's autodidactic curiosity and his idiosyncratic theories 
of language, as well as the prevailing thought of his time and milieu.

Given the intransigence of de Brosses's own prejudices and the now ris
ible status of much of the pseudoanthropology that informed his writings, 
the decision to produce this translation and commentary at this time calls 
for explanation. For despite its perdurance in the archive of critical philoso
phy and the human sciences, "fetishism" as a term and a designation has 
frequently also been repudiated. Indeed, its history appears in retrospect to 
be one of relentless vacillation between dominant metaphor and disavowed 
designator, between valorized and vilified referent. Nor is this vacillation 
merely a matter of historical sequence. The term's falling status in one dis
cipline was often simultaneous with its elevation in another. Such was the 
case at the turn of the twentieth century. Precisely when psychoanalysis 
and Marxist cultural criticism embraced it for the critique of bourgeois 
norms in Western societies, anthropologists began to dispute the existence 
of the term's referent or sought to contain its use within a narrow frame of 
African religions.

Thus, for example, Marcel Mauss scoffed at his contemporaries' efforts 
to render prayer and fetishism as evidence of religion by reading them as

viii fetishism: a preface IX

outward expressions of an otherwise internal conseiousness of God. He 
took particular umbrage at his colleagues' failure to recognize that religious 
rites are confined to those in which the objects being acted upon have a sa
cred status, having already been marked off from profane existence. It was, 
thus, the socially produced and collectively recognized attribute of sacral- 
ity, and not God, that constituted the essence and the object of religion to 
Mauss. The failure to appreciate this fundamental fact, he insisted, was the 
result of projecting a liberal Protestant conception of religion and prayer 
onto the diverse phenomena of a culturally heterogeneous world, in rela
tion to which such a perspective was not only foreign but also irrelevant. ‘ 
He was similarly dismissive of the etymologies adduced in the arguments 
about fetishism's status as either origin or decadent endpoint in the history 
of a universal religion.

Mauss's criticisms were made in the name of empiricism. Accusing his 
contemporaries of methodological sleights-of-hand, he read the etymologies 
as forms of mere speculation on the "origins of prayer and fetishism (sup
posing that it existed)" and limited their possible applicability to the early 
histories of "the Mosaic tradition and Christianity."^

"Fetishism (supposing it existed)." This aside attaches itself to no other 
ritual practice in Mauss's text. And one is tempted to read it as the distilling 
and condensation of the entire history of fetishism's discourses. In this brief 
phrase, there is a positing, a negation that nonetheless sustains the term's 
possible functionality, and an enclosure in doubt. The parenthesis performs 
the negation with a smug economy of gesture. And this economy is possible 
only because Mauss assumes that his readers have already come to a tacit 
agreement on the fallacy and irrelevance of the concept. For Mauss, writ
ing in 1897, fetishism had become a chimera. Not because fetishism itself 
(supposing it existed), rested on a belief in nonexistent powers, or because it 
misrecognized the nature of divinity, or even because it entailed a failure of 
reason or an incapacity to recognize the proper site of value, as many of his 
predecessors had insisted when speaking of the ritual practices of the Gold 
Coast and especially what was later called Equatorial Guinea. Rather, it was 
chimerical because, as an analytic category^ it had no existence.^ By impli
cation, then, it is de Brosses who becomes the grand fetishist, his unifying 
ambitions being little more than a kind of categorical wish fulfillment.

Now, for Mauss to imply that fetishism lacks existence is not a simple 
matter, and his assertion to that effect, an assertion that is admittedly mainly 
implicit in his writings on prayer, cannot be reduced to a mere lack of refer
ent in the world. Religion itself is nonexistent by his account; "An institu
tion is not an indivisible unity, distinct from the facts that manifest it: it
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is merely their system. There is no such thing as 'religion,' only particular 
religions.'"* The concept is not the phenomenon, for Mauss. In this effort at 
epistemological rigor, he maintains his fidelity to the Kantian legacy that 
came to inform his conception of magic in General Theory of Magic. Yet, 
in On Prayeri^the nonexistence of fetishism appears to be something more 
purely negative than the nonexistence of religion, more than a concept that 
needs to be differentiated from the multiplicity of phenomena for which it 
would provide the systematizing category. It is quite simply a meaningless 
term, an overinvested and indeed useless fabricatioi^f the would-be histo
rian of religions. A fetish/ one might say.

By the time he wrote his thesis on prayer, Mauss had joined many other 
writers who believed that the concept of fetishism, which had proved so 
fertile for other protoanthropologists, philosophers, and scholars of religion, 
as well as political and economic theorists, and the emerging arts of sur
realism, had lost its utility and become a mere husk in which to wrap one 
or another prejudice. I will discuss this reversal of anthropological thought 
in the concluding essay. For now, we can note that only a few years earlier, 
the British Association for the Advancement of Science (BAAS) had sent colo
nial civil servants and missionaries, as well as the first generation of anthro
pologists, instructions on what questions to ask about the possibly fetishis- 
tic practices of those they might encounter in remote lands. As late as 1892, 
when the second edition of the association's handbook. Notes and Queries 

on Anthropology, was published, the term had gone without question and 
indeed constituted part of a heading in the "Ethnography" section of the 
book: "Religion, Fetishes, etc." There, as part of his survey of cultural prac
tices, the keen if not-yet-professional observer was advised to ask himself 

or his informants whether "spirits or deities enter into or attach themselves 
to objects, such as sticks, bones, ornaments."® By 1899, Notes and Queries 

had been revised so as to eliminate the term "fetishism" altogether. Mauss, 
we note, had carried the trace of what was to him a defunct concept forward 
in the form of parenthetical aside that worked to sublate the concept. By 
contrast, the new Notes and_Queries attempted to banish the term com
pletely. But its purgative ambition was underrriinedby the popular fantasies 
of fetishism in the lives of non-Western peoples that then circulated in the 
discourses of amateur anthropologists and would-be theosophists.

Thus, a fifth edition restituted the term to explain its nongeneraliz- 
ability and the BAAS's disapproval of its use, except in reference to West 
African religious practice: "The term Fetichism has been used in so many 
different and contradictory senses that its use should be avoided. [ . . . ] It 
should be used, if at all, in its historic sense, to describe the West African
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fetiche. This is a carved human effigy or other object which is prayed to or 
sacrificed to only when it is supposed to be the temporary residence of some 
spirit or god, whereas otherwise, no regard is paid to it."®

One might say that the return of the concept of fetishism, in the r929 
edition of Notes and Queries, was in the mode of the repressed, but as such, 
its resurfacing was permitted only in order that the term be disavowed, or 
at least contained.^ That this structure—of repression and return, or dis- 
avowal—should describe both the treatment of the term "fetishism" and 
the architectural principle said by psychoanalytic theorists to inform the 
(natural) pathology called fetishism, should give us pause, and in the es
say that concludes this volume, I will have more to say about that strange 
affinity or, indeed, fold m the_relationship between object and analysis in 
the di^ourses of fetishism. Here, I want only to note a tendency internal to so 
much of the discourses of fetishism: the desire to restrain what is perceive^ 
to be a^romiscuity of signification generated by the enthusiastic general
ization of the term by its users. Indeed, it is difficult to overestimate how re
current has been the attempt to delimit fetishism to a proper referent in the 
history of anthropological thought. Legion are the efforts to rein in writers' 
tendencies to use the term metaphorically, analogically, symbolically. But 
the proprietary drive to contain the significatory fecundity of the term runs 
alongside another, eveH THore'prevalent, tendency: to use the concept of 
fetishism in critical projects whose object is modern capitalist'soCiety'^d 
the perversions it generates—without any reference to its putativ^y origi
nal referent in premodern or early colonial African societies of the so-called 
Gold Coast. Propriety and promiscuity—these two desires are the Scylla and 
Charybdis of the history of fetishism's discourses.

In a related way, this tension can be seen operating in the aesthetic 
and political debates internal to surrealism, debates that led to the split 
between that artistic movement and formal anthropology, on one hand, and 
between surrealism and other kinds of modernist abstractionism inspired 
by primitivism, on the other. The surrealists surrounding Andre Breton 
combined a reverence for fetish objects, particularly from Oceania, with a 
fierce antireligiosity (an anticlericalism as virulent as anything Kant advo
cated). Conflating theism with religion, they valorized fetishes, though not 
fetishism, on the assumption that those objects had been desacralized in 
the course of colonialism or, and in apparent contradiction, because they 
exhibited a deeply antideistic relationship to sacrality that preceded colo- 
niality and thus the effects of Christianity and clericalism in particular.® 
To the extent that they were fabrications without religious signification, 
even if not yet fully assimilable to the category of art, fetishes could be
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embraced (by Breton's fraternity) for their "scientific merit" and eviden
tiary function. The emerging dissident school of thought led by Georges 
Bataille, by contrast|lncreasingly found in fetishism a mode of practice and 
being—at once subjective and objective—with which to counter both the 
idealism of Christian theology and the more naive Orientalism of the other 
French surrealist^ No less primitivist, it also depended on a proprietary if 

/ not empiricist gesture based in an ethnography of fetishism "as it really 
exists" in Africa (in no small part thanks to Michel Leiris's participation 
in the Mission Dakar-Djibouti).^ The future histories of fetishism for sur
realism and of surrealism's conception of objects for later aesthetic move
ments in Western art will be addressed repeatedly in the course of the final 
essay. Here, we only need to note that, even within a single, relatively small 
movement,(3etishism" was a term around which a wild vacillation oc
curred: it was an alibi for promiscuity and a call for purification,- it was a 
singularity or a class of singularities and a general law of the unconscious; 
it was a concept and it was the threshold at which conceptuality dissolved; 
it was a figure for the denial of sexual difference and it was the medium of 
phallic hyperbolization. J

It should be understood, then, that the translation of Charles de Bross- 
es's 1760 text Du culte des dieux fetiches and the essays that accompany it 
here are not intended to limit discussions of the concept to its original for
mulation or in any way to discipline the happy productivity of the term in 
fields far from its genesis in comparative religious study. We do not intend 
for this book to participate in that kind of historiographical fastidiousness 
or the moralism that might accompany it. But this demands an explanation 
of why Daniel Leonard and I are in fact bringing the original work into En
glish at this time, when, once again, many scholars are advocating a restric
tion of the term's use to the place of its origins, or its abandonment on the 
grounds of a burdensome history of misuse or an inescapable contamination 
by modernist binarisms, as Bruno Latour has recently argued in On the 

Modem Cult of the Factish Gods. Why indeed translate a book so suffused 
with Western ethnocentrism, so marred by ignorance and prejudice, so teth
ered to the histories of racism? Why risk reviving the ghosts of an epistemic 
violence whose victims, in Africa and elsewhere in the not-yet-decolonized 
and now-recolonizing world, are once again being mobilized to supply new 
forms of Mpitahsm with its medium and material of expansion?

To be sure, some readers of Charles de Brosses not already familiar with 
the depths of prejudice common in the eighteenth century may be repelled 
by his book's self-satisfied and condescending tone. De Brosses's writing 
shares much with that of his contemporary philosophes, but it lacks the
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intellectual elan and rhetorical grace of Rousseau and Voltaire or Montes
quieu, to say nothing of the philosophical rigor of Spinoza or Kant. As a 
result, its prejudices are painfully visible, far more so than those attired in 
the cloak of a more refined idiom. As Daniel Leonard explains in his in
troduction, de Brosses was an aspiring member of the intellectual elite of his 
moment, but his own work bore the marks of an outsider and an autodidact 
whose flashes of insight were often overwhelmed by contradiction and an 
indiscriminate reliance on second- and third-hand reportage from sources 
he could not verify. And they are rendered suspect by the bloated sense 
of importance that attaches to de Brosses's dismissals of beliefs he deems 
primitive(Jt is perhaps not enough to say, with Walter Benjamin, that every 
document of civilization is also a document of barbarisn^ and yet such a 
recognition seems an essential starting point for an exploration of de Bross
es's work.'® Not to be underestimated, however, are the truly perspicacious 
moments in his writing. Nor should we overlook its enabling critical audac^ 
ity, what we might understand as the transgressive energ^hat results from 
his sometimes far-fetched speculations.

Despite these dubious qualities in the volume that he published in 1760, 
de Brosses bequeathed to us what may be one of thejjnost powerful concep
tual operators of comparativist critique to have been authored in the mod
em era of European thoughfijWithin a few decades of de Brosses's coinage of 
the neologism, it had become a necessary element in the philosophical an
thropological imagination and anj^tegral concept-metaphor in each of the 
three main domains of what might be roughly termed "cultural criticism" 
in the modern era: psychoanalysis, Marxian political economy, and critical 
anthropology^hat this critical faculty was premised on the invocation of a 
surpass^ed primitivity requires recognition and analysis, and it will be taken 
up again in the concluding essay of this book. For now, it must suffice to say 
that, in our opinion, the critical innovation in Du culte des dieux fetiches 

makes the hook worth wading through, even as it demands that we take ac- 
coimt of its Eurocentrism. My purpose in this preface is merely to explain 
the provenance and the purpose of this belated translation.

I emphasize the helatedness of the translation. For centuries, de Brosses 
went untranslated into English because it was assumed that scholars would 
and did read the text in its original French. Thus, in the Anglophone world, 
de Brosses is mainly known secondhand, in forms that are sometimes as 
remote from his text as were the travelers' accounts of African social life 
from the lived experience of people on that continent on which de Brosses 
himself relied. His name is often a mere alibi for etymological excursus, 
or for historical place-marking. Not all contemporary invocations are so
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disfiguring, of course. The incomparably rich and erudite series of essays by 
William Pietz, which have come to enjoy canonical status in the historical 
analysis of fetishism's "discourses," are exemplary scholarly accomplish
ments. The fact that students today are more likely to have read Pietz on 
de Brasses than de Brasses himself is partly attributable to their excellence, 
though an ignorance of the primary text (and indeed of the other primary 
texts adduced by Pietz) makes a serious engagement with Pietz's claims 
almost impossible.

It would perhaps not matter so much that people are unfamiliar with de 
Brosses's original book outside of the circle of French intellectual history, 
if it were not that the question of fetishism and of its definition does not 
go away. Its repeated resurrection and constant redeployment, even when 

followed by periods of proprietary disavowal, suggests that it continues to 
; possess a force and a fecundity for analytic practice?)As I hope to show in the 
concluding essay of this volume, this force is linked to the recurrent emer- 
gence^f apparently new forms of critique. Prior to de Brosses's interven
tions (and evenm the early writings of Kant), discussions of the fetish, or, 
more properly, fetishes, were limited to lists and descriptions of individual 
fetish objects, between which distinctions and differences were discerned 
and posited. This nominal practice mirrored and, in important ways, repro
duced the essence of the practice that was named "fetishism" by de Brasses, 
namely a failure of conceptual generalization, a stubborn adherencejo ma
teriality, a practice of substitution in the absence of equivalence, and an 
avowal of the efficacy of the fabricated object or the simulacrum—among 
other factors. After his postulation of the concept via the term fetichisme, 

fetishes could be treated as material realizations of a general and generaliz- 
able logic, that of the now singular fetish. In this manner, comparisons could 
become thematized and valorized but also abstracted and systematized as 
one or another kind of comparativism. Comparativism itself acquired a new 
object and a new purpose, becoming increasingly allied with a critical proj
ect that worked by recognizing within modern, rational contexts the sys
tematic presence of those elements of magical thinking encoded in the term 
"fetishism"—albeit always in the shadow of a primitivism that demanded 
of historical and cultural others their performance of a constitutive Other 
function. That function can only be shorthanded here (but will be discussed 
at greater length in the concluding essay) as the parergonal alterity against 
which modernity constituted itself as self-same.

In the century separating the writings of the mature Marx and the post
structuralists (which latter term can, for now, be permitted to embrace 
thinkers as diverse as Baudrillard and Derrida), the radicalization of critique
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has..gften taken place in the contest between those who would deploy fe
tishism as the sign of Reason's failure and on this basis a call for its elimina
tion and those who would avow fetishism in hyperbolized form as a coun- 
,terpoint or subversion of Reason's own violences and self-delusions. In the 
latter case, the recognition of fetishism within modernity demands fetish
ism as a form of both qntifoundationalisnrand^ntiobjectivism. Psychoanal
ysis, as we shall see, partakes of this vacillatiop. It reads the phenomena so 
designated as pathological deviations from normative sexual and social re- i 
lation, on one hand, and a universally present tendency of human beings, 
who, as subjects in language, must negotiate the fact of symbolization as 
the presentation of an absence and the displacement of presence within a 
scene of sexual difference. Insofar as the attribution of fetishistic perversion 
is distributed differentially, according to prevalent sexual and social norms, 
psychoanalytically inflected critique has been similarly suspended between 
th<"cntique of pathologization and the avowal of fetishism as a truth of allj 
psy^ic life.

Beyond or perhaps even before any such claims are made, however, it 
is hoped that this book will enable a fuller and more adequately contextu
alized understanding of the text from which arose the remarkably potent 
critical force that has been variously lodged—in the mode of a fetish, per
haps—in political economy, psychoanalysis, anthropology, art history, and 
cultural criticism more generally. That the critical force of fetishism's dis
courses have never required that one suppose it existed is less a function of 
some great conjuring act on the part of misguided Protestants (pace Mauss) 
(^an it is a testament to the force of analytic language at the point where it 
performs something like the function assigned to the sublimeiby Immanuel 
Kant, whose discovery of de Brosses's work came late in his life, when he 
was himself developing his theory of the aesthetic. Like the sublime, the 
concept ^f fetishism makes thinkable that which cannot be grasped from 
within the strictures of Reason.

Today, moreover, an added urgency attends the rehistoricization of the 
concept and the translation of its foundational text. This emerges from 
within the broad set of critical and philosophical movements knotted to
gether imder the mbric of "the new materialisms" and encompassing a vari
ety of immanentist, nondialectical, or antidialectical thought. From specu
lative realism to object-oriented ontology, from posthumanist ecocriticism 
of the "anthropocene" to Amerindian perspectivalism, these movements 
converge in their rejection of Kant's epistemological turn: of the subjectiv
ism and, therefore, the objectivism presumed to inhere in it. Motivated in 
part by an anxiety about the consequences of treating the natural world
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as an entity entirely subject to human will, and by the desire to find al
ternative means to co-inhabit a planet whose fragility asserts itself in the 
looming catastrophes of climatic incalescence, these movements now avow 
much that was once rejected under the rubric of "fetishism." Thus, we are 
inveigled to imagine "vibrant matter" (the term is fane Bennett's), to aban
don the human for a disseminated agency, to dislocate subject-object dis
tinctions and replace them with assemblages of actor networks (via Bruno 
Latour), and to attend to the shimmering, tremulous movement of energetic 
motion beneath the illusory surface of things (as, for example, in the writ
ing of Michel Serres). Anthropologists led by Eduardo Viveiros de Castro 
and Philippe Descola summon Amazonian examples of a cosmology that 
subordinates humans to an inspirited world to which they remain subject 
and indebted. And they chide their modern readers to find in that mode of 
being not only a metaphor but the remedy for what ails us, having forgotten 
Wordsworth's own chiding words about a world too much with us.

If every rupture is also a repetition, and every repetition a difference, as 
Jacques Derrida has taught us, we might want to survey and consider these 
self-proclaimed revolutions (whose strident assertions of overcoming Kant 
is their most consistent refrain) in terms of what they repeat by inverting 
and legitimating by reversal. To do so, and to thereby grasp what is at stake 
and on offer in these diverse and also often diverging projects, requires that 
we know what we would displace, and perhaps, too, what we would revive. 
It is for this reason that Charles de Brosses's text, at once central and oc
cluded in the history of fetishism's discourses, should be read again, or, per
haps as likely, for the first time.

Introduction:
Fetishism, Figurism, and Myths 

of Enlightenment
DANIEL H. LEONARD

Of a stature below the mediocre, and of a weak and delicate tempera
ment, he found the advantages of the most robust physique in a mascu
line and meticulous education. [...]' To elevate ourselves to the height 
of his ideas, we must, with the aid of erudition, borrow the wings of his 
genius. (...) Under a quite modest title, this work in fact disguises the 
most difficult work, and the most brave. (...) All the while appearing 
to treat only the material of language, the author has deployed all of the 
faculties of a most subtle mind, climbing back along the thorniest and 
least frequented paths to the veritable origin of the sciences, as well as 
to the fecund source of our errors, skillfully seizing the imperceptible 
thread of our ideas, and with an expert hand, tracing for all people the 
uniform march of the human spirit.^

The occasion for this rhetorical exaltation of Charles de Brosses (1709- 
1777) was the republication of his most audacious and celebrated philo
sophical work, Tiaite de la formation mechanique des langues et des piin- 

cipes physiques de I’Atymologie {Treatise on the Mechanical Formation of 

Languages and the Physical Principles of Etymology-, 1765), in year nine of 
the French Republic (1801). Much had changed over the thirty-six years since 
its original pubhcation—the French Revolution, the Reign of Terror, a con
stitutional repubhc, pan-European war, and the Concordat in 1801 between 
Napoleon and Pope Pius VII. The ideals of an enlightened secular age seemed 
to have ended in dismal failure. For de Brosses's posthumous defender, it was 
time to look back upon the previous century and rescue some of the lesser 
heroes of the Enlightenment from neglect: "At the sight of one of the most 
beautiful monuments of thought, ready to fall into oblivion," he laments, "it 
seemed to us that we heard the reproaches of posterity, accusing this century
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common sense has not been able, even today in this century of reasoning, to 
deprive it of the ancient credit it has enjoyed for so many centuries.

Some more judicious Scholars, who are well informed about the history 
of the first peoples whose colonies discovered the West and versed in the 
knowledge of Oriental Languages, after having stripped Mythology of the 
mismatched hodge-podge with which the Greeks had overloaded it, have 
finally found the true key: in the real history of these first peoples, their 
opinions and their Sovereigns; in the false translations of a number of sim
ple expressions, whose meaning was no longer understood by those who 
continued to use them; in homonyms, which made so many different Be
ings or persons out of the same object designated by different epithets. They 
saw that Mythology was nothing other than the history or the narration of 

the actions of the dead, as its name itself shows; the Greek puGog [muthos] 
being derived from the Egyptian word Muth, i.e., mors, a term that is also 
found in the Canaanite Language. Philo of Byblos translated the expression 
Mouth, which he finds in the text of Sanchuniathon, as Odvatog [thanatos] or 
Pluto, a translation that indicates in passing a formal relationship between 
the Egyptian and Phoenician Languages.^ Horace saw fit to render the idea 
attached to the Greek word Mythology into Latin in a purely literal version: 
Pabulse manes, the dead of whom so much is spoken* Thus the simple 
origin of the term Mythology at once gives us its true meaning, shows from 
what point of view Mythology should be considered, and instructs us in the 
best method of explaining it. The scholarly explanations they have given 
us leave almost nothing more to be desired, as much in the details of the 
fables' application to the real events in the lives of profane antiquity's cel
ebrated heroes, as in the interpretation of terms, which, reducing the story 
to quite simple facts for the layman, dissipates the false air of the marvelous 
in which it was seen fit to shroud them. But these keys, which open up the 
understanding of historical fables very well, are not always sufficient to ex
plain the singularity of the dogmatic opinions and practical rites of the first 
peoples. These two points of Pagan Theology concern either the worship 
[culte]® of the stars, known by the name Sabianism,^ or the worship, perhaps 
no less ancient, of certain terrestrial and material objects called Fetishes 

by the African Negroes, among whom this worship survives—-for that rea
son I will call it Fetishism. I ask that I be permitted to use this expression 
habitually: though in its proper signification it refers in particular to the 
beliefs of African Negroes, I signal in advance that I plan to use it equally 
in speaking of any other nation whatsoever, where the objects of worship 
are animals, or inanimate beings that are divinized. I will sometimes use it 
even in talking about certain peoples for whom objects of this sort are not
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SO much Gods, properly speaking, as they are things endowed with a divine 
virtue; oracles, amulets, and protective talismans. For in general, all these 
ways of thinking have at bottom the same source, which is merely the ap
purtenance of a general Religion spread very far over the entire earth, and 
which must be examined on its own as composing a particular class among 
the diversity of Pagan Religions, all of them rather different among them
selves. Here we have (as it seems to me and as I propose to establish) one of 
the major elements that must be used in the study of Mythology; our most 
accomplished Mythologists are either not aware of it or have not known 
how to make use of it, because they have chosen to see what is in itself the 
most pitiful thing in the world from too flattering a point of view. As a rule, 
among the most ancient nations of the world, those that were completely 
brutish and coarse fabricated for themselves these strange terrestrial Divin
ities through an excess of superstitious stupidity; while other, less sense
less peoples worshipped the Sun and the Stars. These two sorts of Religion, 
abundant sources of Oriental and Greek Mythology and more ancient than 
idolatry properly speaking, seem to require diverse elucidations, which the 
examination of the lives of deified men cannot furnish. Here the Divinities 
are of another sort, especially those of Fetishistic peoples, whose beliefs, so 
ancient and long-held despite their excessive absurdity, I intend to set out in 
detail. A plausible reason has not yet been given for that antique custom, so 
reproached in the Egyptians, of worshipping animals and plants of all sorts, 
quibus hxc nascuntm in hortis Numina*^ For neither the mystical allego
ries of Plutarch and Porphyry,® who claim that these vulgar objects were so 
many emblems of the supreme Being's attributes; nor the notion of those 
who, without sufficient proof, assert as a principle that each Divinity had 
for a visible type an animal, which the people soon took for the Divinity it
self; nor the system of a modern figurist who makes of them so many signs, 
announcing enigmatically to the people common things whose trivial use 
they have already understood; none of these accounts has anything more 
satisfying in this respect, for those minds who are not taken in by elegant 
words, than the fable of the flight of the Gods from Olympus into Egypt, 
where they disguised themselves as all sorts of species of animals, in which 
form they were thenceforth worshipped.^

It is not necessary to go searching very far for something that is found 
much closer, when we know by a thousand similar examples that there 
is no superstition so absurd or so ridiculous that ignorance, joined with

•Juvenal. Sat. 15.
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fear, has not engendered; when we see with what ease the crudest form of 
worship [le culte le plus grossier] establishes itself in stupid minds affected 
by this passion, and becomes rooted by custom among savage peoples, who 
spend their life in a perpetual childhood. But they cannot be uprooted so eas
ily: old customs, especially when they have assumed a sacred cast, live on a 
long time after the error is perceived. Besides, the Egyptians are not the only 
ones we could reproach for this. We will soon see that other Nations of the 
Orient were no more exempt, in their first ages, from a puerile worship that 
we «ha11 find spread generally over the entire earth, and maintained espe
cially in Africa. It owes its birth to a time when peoples were pure savages, 
plunged in ignorance and barbarism. With the exception of the chosen race, 
there is no Nation that has not been in this state, if one considers them only 
from the moment when the memory of Divine Revelation was completely 
extinguished among them. I begin my investigation only after this moment, 
and it is in this sense that one should understand all that I will say about 
them henceforth. The human race first received immediate instruction from 
God himself, conforming to the intelligence with which his kindness had 
endowed men. It is so astonishing to see them later fallen into a state of 
brute stupidity, that one can scarcely avoid regarding it as a just and super
natural punishment for the forgetfulness of which they became guilty to
ward the beneficent hand that had created them.'" Some nations have re
mained in this unformed state up to the present; their customs, their ideas, 
their reasoning, and their practices are those of children. The rest, after hav
ing passed through this state, have emerged sooner or later through exam
ple, education, and the exercise of their faculties. To know what practices 
once existed among the latter, one has only to look at the present practices 
of the former; in general, there is no better method to pierce the veils of the 
little-known points in antiquity than to observe whether somewhere before 
our eyes, something quite similar is still occurring. As a Greek Philosopher 
(Lamiscus of Samos) said, things are done and will be done as they have 
been done: eaiv a ^eveto [k ...] inam [sic]." Ecclesiastes says the same. Quid 

est quod fuiU ipsum quod futuium est}'^ So let us first examine what is in 
this respect the practice of barbarian peoples where the worship in question 
is still in full force. Nothing resembles more the ancient Egyptians' absurd 
superstitions about so many ridiculous Divinities, or would be better suited 
to show whence emerged this mad custom. The discussion into which I 
propose to enter divides this small treatise naturally into three parts. After 
having shown the present Fetishism of modern nations, I will compare it to 
that of the ancient peoples; as this parallel naturally leads us to judge that 
the same actions obey the same principle, we will see quite clearly that all
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of these peoples thought in the same way about this, since they acted in the 
same way as a consequence.

FIRST SECTION: ON THE PRESENT FETISHISM OF 
THE NEGROES, AND OF OTHER SAVAGE NATIONS

The Negroes of the west coast of Africa, and even those of the interior of 
the continent as far as Nubia, the land adjacent to Egjipt, have as objects of 
worship certain Divinities that the Europeans call Fetishes, a term coined 
by our traders in Senegal from the Portuguese word Fetisso, which means, 
fairy, enchanted or divine thing or giver of oracles-, this from the Latin root 
Fatum, Fanum, FariP These divine Fetishes are nothing other than the first 
material object that each nation or individual has seen fit to have ceremoni
ally consecrated by its Priests: a tree, a mountain, the sea, a piece of wood, 
a lion's tail, a stone, a shell, salt, a fish, a plant, a flower, an animal of a cer
tain species, such as a cow, goat, elephant, or sheep; in short, anything of 
this sort that one could possibly imagine. They are so many Gods, sacred 
objects, and also talismans for the Negroes, who worship them [leur rendent 
un culte] in an exact and respectful manner, address their wishes to them, 
offer them sacrifices, carry them in procession if it is possible, or wear them 
on their persons with great marks of veneration, and consult them on any 
significant occasion. They regard them in general as tutelaries of men and as 
powerful safeguards against all sorts of accidents. They swear on them, and 
this is the only vow that these perfidious peoples dare not violate. The Ne
groes, like most Savages, are unfamiliar with the idolatry of deified men. For 
them, the Sun, or Fetishes, are the true Divinities,- although some among 
them who have some feeble idea of a superior Being do not regard them as 
equal to him, and others, who have some taint of Mahometanism, make of 
them nothing more than subordinate Genii [Genies subalternes] and talis
mans. In each country there is the general Fetish of the Nation, in addition 
to which each individual has his own, particular and Penate,^^ or has even a 
greater number, depending on how more or less susceptible he is to fear or 
devotion. These qualities are so great among them that often they multiply 
Fetishes, taking the first creature that they meet: a dog, a cat, or the vilest of 
animals. And if none is found, in their fit of superstition they choose a rock, 
a piece of wood, indeed the first object that flatters their caprice. The new 
Fetish is first overloaded with presents, with a solemn promise to honor 
it as a cherished patron, if it lives up to the opinion that has so suddenly 
been formed of its power. Those who have an animal as Fetish never eat of 
its flesh: it would be an unpardonable crime to kill it; and if strangers were
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to commit such a profanation, they would soon become the victims of the 
natives' anger. There are those among them who abstain from ever seeing 
their Fetish out of respect and fear. Our traders recount that a Sovereign 
living near the coast could not, at their request, come to trade with them 
on the ships, because the Sea was his Fetish, and there was a belief shared 
in this land that whoever were to see his God would die on the spot; this 
opinion was not totally unique to them: traces of it can be found in some 
ancient nations of the Orient. As Loyer* writes.

Almost everywhere in Nigritia, in addition to individual Fetishes, there 
are those that are common to the Kingdom, which are ordinarily some 
large mountain, or some remarkable tree. If someone were impious 
enough to cut or disfigure them, he would certainly be punished by death. 
Each village is also under the protection of its own Fetish, which is deco
rated at public expense, and which they invoke for the common good. The 
habitation's guardian has its altar of reeds in the public squares, raised 
on four pillars and covered with palm leaves. Individuals have within 
their wall or at their door a place reserved for their Fetish, which they 
adorn in keeping with the inclinations of their own devotion and paint 
with different colors once a week. Many of these altars are to be found 
in the woods and brush; they are piled with all sorts of Fetishes along 
with plates and clay pots filled with corn, rice and fruit. If the Negroes 
need rain, they place empty vessels before the altar; if they are at war, 
they put swords and spears there to ask for victory,- if they need meat or 
fish, they place bones there; in order to obtain palm wine, they leave at 
the foot of the altar the small knife used to make incisions in the tree; 
with these marks of respect and confidence they believe that they are 
sure to obtain what they ask for; but if some misfortune occurs, they 
attribute it to some just resentment on the part of their Fetish, and all 
their efforts turn to finding the means to appease it.‘^

; One will already sense how much all of these facts resemble what we 
are told of the ancient Religion of Egypt; but in passing I would like to re
mark on a particular point to which I do not anticipate returning, a point 
that in itself would require a separate treatise, namely, the parallel that 
could be made between Loyer's account and the figures carved on obelisks, 
where one sees the heads of dogs and falcons, suns, serpents, birds, etc., to

'Voyage dlssini.
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whom kneeling men are presenting small tables laden with vases and fruit, 
etc. This may not be the worst key that one might choose to explain Egyp. 
tian hieroglyphs.

The Religion of Fetishism is considered very ancient in Africa, where it 
IS so generally spread that the circumstantial details of what is practiced in 
each land would become extremely lengthy. It is enough to refer those who 
would like to be instructed in the particular practices of each country to 
travelers' accounts: they have spoken of them amply. The customs related 
to this practice are always, either for the type of man, or for the rites of wor
ship, more or less the same among the Negroes, today the most superstitious 
nation in the world, as they were for the Egyptians, who back then were 
also the most superstitious nation of the time. But I cannot omit the ac
count of the Fetishism practiced in Whydah,‘« a small Kingdom on the coast 
of Guinea, which will serve as an example of everything similar that occurs 
in the rest of Africa: this is especially so for the description of the worship 
dedicated to the striped serpent, one of the most celebrated Divinities of 
the Blacks. It will be seen how little it differs from that which Egypt dedi
cated to Its sacred animals, among which there was perhaps no Fetish more 
honored than this one: it is already apparent, at the first mention, that this 
serpent of Whydah must resemble nothing more than the Fetish serpent 
of Evilmerodach, whose story is told in the 14th Chapter of Daniel:'^ for in 
reading this chapter, it is quite obvious to everyone that this serpent, tamed 
and fed in a temple of Babylon, where the King wished to obligate Daniel 
to worship it as a living God, was for the Babylonians a true Divinity of 
the same type as the Fetishes. I will take my account from those of Atkins, 
Bosman and des Marchais, all three of whom have spent considerable time 
there and know the manners of this region of Nigritia well.*®

In Whydah, the Fetishes are of two sorts: there are pubhc and private ones. 
Those of this second class, which are ordinarily some animal, some living 
being or some idol rudely fashioned of clay or ivory, are no less honored than 
the others: for they are sometimes even offered the sacrifice of a slave on 
very important occasions. But limiting ourselves to the Fetishes shared by 
the entire nation, there are four: the serpent, trees, the sea, and an ugly little 
idol of clay that presides at Councils. In front of this idol, there are always 
to be found three wood plates containing about twenty small balls of earth. 
Before undertaking some enterprise, the devout go find the Priest, who, af
ter having presented the offering to the Divinity, makes the balls jumji at 
random from one plate to another several times, and conjectures that the 
enterprise will be successful if the number of balls in each plate ends up 
odd the most often. Large trees are objects of worship for the sick, who offer
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them tables laden with grains and cakes: these offerings benefit the Priests 
of the sacred wood. The sea is invoked for fishing and for trade, as is a river 
of the country that our travelers have named the Euphrates. On its banks, 
solemn processions are made; various valuable things are thrown in, even 
small gold rings. But as these offerings are a complete loss for the Priests, 
they more readily encourage the sacrifice of an ox on the riverside. The 
serpent is a fine-looking animal, as fat as a man's thigh and around seven 
feet long, with white, blue, yellow, and brown stripes, with a round head, 
beautiful and very wide eyes and no venom; it is surprisingly gentle and 
tame with men. These reptiles enter willingly into the houses: they allow 
themselves to be picked up and handled even by Whites, and attack only the 
species of venomous, long, black and thin serpents, from which they often 
deliver the country, as the Ibis does in Egypt. If one is to believe the Blacks 
of Whydah, this entire species of serpent is descended from one alone, 
which lives inside the great temple near the Town of Shabi; having lived for 
several centuries, this snake has grown to an extraordinary size and length. 
In an earlier time, it was the Divinity of the people of Arda; but since they 
made themselves unworthy of its protection by their wickedness and their 
crimes, the serpent came of its own accord to give preference to the People 
of Whydah. It left the people of Arda at the very moment when the two 
nations were preparing to do battle: it was seen publicly passing from one 
camp to the other. Far from being frightening in form, it appeared so sweet- 
tempered and vulnerable that everyone was moved to caress it. The great 
Priest took it in his arms and held it up in order to show it to the army. At 
the sight of this wonder all the Negroes fell to their knees and rendered it 
homage, for which they were soon rewarded by the complete victory they 
won over their enemies. They built a temple to this new Fetish, it was 
brought there on a ceremonial silk carpet, with every possible show of joy 
and respect; a fund was designated for its subsistence; Priests were chosen 
to serve it, and young women to be consecrated to it; and soon this new Di
vinity eclipsed the old ones. It presides over trade, agriculture, the seasons, 
herds, war, the public affairs of government, etc. With such a high opinion 
of its power, it is not surprising that these people give it considerable offer
ings: for example, roomfuls of cotton fabric or merchandise from Europe, 
barrels of liquor, and entire herds. Its demands are ordinarily very great, 
in proportion to the needs and the avarice of the Priests, who have given 
themselves the charge of bringing the peoples' offerings to the serpent, and 
returning with the Divinity's responses; no one else is permitted to enter 
into the temple and see the serpent, apart from the Priests not even the 
King This divine reptile's progeny have become very numerous. Although
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the descendants are less honored than the Chief, there is no Negro who 
would not believe himself very fortunate to encounter serpents of this spe
cies and would not shelter and feed them with joy. They give them milk as a 
treat. If it is a female and they notice that it is pregnant, they build a nest for 
it to bring its young into the world, and take care to raise them until they 
are of the age to find their own food. As these serpents cannot harm them, 
no one is inclined to insult them. But if someone, Negro or White, should 
happen to kill or wound one, the entire nation would rise up passionately. 
The guilty party, if he were a Negro, would be struck down and burned that 
very instant. This is what happened to the English in the time of the first 
settlement they made on this coast: *

At night, in the storehouse, they found a Fetish serpent, which they in
nocently killed and threw outside their gate, without reckoning on the 
consequences. The next day, several Negroes who recognized the sacri
lege and discovered the perpetrators through the Englishmen's own con
fession quickly spread this fatal news throughout the nation. All of the 
inhabitants of the region were assembled. They fell upon the developing 
trading post, killed every last Englishman, and destroyed the building 
and the merchandise by fire. Since this time the Negroes, not wishing 
to deprive themselves of trade, take the precaution of warning strang
ers of the veneration one ought to have for this animal and beg them 
to respect it as sacred. If it happens that a White kills one, there is for 
him no other choice but to flee and for his nation to admit the crime, 
protest that it was committed by accident, and pay a large fine as a mark 
of repentance.*’

A Portuguese recently arrived on the coast decided out of curiosity 
to bring a Fetish serpent to Brazil. When his ship was ready to leave, he 
secretly procured one of these animals, which he shut up in a box, Ind 
getting into his canoe, he planned to go right aboard. The sea was calm; 
however, the canoe was overturned, and the Portuguese drowned. The 
Negro rowers having righted their canoe, they returned to shore, taking 
good care of the box, which they had noticed the Portuguese guard atten
tively. They opened it with great expectations: what was their astonish
ment at finding one of their Fetishes! Their cries attracted a great number 
of inhabitants, who were immediately informed of the Portuguese's au
dacity. But since the guilty party was dead, the Priests and the population

•Bosnian p. 376. Des-Marchais Vol. H.
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B, fell upon all of the merchants of his nation who were in the country, mas- 
K sacred them, and pillaged their stores. It was only after long difficulties,
■ and even an abundance of gifts, that they agreed to permit the Portuguese
■ to continue their trade.“

I If animals were to kill or wound a serpent, they would not be any more 
f protected from punishment than men. The voracity of a Dutch hog that had 

eaten one of them caused the death of almost all the swine of the country. 
'Thousands of Negroes armed with swords and clubs began the execution, 
and the rest of the species was pardoned only under condition that they be 
locked up during the time that the serpents mate: then a troop of guards 
crossed the country, destroying everything that might be able to harm them. 
These ridiculous Divinities are allowed to multiply to such an extent that 
the entire land would soon be covered by them, were it not for the venom
ous serpents that kill a great number of them in the combats that occur 
between the two species.*^' The striped serpents, although they are inca
pable of harm, nonetheless manage to be quite troublesome because of their 
excessive familiarity. In periods of great heat they enter into the houses, 
climbing onto furniture, and even slithering into beds, where they often 
mate. No one has the courage to move them: they seek out a neighbonng 
Priest, who takes the Fetish and carries it gently outside. If one wants to 
escape the company of the Negroes, there is no better secret than to speak 
of the serpent disrespectfully: as soon as this is done, they plug their ears 
and flee the society of the impious.

They take great care to build huts or temples everywhere to serve as 
resting places for the Fetishes, if they wish to use them. The maintenance 
of each one of these structures is usually entrusted to an old Priestess. But 
of their ceremonies, the most solemn is the procession made to the great 
temple of Shabi, with all the pomp that these people are capable of mus
tering: the procession is composed of no less than five hundred people— 
not only Archers and Musicians, but Sacrificers, Ministers with offerings. 
Priests, and the notables of the Kingdom both male and female. The King 
or the Queen Mother and the great Pontiff called Beti in their language 
each lead it with a cane or scepter in hand: this recalls the image of so 
many figures of Kings or Priests that one sees in Egyptian sculptures as they 
present themselves before their Divinities with the ancient scepter, which 
is a sort of hooked cane, in hand. This procession bows down at the door

*Joseph[us] made the same remark to the Egyptian Apion. "If all nations " he said to hiin, 
'thought Uke yours, the animals would soon have hunted man off of the surface of the earth.
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of the temple, with their faces against the earth and their heads covered 
in ashes, and makes its invocation while the temple Ministers receive the 
gifts in order to offer them to the Divinity. This great Priesthood confers a 
power almost equal to Royal authority, because they hold the opinion that 
the Pontiff converses on familiar terms with the great Fetish. This honor 
is inherited by members of the same family. The Priests are likewise so by 
birthright and form a separate order and tribe like in Egypt: they can be rec

ognized by the pinprick scars they have on their bodies. As for the Priest

esses or Betas, this is the custom for choosing them. At a certain time of 
the year, the old Priestesses run through the country armed with clubs from 

sunset to midnight, crazed like Bacchants. All of the young girls around the 
age of twelve whom they are able to catch off guard belong to them by right: 
to resist them is not permitted, as long as they do not enter into the houses 
where they are forbidden to capture anyone. They lock up these young girls 
in their huts and treat them fairly gently, teaching them to sing, dance and 
perform sacred rites. After they have trained them well, they imprint upon 
them the mark of their consecration by tracing figures of serpents, flowers 
and animals on their skin with needle piercings. This painful operation is 

sometimes followed by a mortal fever. But when they are healed, the skin 
becomes once again very beautiful, like black satin embroidered with flow
ers. They are told that they have been marked by the serpent; and in general 
the secret of everything that happens to the women inside of the cloisters is 

so strongly kept, on the threat of being carried away and burned alive by the 
serpent, that none of them is tempted to violate it. Most of them emerge so 
well from what has occurred during their sequestration that they have no 
interest in revealing it; and those who might think otherwise are well aware 
that the Priests have enough power to carry out their threat. The old women 
lead them back during the dark of night, each one to the door of her parents, 
who receive them with joy and pay a great sum to the Priestesses for the 
cost of their stay, honored by the grace bestowed by the serpent on their 
family. From this moment on, these young girls begin to be respected and 

enjoy a number of privileges. Once they are nubile, they return to the tem
ple ceremoniously and richly adorned in order to marry the serpent there. 
The marriage is consummated the following night in a secluded chamber, 
while at a distance the bride's companions dance to the sound of instru
ments. Although it is said that the serpent performs this conjugal duty him
self, there is hardly any doubt even among the country's inhabitants, that 
he gives the commission to his Priests. The next day, the bride is brought 
back to her family; and from that day on she shares in the rewards of the 
Priesthood. A portion of these girls subsequently marry some Negroes,- but

ON THE WORSHIP OF FETISH GODS 55

e husband must respect them like the serpent himself, whose mark they 
ear, speaking to them only while kneeling and submitting to their will 

4s well as their authority. If the husband were to take it upon himself to 
correct or repudiate a woman of this order, he would be set upon by all of 
them Those girls who do not want to marry live in a community in a sort of 
convent where, it is said, they make a traffic of their favors or those of their 
friends. Moreover, mystery is indispensable to everything that happens in 
the sacred places, under pain of fire. Independent of this sort of official nun, 
there is a temporary consecration for young women or girls suffering from 
an attack of hysterical vapors, an illness that appears common m this coun
try They believe that these girls have been touched by the serpent who, 
having conceived an inclination for them, has inspired this sort of furor; 
some of them suddenly begin to cry out horribly, swearing that the Fetish 
has touched them but that he fled when help arrived. They become furious 
Uke the Pythonesses;^ they break everything they can reach and commit a 
thousand nuisances. Then their parents are forced to take them to a o g- 
ing constructed for this purpose in the vicinity of each temple, where after 
their family has paid a large pension, they stay several months in order to 
recover A Negro told Bosman that his wife having fallen ill in this way, he 
pretended to take her as is customary to the neighboring temple; but instead 
of this, he in fact led her to the coast to sell her to the slave merchants. As 
soon as the woman saw the European ship, she was suddenly cured of her 
illness, and no longer behaving furiously, asked nothing more from her us- 
band than to be taken quietly back home. The Negro confessed to Bosman 
that this hardy venture would have put him at great risk from the Priests, 

had he encountered them.
Such is the worship of the striped serpent in this region of Africa, about 

which many sailors have spoken at great length. I have not shrunk from de
scribing it in some detail because if this rite is thereby better known it wiU 
make it possible to judge those of the same type that are less well known, 
both among ancient peoples and the moderns. It would not be out of place 
to remark before finishing with this topic that these Africans from Whydah 
practice circumcision, as do the Egyptians. It is such an ancient rite among 
them that they do not know its origin, having no other example to follow 
than the immemorial example of their ancestors: besides, they do not con
sider it a Religious practice. We should also remark that the se^ent has 
been regarded as a principal Divinity not only in this region of Nigritia. m 
ancient times its worship was widespread in the interior of Afnca^It was 
the object of the Religion of the Ethiopians in the fourth century of the com^ 
mon era when Frumentius went to preach the Christian faith to them an
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succeeded in converting them by destroying the serpent, which had been 
up till then the God of the Axumites.*“ It is recounted that this serpent of 
monstrous size was called Aiwe-midie in the language of the country and 
that according to an ancient tradition accepted among the Abyssinians, it 
was the Divinity worshipped by the early Ethiopians throughout antiquity.^ 

Another country quite distant from this one furnishes us with an exam
ple of the manner in which the Savages choose their Divinity and proves to 
us at the same time how easily this ridiculous worship, which spread so far 
and wide to peoples among whom there was no communication of ideas, 
enters into the minds of coarse men. In the Yucatan peninsula in America, 
each man has his own particular God: they nonetheless have places where 
they assemble to worship them in common and which serve as churches, 
when the Spanish Priests are there. When a child has just been born, they 
take him to this place where they leave him to spend the night, exposed na
ked on a little spot that they have strewn with ashes, sifted through a sieve 
made of tree bark. The next day, they return and take note of the prints left 
by the animal that came near the child: if there were two, they take both 
as patrons, or only one if there was just one. They raise the child until he 
is of age to learn their Religion: then his parents reveal which animal is his 
patron; and whether it is an ant, a rat, a mouse, a cat or a serpent, he must 
worship it as his God. They never appeal to them except in adversity, which 
is to say when they have lost something or undergone some misfortune. In 
this case they go to a house designated for this purpose and give an offering 
of copal gum, like we offer incense. After this, whichever chimera comes to 
mind, whether it is the desire to take revenge for a supposed affront or some 
other notion, they do not fail to carry it out, acting, they claim, by virtue 
of the precise order from their God.*^'' Fetishism is no less widely spread in 
all the regions of America, but especially for conical rocks like the Baetyls 
of Syria and for great trees like those of the Pelasgian Greeks. Among the 
Apalachee of Florida,it is a great mountain named Olaimi. Among the 
Natchez of Louisiana, it is a conical rock preciously preserved by a covering 
of more than one hundred deer skins, just as the ancients covered certain 
baetyls with fleeces. Among the island-dwellers of Cozumel or Ste. Croix, 
it is a stone cross about ten feet tall**“: this is the God who, according to

S6

*Gonsalez ap. Ludolf. Ethiopic. p. 479. 
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tOionelin hist, des Flibust. Vol. I. 
§Rochef. hist, des Antilles.
*‘Oviedo.
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^ them, gives rain when they need it. In Gaspesia where the Savages worship 
the Sun, the Cross is at the same time the country's particular Fetish. It is 
placed 4here they hold Counsel, in the honorable place of the hut. Each 
person carries it in his hand or engraved on his skin. It is put on the hut, on 
canoes on snowshoes, on clothes, on the swaddling of infants, on the graves 
of the dead. As Father Le Clercq* writes, "They tell that this figure appeared 
*0 their ancestors while they were sleeping, during the course of a pesti
lential illness. As they are excessively credulous of dreams, they did not 

: neglect this one: and indeed the illness ended. Since this time they make 
^ crosses with single, double and triple crossbars. No one ever leaves one be
hind, however pressing the occasion may be, and they have it buried with 
them, saying that without it they would not be recognized m the land of the

ancestors."^^
The former natives of the island of Haiti or St. Domingo had a great 

number in many variations, which they called Zemez, of which one still 
finds images hidden in the earth here and there, in places that were once 
inhabited; but especially tortoises, caimans, and stones; they gave them of
ferings of baskets full of flowers and cakes.+“ Each one nonetheless had its 
own particular worship, according to whether it presided over the seasons, 
health, hunting, or fishing. A Cacique of the land had three very precious 
divine stones; one made grains grow, another helped women give birth suc
cessfully, the third brought good weather and rain.«’ The Abenaki have an 
old tree Fetish that they believed would never fall: but although this did 
happen, they persist in continuing to attach their offerings to it. Others 
have Lakes as Fetishes, like the Tectosagian Celts,- or Crocodiles, like the 
Egyptians; or other sea fish, like the Philistines; or poles planted upright, 
like the Sabines of Italy; or wooden marmosets,^ like Laban the Syrian; or 
representations of parts of the genitals, like the Lingamist Indians,-=» or the 
bones of the dead, like the Island-dwellers near the Philippines; or cotton 
dolls: in a word, a thousand different objects whose enumeration would be
come tedious. Most Americans are very eager that these objects that they 
consecrate become so many Genii or Maoitous. Their number is so little 
determined, that in their language the Iroquois call them by a name that 
means Spirits of all sorts. Their imagination makes them see such spirits m 
all natural things; but especially in those whose action is unknown to them 
and which have for them an air of novelty. The merest trifles strike them in

*Le Clerc hist, de Gaspesie. Chs. 9 ^ 10. 
tHerrera hist, des Ind.
^Charlevoix hist, de St. Doming.
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this manner. The same Father Le Clercq (Ch. 13, p. 374) writes of a Gaspe 

Man woman who is very well regarded in the nation of the cross-bearers and 
whom he calls the Patriarch of the land, who established as Divinities '

but rfni ° Wowder are terrifying Fetishes or Manitous for them-

thev h r T t - gold, whlS
ey believed with certainty to be the Spaniards' Fetish, judging of the na

ture of the Spaniards' belief from their own and from thl deep vlemlion

that they saw them give to this metal. The Barbarians of Cuba when thev
lanm r -bark upo^ theh J’:

d, decided that they had first to appease the Spaniards' God then send it 

away from them. They gathered all their gold in a basket. Here, IZ saTd L 
the God of these foreigners; let us celebrate a festival in its honor in order to 

gam Its protection; after which we will make it leave our island They
inX sll *ben threw it

that I-F It u 'be Savages to the Manitous is
hat they do them no harm. They honor them much more than their supe

whethTS rthe" 'bem,
TheTconsult ttm b" T “ ‘be land of the souls.
For lxaZk tt R T ” by the response.
into 3 Ifv t W T " " ^

own to which thev household has itswn, to which they present offerings.t3i it is their Lares God,^3 whose use
there^"“d to divination: they believe that the spirit resides
ort oftT" the noise made by h

sort of instrument, like the Savage Greeks of Thesprotia consulterthe
sound given by the cauldron of Dodona when it was struck by smalltan '

ing chains that were moved by the wind; as the Africans consult their tli!

anic gris-gris; or as the Egyptians consulted that little-known object that
divina ory machine composed of several precious stones whose combined
cintillation was used to predict the future, and that their neighbors the
ebrews called Unm and Thummim, which is to say, the maivehus lights

in hot;„v;her„,“

makes their head spin and puts them into a state of LspTrltion Ltter'suited 
understanding the meaning of the sound made by the grains thrown in
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tjiie calabash. Similarly, the Pythia,^^ seated at her tripod and receiving un
der her vestments some sort of natural smoke from the earth, or from an 
herb thrown in a stove, would fall into a fit of vapors, which made her a 
prophetess and prompted her to utter incoherent speech—this the listeners 
implied in their own manner to the questions posed. Tobacco is an Ameri- 

an offering, which the Virginians sacrifice to the air and water; *«« they 
tirow in handfuls to have good weather for travel, or to be saved from a 

storm at sea; they also attach some to their new nets in the hopes of having 
good fortune in fishing. The Brazilians, when they are going to undertake 
something important, have their conjurers^^ blow clouds of its smoke in 
their face, which is called among them receiving the spirit. In their dancing 
festivals, the Illinois Indians spread out a mat of colorfully painted rushes in 
the middle of the countryside: this is a rug on which they put, with honor, 
the Manitou God of whoever puts on the festival: this God is ordinarily a 
serpent, a bird, or a stone. On its right they place the great Calumet; in front 
of this, they erect a trophy of arms used in the nation; then, while the troop 
sings in chorus, each comes before dancing in his turn to salute the Mani- 
tou*3^ and to blow tobacco smoke on it as a sort of incense. According to a 
Missionary, the Religion of the Savages consists of nothing more than a few 
superstitions that feed their credulity.^ As their knowledge is limited to that 
of animals and to the natural needs of life, their worship also has no other 
objects than these. Their Charlatans^® convince them that there is a sort of 
Genius or Manitou that governs all things and who is the master of life and 
death, but this Genius or this Manitou is nothing but a bird, an animal or 
its skin, or some other similar object, which is displayed for veneration in 
huts and to which they sacrifice other animals. The Warriors carry their 
Manitou in a blanket and invoke it constantly in order to obtain victory. 
The Manitou heals the sick through the contortions performed by the Char
latans, as they name sometimes one animal, sometimes another; and if the 
sick person happens to get better, then it is because the power of the Man
itou has been recognized. A savage who had as his Manitou an ox con
vinced himself one day that what he worshipped was not that particular ox, 
but an ox Manitou that was underground and that gave life to all oxen; he 
also convinced himself that those who had a bear as Manitou worshipped a 
similar Manitou of Bears. He was asked whether there were not also such a

•Th. Hanot, de Virgin. 
tLery ibid.
tMarquette Moeurs des Ulinois. 
§Let. des Mission. Vol. XI, p. 325-
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Manitou for men? He agreed. Then it was proposed to him that since on the 
land man was the master of the other animals, which he kills and eats, the 
Manitou of men underground must be the master of the other Manitous 
there; and consequently, it would be more fitting to invoke the spirit who is 
the master than the others. This reasoning seemed good to the Savage, but 
did not make him change his customs. Father Laffiteau informs us that the 
Iroquois, whom one can count among the most spiritual among the Ameri
cans, although they are very ferocious, hold a more or less similar opinion 
about every species of animal, which they believe have their Archetypes in 
the land of souls (this amounts, he says, to Plato's ideas); and they believe 
that their souls go inhabit this land after death: for they do not consider ani
mals' souls to be of a different nature from men's, to which they nonethe
less grant superiority. *3^' According to them, the soul is thought: they do not 
distinguish the agent from the action, and have but one term to express 
both one and the other. They also have a divine object that they call Oiarou, 

which consists of the first trivial object that they have seen in a dream: a 
calumet, a bearskin, a knife, a plant, an animal, etc. They believe that they 
are able, by virtue of this object, to accomplish what they please, even to 
transport themselves and to metamorphose. The soothsayers who acquire a 
supernatural power in these visions are called by a word that means seers in 
their language.^ This is also the name that the Orientals give to Prophets.

If from the new world we return to climates neighboring our own, where 
there are still some savage nations, we see them infatuated by the same Fe
tishism: for, once again, in general I call by this name any Religion that has 
as its object of worship animals or inanimate terrestrial beings. The cus
toms of the Lapps and the Samoyeds,« the worship they devote to anointed 
stones or baetyls, and to tree trunks, their stubborn devotion to talismans 
and conjurers, are too well known to be detailed here. It even seems that 
the Samoyeds attach to ferocious animals a sort of Fetishism whose conse
quences they dread when they have killed one of them; for then, before they 
skin it, they very seriously protest to it that it is the Russians who have 
done this evil deed (they hold this nation in horror), that it is the knife of a 
Russian*^ that is going to cut them into pieces, and that it is on them that 
vengeance should be taken. One will hardly find a more sensible worship 
among the rest of the barbarians, inhabitants of the vast forests and great 
deserts that extend from the North Ocean to the Caspian Sea, with the only

'Laffit. M. des Americ. Vol. I. p. 360. 
tldem p. 370.
tRecueil de Voyages au Nord.
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difference that as one approaches the ancient Oriental Kingdoms, one also 
encounters their customs, their old traditions, their predominant taste for 
certain types of Fetishes and their known veneration of sacred woods. The 
Circassian Petigories'*^ in this regard are like the Scythians and the Africans 
between whom they are situated: they have neither Religion nor worship, 
nor any notion of Divinity. The only thing worthy of respect for them is an 
extremely dense wood in the middle of a plain entirely surrounded by high 
mountains. Access to it is protected by a wide pit dug out around it and 
filled with water. The entire Nation assembles there toward the end of the 
month of August: the purpose of everything that occurs there is to regulate 
commerce among them, to exchange their foodstuffs or other commodities, 
and to confer about their common business; like the Latin peoples when 
they assembled ad Caput Feionix.^ But the assembly does not disband be
fore a solemn ceremony that consists of hanging their best arms on certain 
trees chosen from the wood, with a sort of consecration. The next year, 
when they are assembled once more, they clean these arms and put them 
back after having kissed them: the arms remain there until time and rust 
have caused them to waste away. They cannot explain the reason for this 
custom, which they follow by tradition.

Such are the sort of beliefs that we find today generally accepted by the 
savage peoples we see around us, whether in the South, the West, or the 
North. Let us remark before proceeding further that this worship devoted 
to certain natural works is essentially different from that which idolatry (as 
it is commonly called) devoted to works of art representing other objects, 
to which the adoration was really addressed; here, it is to living animals or 
plants themselves that it is directly addressed. Let us now peruse the prac
tices of the same type that we know took place in the Nations of antiquity; 
and we will see by the facts themselves (such is the best way to proceed) 
whether we must judge the way of thinking of the latter, with whom we can 
no longer be acquainted, by the way of thinking of those whom we know 
very well. For with regard to worship, we will find it so similar that the sum
mary description given by an Arab author seems to have been made ex
pressly for the modem nations whose history we have just read.*-“ Fueiunt ahi 
qui feias, alii qui volucies, alii qui fluvios, alii qui aiboies, ahi qui montes, 

aim qui terrain coluerunt.*^ Maimonides seems also in this regard to confuse 
the Savages of his time with Pagans, when he says that the barbarian and 
gentile peoples have as Gods the mountains, hills, fmit trees, fountains, etc..

*Ibu. Patriq. ap. Pocok.
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and this is no doubt what St. Epiphanius"'« calls baibaiism, which he counts 
as the most ancient of the four Religions that were practiced in the past.

SECOND SECTION; THE FETISHISM OF ANCIENT 
PEOPLES COMPARED TO THAT OF THE MODERNS

It will not be expected that I stop here to prove that Egypt devoted a cult 
of adoration [culte d'adoration] to animals, and even to inanimate objects. 
This is a truth that is too well known for it to be necessary to insist upon:

Quis nescit qualia demens

/Egyptus poTtenta colaU'"

If I resort to the testimony of ancient writers, it is less to prove a fact 
that is already well established than to demonstrate the parity that ex
ists between the Egyptian worship and the Fetishism of Nigritia. There is 
hardly another people about whose remote traditions we know more than 
the former: we also have no knowledge more ancient about the worship of 
fetishes than that of Egyptian practices. It is indeed natural that an opinion 
that can be found widespread in all barbarian climates, can also be found in 
all barbarian eras. Egypt had such a time, just like other countries. This is 
what we must start by proving, if indeed this fact needs any proof; for the 

themselves will not deny it, despite the great superiority in every 
sort of physical and moral advantages they affected over other nations. This 
is what Diodoruses learned from them on this subject during his sojourn 
in their land. Let us judge whether this is not the true portrait of a savage 
people:

We shall begin with the first kings of Egypt and set forth their individual 
deeds down to King Amasis [5^9-526 B.C.], after we have first described 
in summary fashion the most ancient manner of life in Egypt. As for 
their means of living in primitive times, the Egyptians, they say, in the 
earliest period got their food from herbs and the stalks and roots of the 
plants which grew in the marshes, making trial of each one of them 
by tasting it, and the first one eaten by them and the most favoured 
was that called Agrostis,'*’ because it excelled the others in sweetness

‘Epiphan. de hares. Bk. I.
tjuvenal. sat. XV.
tDiodor. Bk. I. Sect. i. in princip.
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and supplied sufficient nutriment for the human body,- for they observed 
that this plant was attractive to the cattle and quickly increased their 
bulk. Because of this fact the natives, in remembrance of the usefulness 
of this plant, to this day, when approaching the gods, hold some of it 
in their hands as they pray to them; for they believe that man is a crea
ture of swamp and marsh [ . . . ] A second way by which the Egyptians 
subsisted was, they say, by the eating of fish, of which the nver pro
vided a great abundance, especially at the time when it receded after its 
flood and dried up.^" They also ate the flesh of some of the pasturing an
imals, using for clothing the skins of the beasts that were eaten, and 
their dwellings they built out of reeds. And traces of these customs still 
remain among the herdsmen of Egypt, all of whom, they say, have no 
other dwelling up to this time than one of reeds, considering that with 
this they are well enough provided for. After subsisting in this manner 
over a long period of time they finally turned to the edible fruits of the 
earth, among which may be included the bread made from the lotus. 
The discovery of these is attributed by some to Isis,* but by others to 
one of their early kings caUed Menas... Osiris [...) did many thmgs 
of service to the social life of man. Osiris was the first, they record, 
to make mankind give up cannibalism; for after Isis had discovered the 
fruit of both wheat and barley which grew wild over the land along with 
the other plants but was still unknown to man, and Osiris had also de
vised the cultivation of these fruits, all men were glad to change their 
food, both because of the pleasing nature of the newly discovered grains 
and because it seemed to their advantage to refrain from their butchery 
of one another. As proof of the discovery of these fruits they offer the 
following ancient custom which they still observe: Even yet at harvest 
time the people make a dedication of the first heads of the grain to be 
cut, and standing beside the sheaf beat themselves and call upon Isis, 
by this act rendering honour to the goddess for the fruit which she dis
covered, at the season when she first did this [... ] Isis also established 
laws, they say, in accordance with which the people regularly dispense 
justice to one another and are led to refrain through fear of punishment 
from illegal violence and insolence [ . . . ] since copper and gold mines 
had been discovered in the Thebaid, they fashioned implements with 
which they killed the wild beasts and worked the soil, and thus m eager 
rivalry brought the country under cultivation, and they made images of

‘Idem. Bk. I. Sect. i.
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the gods and magnificent golden chapels for their worship [... ] It was by 
Hermes, for instance, according to them, that the common language of 
mankind was first further articulated, and that many objects which were 
still nameless received an appellation, that they alphabet was invented, 
and that ordinances regarding the honours and offerings due to the gods 
were duly established; he was the first also to observe the orderly ar
rangement of the stars and the harmony of the musical sounds and their 
nature, to establish a wrestling school, and to give thought to the rhyth
mical movement of the human body and its proper development [. . . ] 
The olive tree also, they claim, was his discovery, not Athena's, as the 
Greeks say. Of Osiris they say that, being of a beneficent turn of mind, 
and eager for glory, he gathered together a great army, with the intention 
of visiting all the inhabited earth and teaching the race of men how to 
cultivate the vine and sow wheat and barley,- for he supposed that if he 
made men give up their savagery and adopt a gentle manner of life he 
would receive immortal honours because of the magnitude of his bene
factions. And this did in fact take place*. . In general, they say, the 
Greeks appropriate to themselves the most renowned of both Egyptian 
heroes and gods (...) Heracles, for instance, was by birth an Egyp
tian [. . . ] inasmuch as it is generally accepted that Heracles fought on 
the side of the Olympian gods in their war against the Giants, they say 
that it in no way accords with the age of the earth for the Giants to have 
been born in the period when, as the Greeks say, Heracles lived, which 
was a generation before the Trojan war,“ but rather at the time, as their 
own accoimt gives it, when mankind first appeared on the earth; for 
from the latter time to the present the Egyptians reckon more than ten 
thousand years, but from the Trojan war less than twelve hundred. Like
wise, both the club and the lion's skin are appropriate to their ancient 
Heracles, because in those days arms had not yet been invented, and 
men defended themselves against their enemies with clubs of wood and 
used the hides of animals for defensive armour (...) The accotmt of the 
Egyptians agrees also with the tradition which has been handed down 
among the Greeks since very early times, to the effect that Heracles 
cleared the earth of tvild beasts, a story which is in no way suitable for 
a man who lived in approximately the period of the Trojan war, when 
most parts of the inhabited world had already been reclaimed from their 
wild state by agriculture and cities and the multitude of men settled

’Ibid.
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everywhere over the land. Accordingly this reclamation of the land suits 
better a man who lived in early times, when men were still held in sub
jection by the vast numbers of wild beasts, a state of affairs which was 
especially true in the case of Egypt, the upper part of which is to this day 
desert and infested with wild beasts. Indeed it is reasonable to suppose 
that the first concern of Heracles was for this country as his birthplace, 
and that, after he had cleared the land of wild beasts, he presented it to 
the peasants, and for this benefaction was accorded divine honors.^''

This description given by Diodorus, concerning the actual testimony 
■ of the nations of which he speaks, seems to me quite conclusive, as is that 
‘ given by Plutarch.* "One of the first acts related of Osins m his reign was 
to deliver the Egyptians from their destitute and brutish manner of living. 
'This he did by showing them the fruits of cultivation, by giving them laws, 
and by teaching them to honour the gods. Later he traveled over the whole 
earth civilizing it without the slightest need of arms, but most of the peo
ples he won over to his way by the charm of his persuasive discourse com
bined with song and all manner of music.

And if one wants something even more precise, one has only to read 
another passage in the same book by Diodorus, where he says that the Egyp
tians claim that the human species began in their land, and that men were 
born from the action of the Sun on the moist earth.

The first men to be bom, they say, led an undisciplined and bestial life, 
setting out one by one to secure their sustenance and taking for then 
food both the tenderest herbs and the fruits of wild trees. Then, since 
they were attacked by the wild beasts, they came to each other's aid, be
ing instructed by expediency, and when gathered together in this way by 
reason of their fear, they gradually came to recognize their mutual char
acteristics. And though the sounds which they made were at first unin
telligible and indistinct, yet gradually they came to give articulation to 
their speech, and by agreeing with one another upon symbols for each 
thing which presented itself to them, made known among themselves 
the significance which was to be attached to each term. But since groups 
of this kind arose over every part of the inhabited world, not all men had 
the same language, inasmuch as every group organized the elements o its 
speech by mere chance. This is the explanation of the present existence

Plut. in Isid. Osir.
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of every conceivable kind of language, and, furthermore, out of these 
first groups to be formed came all the original nations of the world. Now 
the first men, since none of the things useful for life had yet been dis
covered, led a wretched existence, having no clothing to cover them, 
knowing not the use of dwelling and fire, and also being totally ignorant 
of cultivated food. For since they also even neglected the harvesting of 
the wild food, they laid by no store of its fruits against their needs; con
sequently large numbers of them perished in the winters because of the 
cold and the lack of food. Little by little, however, experience taught 
them both to take to the caves in winter and to store such fruits as could 
be preserved. And when they had become acquainted with fire and other 
useful things, the arts also and whatever else is capable of furthering 
man's social life were gradually discovered. Indeed, speaking generally, 
in all things it was necessity itself that became man's teacher, supplying 
in appropriate fashion instruction in every matter to a creature which 
was well endowed by nature and had, as its assistants for every purpose, 
hands and speech and sagacity of mind.^*

The proof drawn from reasoning would have indicated, as I will say be
low, what here the proof of facts shows us: that is, Egypt was once savage 
just like so many other countries. The factual evidence that shows the Egyp
tians worshipping animals and plants, being in a word what I call Fetishis- 

tic, IS no less numerous than precise. But since the customs, the worship 
and the actions of the Egyptians were more or less the same as those of the 
Negroes and the Americans, is it not rather natural to conclude that they 
all also acted by virtue of a more or less uniform way of thinking, and to 
judge that here we have discovered the mystery of an enigma for which we 
have so long sought the name, were it not that we had conceived too fine an 
idea [une trop belle idee] of it, and missed the easily made parallel between 
antique and modern customs? Novi status imago, Aicanum antiqui.*^^ Let 
us thus see whether this resemblance will hold when we consider in more 
detail Egyptian practices regarding the worship in question.

The nation had its general Fetishes; and the regions or provinces had 
their own particular ones, different from each other.^*8

Ciocodilion adorat

Pars hasc: ilia pavet Satuiam seipentibus Ibim:

'Tacit.
tMela I. 19.
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Effigies sacii nitet auiea Ceicopitheci.
Dimidio magicx resonant ubi Memnone chords,
Atque vetus Thebs centum jacet obruta portis:
Illic csruleos, hie piscem fluminis, illic 
Oppida tota canem venerantur, nemo Dianam.
Porrum et caepe nesas violate et frangere morsu.
O sanctas gentes, quibus hsc nasuntur in hortis 
Numina! lanatis animalibus abstinet omnis 
Mensa-, nefas illic feetum jugulate capellx [sic]. (Juvenal)*’

, One can hardly doubt that here, as in Nigritia, the serpent was one of 
the principal and most ancient Divinities. There is testimony to this fact 

i from the very time when Egypt first began to become civilized. The old- 
? est of the profane historians whose work still remains in several fragments 
? is Sanchuniathon: he carefully researched and quoted from the books of 
■ Thoth and writes in his work de Phoenicum elementis,* "the nature then 

of the'dragon and of serpents Tauthus [Thoth] himself regarded as divine 
and so again after him did the Phoenicians and Egyptians; for this animal 
was declared by him to be of all reptiles most full of breath, and fiery.Let 
us remark here in passing that if Thoth had regarded the serpent not as an 
animal but as a simple emblem of eternity, such as it has been used sev
eral times since, depicted in a circle biting its own tail, it would have been 
useless for him to spend so much time observing this reptile's nature. The 
translator of the Phoenician historian, Philo of Byblos, who declares that he 
has only undertaken this version in order to demonstrate the frivolity of a 
system that tends to turn real facts into allegories, cites yet another work 
of this same writer whose title, E-Thothia, seems to indicate that it was an 
extract of Thoth. On this subject, Philo says, speaking either of Thoth or of 
Sanchuniathon, "that he had spoken more fully about the nature of animals 
above [. . . ] that the serpent was called Agathodsemon (the good daemon) 
by the Phoenicians and Kneph by the Egyptians; that the Agathodsemon 
was depicted with a hawk's head because of its strength and vivacity."*' In 
Plutarch, the God Kneph is not a serpent, but a true intellectual God, the 
first principle of all things. It is quite possible that Philo did not under
stand it in this manner, given that he writes only in order to refute the new 
system of emblematic Theology. "The qualities of the divine serpent" he 
adds "were described in great detail by Epeis, the famous Egyptian, Chief

•Sanchoniat. & Phil. Bibl. ap. Euseb. Pisep. Evang.
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of the Hierophants and sacred Scribes, and whose work was translated [into 
Greek] by Areius of Heracleopolis."“ As for the other general Fetishes of 
Egypt, the Nile was everywhere a revered object. The canopic arm of this 
river and the bull Apis had their Priests and their temples in all of lower 
Egypt, just as the ram Ammon in all of upper Egypt. And if we travel 
through the provinces, the cat is a Divinity in Bubastis, the billy-goat in 
Mendes, the wild goat in Koptos, the bull in Heliopolis, the hippopotamus 
in Papremis, the ewe in Sais, the eagle in Thebes, a species of small, horned 
and nonvenomous snake also in Thebes, the sparrow hawk in Thebes and 
in Philae, the falcon in Butus [Buto], the monkey of Ethiopia in Babylon, 
the Cynocephalus (a species of baboon) in Arsinoe, the crocodile in Thebes 
and on the Lake Moeris, the ichneumon in the Heracleotic Prefecture, the 
Ibis in the prefecture neighboring Arabia, the tortoise among the Troglo
dytes at the entrance to the Red Sea, the shrew in Athribis; elsewhere the 
dog, the wolf, the lion, certain fish, such as the maiotes in Elephantine/^'^ 
in Syenfi the oxyrhynchus, otherwise known as the sharp-beak (a species 
of pike with a sharply pointed snout) called the Quechoue in the modern 
Egyptian language/*® the lepidotos, a large fish weighing from twenty to 
thirty pounds, that the Egyptians today call Bunni; the latus and the eel§** 
attract a particular devotion in each nome*^ that claims the glory of taking 
its name from that of the divinized animal; Leontopolis, Lycopolis, etc., 
not to mention stones (for Quintus-Curcus***® describes Jupiter Ammon 
as a Baetyl of raw stone), nor either to mention plants themselves and veg
etables, such as lentils, peas, leeks, and onions, which in some places are 
treated with no less veneration. It even seems that in Egypt, like in so many 
other countries, large trees had their own oracles, worshippers. Priests and 
Priestesses, if one can judge by the relationship between the establishment 
of the famous tree oracle of Dodona in Greece and the Egyptian practices 
that, according to Herodotus, gave birth to this establishment. He recounts^' 
that the Phoenicians kidnapped two Priestesses from Thebes, one of whom 
was sold in Greece and brought there the most ancient of the oracles, taught 
the practice of religious rites beneath a tree, and brought about the founda
tion of a school of Priestesses. But according to what he learned from Dodo- 
na's Priestesses themselves, they attribute this foundation to a black dove

*Strab. Bk. XVn. ./Clian. X. 23. 
tClem. Alex. Admonit. ad gent.
tAntiphan. in Lycon. & Anaxandrid. in civitat. apud Athen. Deipn. VH. 13. 
§Herod. Diod. Strab. PUn. Bk. XIX.
**Q. Curt. IV. 7.
ttHerodot. Bk. n. Ch. 54.
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;at flew out of the Thebaid to Dodona and came to perch on a beech tree 
„ the forest, where it spoke in a human voice, instructing the Pelasgians in 
livings related to divine worship [au culte divin]. Is it not obvious that this 
supposed black dove is none other than a Negress or a dark-skinned Egyp
tian kidnapped by the Phoenicians and sold to the Savages of the Thesprotia 
forest? This is Herodotus's formal opinion:

I suppose that these women were called "doves" by the people of Dodona 
because they spoke a strange language, and the people thought it like the 
cries of birds; presently the woman spoke what they could understand, 
and that is why they say that the dove uttered human speech; as long as 
she spoke in her foreign language, they thought her voice was like the 
voice of a bird. For how could a dove utter the speech of men? The tale 
that the dove was black signifies that the woman was Egyptian. The 
fashions of divination at Thebes of Egypt and Dodona are like to one 
another; moreover the practice of divining from the sacrificed victim has 
also come from Egypt.*’

The Greek fable that turned this black Priestess into a dove seems to 
' have originated, according to Bochart's just remark,*^® in a confusion of the 
Oriental word Heman (dove) with the word Iman (Priestess).

It is also evident from the care taken by the Law to assign public Offi
cers to the respected animal's upkeep that each of the animals mentioned 
above was the general Fetish of the region. These responsibilities were very 
honorable and inherited in families. The Officer thus endowed never left 
his home without the external marks of his honor, indicating the animal 
of which he was the guardian. They were always people of the first order, 
"who boasted of being employed in the most sacred ceremonies of the Re
ligion."^ Parks or homes were constructed as sanctuaries for the animal; 
the most beautiful females of the species were brought to it. The revenue 
of certain campaigns was destined to its upkeep; it was furnished with vict
uals. Diodorus informs us that this public spending amounted to very great 
sums, and that in his own time he had seen people who had spent over a 
hundred talents on it. Every region was taxed in order to paint and to sculpt 
the Divinity. According to Plutarch, there was only one canton of the The
baid that paid none of this tax, the one that worshipped Kneph, the Eternal 
God. When the animal came passing by, they knelt down; rugs were strewn

*Boch. Chanaan. p. 824.
tHerodot. Bk. 2. Diodor. Bk. I. Plutarch, in Is. & Osir.
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in Its path; incense was burned; hymns were sung;* children were dedicated 
by havmg their heads shaved and donating the weight of the hair in silver 
to the Priestess for feeding the sacred animal; pompous processions were 
made m Its honor, as is described in great detail by Athenaeus and Clem
ent of Alexandria; people came to consult it as an oracle; and as it gave 
no response they stopped up their ears in leaving the temple, and the first 
words they heard spoken by chance were taken as a response and applied 
as thought best to the matter at hand-^ this method is much like that of 
t e Negroes and is the sign of an equal puerility of mind in its users The 
crocodile was fed with the same care and more or less in the same manner 
as was the Dragon in Babylon and as is the striped serpent in Whydah: in 
t IS respect, the ancient Priests practiced the same sort of mischief that 
^rican Priests practice at present. Indeed, what is more, those who were 
devoured by a crocodile were held as saints and very fortunate, just like the 
fanatics who allow themselves to be crushed under the Idol's cart in India 
to ay. The care of the sacred animals' feeding was so privileged that it 
was not neglected even in times of famine; far be it from the people to dare 
to feed themselves on its flesh and to make use of a foodstuff common to 
so many other men! Cats were so honored by those who held them in wor- 
s p that the death of a cat would occasion mourning in the household, and 
t ose who lived there would shave off their eyebrows. If the house were 
to catch fire, they would hasten especially to save the cats from the blaze- 
this makes it greatly evident that the worship concerned the animal itself' 
w ich was not considered a mere emblem: and all of this, such a marked 
a oration of the living or dead animal, is evidence enough. If the animal 
were to die a natural death, they would carry out a funeral ceremony For 
example, the horned serpent was buried in the temple of Ammon. During 
the reign of Ptolemy Lagus, the funeral ceremonies for the Bull Apis were so 
avish, that the King supplied an additional fifty talents to pay the cost after 

the g^rdian had spent all of his wealth, which was in itself quite consider
able. Those who traveled to foreign lands often brought their Fetish animal 
along with them: this proves that besides the general worship of each land 
the Egyptians, like the Negroes, had more than enough particular patrons If 
the beast happened to die during the voyage, it would be embalmed so that 
It could be brought back and, upon its return, given a solemn sepulcher in

'Plin. Vin. 46.
tClem. Alex. Strom. Bk. 5.
tPausan. Bk. 7.
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the place where it was worshipped. But nothing could contain the indigna
tion of the people when an impious individual took it upon himself to kill 
a sacred animal,- the killer was irremissibly punished by death. Involuntary 
j,.^lHngs were punished according to the arbitration of the Priest;

, whosoever intentionally kills one of these animals is put to death, unless 
it be a cat or an ibis that he kills,- but if he kills one of these, whether in
tentionally or unintentionally, he is certainly put to death, for the com
mon people gather in crowds and deal with the perpetrator most cruelly, 
sometimes doing this without waiting for a trial. And because of their 
fear of such a punishment any who have caught sight of one of these 
pnimals lying dead withdraw to a great distance and shout with lamenta
tions and protestations that they found the animal already dead.*^"

555. Neither the respect for the name of the Romans, nor the real interest 
i that Egypt had in treating them well, nor all the authority of King Ptolemy 
^ and his officers, was enough to prevent the people from expiating the mur

der of a cat through that of the Roman who had killed it.'* As Diodorus adds.

This incident we relate, not from hearsay, but we saw it with our own 
eyes on the occasion of the visit we made to Egypt. But if what has been 

I said seems to many incredible and like a fanciful tale, what is to follow 
will appear far more extraordinary. Once, they say, when the inhabi
tants of Egypt were being hard pressed by a famine, many m their need 
laid hands upon their fellows, yet not a single man was even accused of 
having partaken of the sacred animals [ . . . ] I can assure you that it is 
much easier to recount what is practiced there with regard to the ox, the 
he-goat, the crocodile, the lion, etc., than to be believed.

In a word, only a foreigner would have been able to kill one of these an
imals. "It is unheard of," exclaims Cicero, "that such an infamy might 
ever have been committed by an Egyptian . . . There is no torment that 
they would not endure rather than injure an Ibis, or other animal that is 
an object of veneration."^'' But what Cicero remarks upon was only a local 
observance: for the same animal that was divinized in one place was else
where regarded with indifference, or even killed without scruple if it was a 
nuisance. Such contrary treatment could not fail to be a source of quarrels

*Diodor. ibid. 
tCicer. Tuscul. Bk. V.
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between neighboring lands, where the differences in worship produce, as is 
known, sharp animosities. The wars of Religion among the Egyptians have 
been discussed; they must have been even fiercer than elsewhere, because 
of a singular reason in addition to the general reason. The antipathy created 
by nature between several species of animal could not help but increase that 
found between the peoples who had chosen them as Fetishes; there was no 
way that the worshippers of rats could live for a long time in good relations 
with the worshippers of cats.^® But these wars provide more proof that it was 
a question of the animal taken by itself, and not considered as an arbitrarily 
chosen emblem of the real Divinity: for then there would be no matter for 
discord, with all of these types referring back to the same object, like differ
ent words of several languages when they signify the same thing.

If all of this description does not clearly characterize a direct form of 
worship, latria worship, then what is needed to make it so?^® Although it is 
true, as the Abb6 Banier remarks, that not every form of worship is reli
gious worship, and that not every religious worship is latria worship, it is 
difficult to admit the application that he would like to make of this maxim 
here. Elsewhere, Diodorus reports a fact relative to the history of Fetish wor
ship in Nigritia that shows quite well that deep down, he continues to re
gard the Egyptians' way of thinking on this subject as similar to that of the 
barbarian peoples of Africa. After telling how, during Agathocles's war against 
the Carthaginians, one of his lieutenants Eumachus was sent to discover the 
lands of the Blacks beyond that of the Numidians, he continues:

Crossing this range, he came out into a country containing a large num
ber of apes and to three cities called from these beasts Pithecusae ["Ape- 
cities"], if the name is translated into the Greek language. In these cities 
many of the customs were very different form those current among us.
For the apes lived in the same houses as the men, being regarded among 
them as gods, just as the dogs are among the Egyptians, and from provi
sions laid up in the storerooms the beasts took their food without hin
drance whenever they wished. Parents usually gave their children names 
taken from the apes, just as we do from the gods. For any who killed this 
animal, as if he had committed the greatest sacrilege, death was estab
lished as the penalty. For this reason, among some there was current a 
proverbial saying about those slain with impunity that they were paying 
the penalty for a monkey's blood.*®'

*Mythol. VI. 4.
tDiodor. Bk. XX.
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I One of the pressing motives alleged by the Hebrews to the Pharaoh in ^ order to obtain permission to leave his Empire was that their sacred rites im
posed upon them the necessity of immolating animals that his subjects could 
not see sacrificed without horror. All of this Zoolatiy is very ancient m Egypt. 
The Bible depicts it to us not as an emblem or as an allegory, but as pure and 
direct Zoolatry. It cannot be denied that the adoration of the golden calf in 
the desert was an imitation of Egyptianism [Egyptianisme]; and the Scrip
tures do not suggest at all that this was a figured worship. Independent of the 
faith owed to the sacred text, it still represents the period and the Historian 
best informed about the Egyptian way of thinking. It clearly distinguishes the 
three types of worship* of which Egyptianism was a mixture: that is, wor
ship of idols, animals (quadrupeds, birds, reptiles, fish), and the stars. Noth
ing is forbidden by the Mosaic law with more threats than the fornication 
of this Fetishist worship. You will not fashion, it says,* any images of either 
teirestiial 01 aquatic beasts.* You will have no sacred woods: you will not 

henceforth offer sacrifices to the hairy ones,^^^ that is to say to wild or domes
tic animals. For it is thus that one ought to translate the word seirim, pilosi, 

hirsuti, or as Juvenal said above, lanata animaha, and not as dxmones, as it 
has subsequently been translated during the centuries when secret sciences 
and Platonism were given credit.®® Then, says Maimonides,**®^ the idolaters 
imagined that evil genii appeared to men in the form of goats: this is still the 
opinion of the humble folk among us, that the Devil shows himself in this 
form on the Sabbath; and it is thence perhaps that this opinion originated.

After having established the parallel between the ancient Egyptian reli
gion and that of other Africans on the parity of actions, which supposes the 
same way of thinking, we will soon seek the principle m the general and 
inherent causes of human nature [I'humanite]. For the moment, we will en
ter into a few other customs particular to the two peoples, which will lead 
us to the same opinion on this matter. In funeral ceremonies for the dead, 
we find a singular practice that appears to be the same. Among the Negroes, 
the custom is to place the Fetish that he revered the most into a man's sep
ulcher. We find the same thing with the Mummies in the Egyptian tombs, 
cats, birds, or other animal skeletons are embalmed with as much care as 
the human cadavers. It appears likely that the Fetish of the deceased was

*Deuter. IV. 16. 
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embalmed with him so that he would be able to find it again at the future 
resurrection, and that in the meantime, it served as a safeguard against the 
evil Genii that were believed to trouble the shades of the dead.**^ xhe lion, 
the goat, the crocodile, etc., delivered oracles in Egypt like the Fetishes in 
Nigritia.^*^ For both peoples, the divinized Being has its Priests and Priest
esses, who form an order separate from the rest of the nation, and whose 
functions are handed down to their posterity. Both bring their Fetish with 
them, either to war or on other important occasions, where the fear aroused 
never fails to arouse devotion as well. If we wanted to find a comparison to 
the guile used by the African Priests of the striped serpent to abuse young 
women under the pretext of devotion, the story of the Priests of the dog Anu- 
his and Pauline would not be the only one that could furnish material for 
such a parallel.*^ The Negroes never eat of their Fetish animal, but they feed 
themselves very well with those of another region,- it was the same thing in 
Egypt: the infinite respect for an animal in a certain district attracted none 
for it in the neighboring district. But what a crime it would have been to kill 
a cat in Bubastis, or to eat a cow at Memphis or in India! Some scholars,*®* 
whose opinion I do not share in the least, helieve that the religious custom 
of abstaining from certain meats was introduced in this way. As a price for 
the tribute of respect that was paid to the sacred animal, it was supposed in 
turn to lavish its henefits on the nation: and what persuades me even more 
that the Egyptians had a way of thinking on this subject that differs little 
from that of the Savages, is the vengeance that the Priests took upon their 
God when they were unhappy with it. As Plutarch writes,^ "If there befall 
a great and severe drought that brings on in excess either fatal diseases or 
other unwonted and extraordinary calamities, the priests, imder cover of 
darkness, in silence and in stealth, lead away some of the animals that are 
held in honour; and at first they but threaten and terrify the animals, but 
if the drought still persists, they consecrate and sacrifice them [in silence, 
which they regard as a punishment made to a malign spirit]."®’

The Chinese act in much the same way: they beat their idols when they 
take too long to answer their prayers; and as for the Romans, after having lost 
the fleet two times in a storm, Augustus punished Neptune hy forbidding 
that his image be brought in procession with those of the other Divinities.

*Kirker. CEdip. /Egypt. 
tVandal. de Orac. Ch. 13. 
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,, We have seen that the Negroes have general Fetishes for an entire land, 
Iwithout any prejudice to the particular Fetish of each district. In the same 

•way, the Egyptians had animals whose divinity was only local, such as the 
goat or the Ibis; there were others that were generally respected in the entire 
land, such as the ram in Upper Egypt and the hull in Lower Egypt. Mycer- 
inus (Mis-Ceres), a former king of Egypt, lost his daughter whom he loved 
madly and wanted after her death to honor her as one would honor a Divin
ity; he found no expedient more proper than to enclose the body in the fig
ure of a cow, which was placed in a sort of chapel in the city of Sais, and 
before which every day they burned incense and every night they held up lit 
lamps. For his purpose, he chose one of the most commonly revered Fetish 
animals: this is a great indication that Fetishism and Sabianism were then 
the only two Religions recognized in Egypt; and that the erection of statues 
of human figures was a rare practice there, or perhaps had not yet even taken 
place, no more than the idolatry of deified men. Indeed, we remark in passing 
that Egypt was hardly at all subject to this sort of idolatry, and that similarly,

, it has no currency in Nigritia.
I It is rather fitting that since Fetishes are the Gods of Africa, they also 

serve there as oracles and talismans: they retain only this last function 
among the African Moors, who have been brought to the knowledge of a 
single God by Mahometanism, which, however disfigured it is among them, 
nonetheless constitutes the background of their Religion. As for the Negroes, 

writes Loyer,

> if one of them finds himself in some sort of unfortunate situation, he 
I* concludes immediately that his Fetish is annoyed, and his efforts turn 
ft to finding the means to discover its will. Diviners are called upon to per

form the Tokke, which requires more than a little mystery and ceremony.
' The Diviner takes up nine leather straps, which are the width of a finger 

and covered with little Fetishes. He weaves these straps together, while 
pronouncing some obscure utterance; he then throws them two or three 
times in a haphazard fashion. However they land on the ground becomes 
an order from Heaven, which he interprets.^^

In a more or less similar manner, the King of Babylon* would stand at a 
crossroads and throw arrows, just as the Africans throw straps woven together,-

•Herodot. n. 129. 
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similarly, according to Theocritus,***^ the Assyrians would spin a magic top 
that was decorated with sapphires and metal plaques engraved with Astro
logical characters. They would whip it with a strap while invoking genii. 
Michael Psellus, in speaking of the Egyptians, calls a similar top a Yinge, 

leading to conjecture that they also used them.**^ Indeed we do know that 
in order to know the will of the Gods, the Egyptians used a method closely 
analogous to that of the Tokke, the yinge, and arrows: they consulted 
Heaven by inspecting several gemstones grouped together in a single set
ting. We do not know what name they gave to this sort of divination in their 
own language. It could have been the same as that used by the Hebrews’^**'* 
in a truly sacred ritual: either the Egyptians saw it practiced by the Hebrews 
and exploited it, causing it to degenerate into a superstition; or, as several 
clever people have suggested, the Hebrews brought this method of divina
tion into Egypt and it was genuinely consecrated in their favor when they 
were given laws, along with a few other foreign customs which had become 
habitual among them. In Palestine, this was called declaration of truth, 

using the words Orah, lumen, and themah, admirari,*^^ which can be trans
lated literally as admirable light, and in a figured sense as manifestation of 

truth. Thus we can conjecture that the Priests of Egypt declared the truth 

and interpreted the orders of Heaven by conjuring together the flashes of 
light thrown by certain gemstones when the sun's rays were allowed to 
fall upon them. In Canaan for such consultations they would make Ephods 
for God's Priest; this can be seen in the long story about the superstitious 
practice of the Hebrew Micah, who lived on the Mountain of Ephraim.§ 
But all of these Egyptian and Phoenician methods for predicting the future 
by means of the Ephod or the Urim, and by inspecting the engraved metal 
plates that ornamented Teraphims or were set in temple walls, were idola
trous, except that which Jehovah****^ was expressly willing to consecrate for 
the great Priest Aaron. So, although the Urim and the Ephod belonged to the 
category of Teraphims or talismanic Fetishes,++ and the book of Judges and 
the Prophet Hosea name as homonyms the Ephod and the Teraphim,’^ nev
ertheless Teraphims were regarded as signs of idolatry attributed to foreign
ers. In contrast, the Hebrew Ephod and Urim were Jehovah's specific signs, 
which he had chosen himself in order to manifest by such signs his will in

*Theocr. in Pharmaceutr.
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his tabernacle; thus, David Kimchi considers Ephod to be the genuine wor
ship, and Teraphims the foreign worship.*®

Either because Egypt's traditions of Fetishism have been preserved in a 
greater number, or because this excessively superstitious people was truly 
more inclined (and indeed it seems as if no other had so many and such a va
riety of Fetishes), they have been subject to much ridicule on this account. 
However, their neighbors the other Orientals and even the Greeks deserve 
to share in this ridicule, as .,€lian remarks.*

To begin this description of the Fetishism of Asia with the nation clos
est to Egypt, the Arabs' ancient Divinity^** was nothing more than a square 
stone; another of their famous Gods, the Bacchus of Arabia, whom they 
called Disar, was another stone six feet in height.*^™ One can consult Ar- 
nobius about the stones divinized in Arabia as well as in Pessinus. There is 
hardly any reason to doubt that the famous and very ancient black stone in 
the temple of Mecca, which is so revered by the Mahometans despite the 
reasonable ideas they have of a single God, and about which they tell a tale 
related to Israel, was once such a Fetish. Nearby, the God Casius, whose 
image can be seen on certain medallions, was a round stone cut in half, in 
addition, Cicero calls it fupiter lapis. The object of religious worship for the 
tribe of Koresh [Quraysh] was an Acacia tree. Khaled [Khalid], on Mahom
et's orders, had it cut down all the way to the roots and killed the Priestess. 
The tribe of Madhi had a lion, that of Morad a horse,- the tribe of Himyar, 
who are the ancient Himyarites, in the land of Yemen, had an eagle.§*“' This 
sacred eagle is called Nasr in the language of the land, and this interpreta
tion informs us, apparently better than any other, what is the God Nisr or 
Nisroch mentioned in the Bible: however, other, different explanations have 
been given for this term, which I will not neglect to report hereafter.

But let us consider some facts much earlier than this, going back to the 
greatest antiquity of which there is a memory among the Pagan peoples. 
Here we will see what idea they themselves had about the first origin of 
the worship of the stars, the elements, animals, plants and stones. We will 
have the occasion to remark, not without some surprise, that the older the 
testimony, the more the facts are presented in a simple, natural and veri
similar manner. Indeed, the first reason that was given for the introduction 
of this worship is still the best and the most plausible that has ever been

*y£lian. de animal. XU. 5. 
tMaxim. Tyr. Oral. 38. 
tStephan. Byz. Arnob. Bk. VI. 
§Vid. Alsharistani...
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alleged: so that it could suffice if its simplicity, which does not allow us to 
apply it to the great variety of objects worshipped by savage peoples, did 
not oblige us to resort still to some other more general cause. There is noth
ing older nor more clearly deduced about the first worship of the ancient, 
savage nations of the Orient, than what we read on this subject in Sanchu- 
niathon's fragment. In itself, this work is not dubious if it is examined well 
and completely, although it was interpreted both by its translator, Philo of 
Byblos, and by Eusebius, who made an extract of it: both of them mixed 
their reflections in with the original text. Sanchuniathon has the advantage 
not only of a great antiquity, but also that of having had before his eyes 
writings earlier than his own, which he said he took in part from the spe
cific annals of Phoenician cities, and in part from the archives preserved in 
temples. In addition, he carefully sought out and preferred to consult the 
writings of Thoth the Egyptian, persuaded as he was that Thoth, as the in
ventor of Letters, could not fail to be the oldest of writers. Here is how the 
Phoenician writer explains the ancient worship of material objects; the pas
sage is important, very reasonable and quite clear: *

"But these were the first who consecrated the productions of the earth, and 
regarded them as gods, and worshipped them as being the support of life 
both to themselves, and to those who were to come after them, and to all 
before them, and they offered to them drink-offerings and libations [... ] 
These were their notions of worship, corresponding to their own weak
ness, and timidity of soul [ . . . ] Aeon discovered the food obtained from 
trees [ . . . ] their offspring were called Genos and Genea [ . . . ] they 
stretched out their hands to heaven towards the sun; for him alone (...) 
they regarded as god the lord of heaven, calling him Beelsamen (...)
'lord of heaven'" (Here Philo the translator inserts this remark relative to 
his objective, which was to refute the systematic opinions of the Greeks 
(De Brosses)]: "For it is not without cause that we have explained these 
things in many ways, but in view of the later misinterpretations of the 

names in the history, which the Greeks in ignorance took in a wrong 

sense, being deceived by the ambiguity of the translation (De Brosses's 
emphasis] (...) And when furious rains and winds occurred, the trees 

Tyre were rubbed against each other and caught fire, and burnt down 
the wood that was there. And Ousous took a tree, and, having stripped 
off the branches, was the first who ventured to embark on the sea; and

'Sanchoniat. ap. Euseb. I, 9. & 10,
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he consecrated two pillars to fire and wind, and worshipped them, and 
poured Ubations of blood upon them from the wild beasts which he took 
in hunting. But when Hypsuranius and Ousous were dead, those who 
were left (... ] consecrated staves to them, and year by year worshipped 
their pillars and kept festivals in their honour (... (the god Uranus de
vised the Baetyls, having contrived to put life into stones" (or rather than 
animated stones, following Bochart's fitting correction, anointed stones, 
lapides unctos (De Brosses)].

In the same fragment, he also speaks of Apotheoses, Deified men, the 
erection of temples and of statues, human sacrifices, etc. His history was 
composed of nine volumes, the first of which was used to gather common 
opinions current in Canaan about the origins of things, men, and the arts; 
on the formation of the world; on the first creators of each common and 
useful invention for life; on the introduction of divine worship; on the lead
ers of nations, especially the Phoenicians and Egyptians,- on the establish
ment of sovereign power. All of these points are touched upon only in broad 
strokes, just as much as is needed to give an idea of the most remarkable 
events; either the Author was unable to enter into greater detail because 
he lacked more ample knowledge, or the extract that has come down to us 
contains only an abridgement of the original. Although his narration is ob
scure regarding natural things, rather lacking in continuity when it comes 
to facts and supposed genealogies, and sometimes mixed with popular fa
bles, it does not fail to inform us adequately of the beliefs and the traditions 
of the Canaanite people on all these points. Basically and in general, most 
of the principal items correspond to those of their neighboring peoples, the 
Chaldeans, the Hebrews, the Egyptians, and even the Greeks. Here we see 
that all of them wrote down their received traditions, and that these were 
based on more or less the same background of ideas; the only difference be
ing that the truth, which is found in its pure form with the Hebrews, is of
ten omitted or disfigured by the neighboring nations. But when it comes to 
the circumstantial details, they are no longer in agreement, which is quite 
natmral. Doesn't the same thing occur in the histories of recent occurrences, 
even if they agree together upon the fundamental events? There is nothing 
more vain than the efforts and suppositions that are made in attempting to 
establish a total conformity among the opinions of antiquity. Each land has 
its own fables, which are not those of another country and thus must be left 
to them.

I am quite willing to believe that Sanchuniathon's work was entitled 
Phoenician Origins, Ilepl tSv <l>oiviKiKa)v oxoixeicov [Peri ton Phoinikikon
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stoicheion], de Phoenicum elementis, and that this author's book, which is 
also cited by Philo under this title, is nothing other than his great history in 
nine volumes dedicated to the King Abibaal. Here we see that his principal 
goal was to discuss the inventors of the arts, who have become famous from 
one time period to others; to undertake the history of Apotheoses, by indi
cating those who have been promoted to the rank of Gods and honored by 
public worship for their useful inventions; to distinguish the establishment 
of different objects of worship, whether devoted to the stars, to material 
things, or to men. He tells us which were the most ancient among those 
of the second type, and perhaps reported many others of these in his work, 
of which we only possess a very small portion. For we learn moreover that 
these objects were extremely varied in the land whose history he writes.

Benadad,* King of Damascus, had his God Remmon, whose name in 
Hebrew designates a pomegranate or an orange.In Palestine they had fish 
that were called Dagon and Atergatis in the language of the land (Dag, Pi- 

scis; Ader-dag, magnificus Piscis)/ as well as ewes (Astheroth, oves]; goats 
and other small livestock called Ana-Melech {Pecus Rex)-*'°* a dove since 
named Semiramis; a square stone also later named Astarte or Venus Uranus: 
for, as the poet Milton says in a similar case, one must use the names as
signed later for Gods who at the time had none.^ As the book of Wisdom de
clares, nomen lapidibus et lignis imposuemnt.'°^ The name of Asarah, an
other Phoenician Divinity that the King fosias** had burned, is commonly 
translated as idolum ex luco: this seems to mean [from] a sacred wood 
rather than a wooden statue.It is said that Nisr, one of the Divinities of 
Nineveh, means dense woods in Persian:*^'®^ it nonetheless appears likely 
that it is the same as the King Sermacherib's God Nisroch, whose name 
Kircher***®* translates as aik or canoe. The name Khamos was given to a 
large midge made of forged bronze in a talismanic ceremony under the as
pect of the planet Jupiter,in a mixture of Fetishism and Sabianism. I will 
not speak here of Beelzebub, the fly God, since I am persuaded that Beelze
bub and Beelzebul are alterations and ironic false pronunciations of Beel- 
Sebuth, which seems to me to be the same word as Baal-Sabaoth, in Latin

*IV. Kings s. i8. & Selden. n. lo. & Cleric, in Reg. 
tDavid Cimchi in I. Kings. 5. 
tVid. Nigid. ap. Germanic, in Aral. Phasnomen. 
§Pausan. in Attic. Ch. 14.
**rV. Kings 23. 6. 
ttHyde Rel. Pers. Ch. 4. 5. 
ttin Pantheo.
§§Hyde ibid.
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Jupiter Sabazius, the God of armies, or rather the God of the Orientals, 

although the Greeks might have had a Fly-catching Jupiter, Zmq Axopmoi; 
[Zeus Apomuios]. Aglibel, or the round God (Agli-Baal, rotundas Dominus), 

a round stone in the form of a cone, was the Divinity of the Emesa Fetish- 
109 whereas the Palmyra Sabianists worshipped the Sun under the same 

name, as we see on a marble from this superb city, where there are repre
sented two figures of the Sun with the Greek inscription, Aglibel and Mal- 

achbel. Gods of the land. Selden,* explains that the word Aglibel, or Ahgol, 
Baal means rotundas Deus.‘‘« Others affirm that it means Vitulus Deus,‘“ 
which is still related to the worship of divinized animals. The God Abbadir 
(Abb-adir, pater magnificus] was a stone, and the Goddess of Byblos was 
more or less the same thing. Nicolaus of Damascus describes one of these 
Fetishes: "It is a round, polished, whitish and red-veined stone, of about a 
span in diameter."* This description tells us what was the form of the divin
ized stones called Baetyls, whose worship, according to Sanchuniathon, is 
so ancient that he considers Uranus to be its first master. The stones of this 
type, which were seen arranged in great numbers on Mount Lebanon, had 
once been the great Divinities of the land.*'*^ Between Byblos and Heliopo
lis, there were some that performed miracles to thousands: they were conse
crated to Jupiter, to the Sun, to Saturn, and to Venus.§“^ The stones wrapped 
in swaddling clothes that Saturn devoured instead of children, according to 
the Greek fable, were such Baetyls. They recall the idea of those pieces of 
stone or wood wrapped in fur,** cotton, or canvas found in the Islands of 
America and among the Savages of Louisiana, which they keep carefully 
hidden in the Sanctuary of their temples, deep in the woods."*

It is certain, following the testimony of all antiquity, that the Syrians 
worshipped or at least had a profound respect for fish and pigeons. They 
abstained from eating fish for fear that the offended Divinity would cause 
them to grow tumors on the body. If they were to fall into error in this re
spect, they would expiate it through a great penitence, covering themselves 
in sack and ashes following the Oriental custom. In Selden** the whole his
tory of this worship can be found, as well as that of the Samaritans in honor 
of a dove found on Mount Gerizim. It is not surprising that this foreign col
ony that came from Chusistan to Samaria would have brought a devotion

*Synt. n. p. 149. 
tAp. Euseb. Praepar. Bk. I. 
tDamasc. ap. Pbot. n. 242. p. 1063. 
§Asclepiad. ap. Damasc. ibid.
* *Hezicb. V. paixii. 
ttSynt. n. Cb. 3.
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practiced in the country of its origin into its new settlement. The Talmud 
goes so far as to reproach the Samaritans for circumcising their children in 
the name of this bird. All things considered, this calumny was perhaps dic
tated by the hatred of the Jews against these foreigners.

By the worship that these same foreigners brought into Israel, we learn 
which animals were divinized in the different countries neighboring the Eu
phrates. When Salmanasar, the King of Assyria, took the ten Tribes captive, 
he replaced them by colonies drawn out of his own estates. He sent them 
out from Babylon, Cutha, Avah, Emath and Sepharvaim. * "And every na
tion made gods of their own, and put them in the temples of the high places, 
which the Samaritans had made, every nation in their cities where they 
dwelt. For the men of Babylon made Sochothbenoth: and the Cuthites made 
Nergel: and the men of Emath made Asima. And the Hevites made Nebahaz 
and Tharthac. And they that were of Sepharvaim burnt their children in fire, 
to Adramelech and Anamelech the gods of Sepharvaim."

Such were the Gods of the different countries,- and if we believe the most 
learned among the Jews, Aben-Ezra, R. Jarchi, R. Kimchi and others in the 
explanations that they give of this sort of idolatry, all of these names of 
Assyrian Divinities designate so many animals.* According to them, Sucho- 
thbenoth is a chicken with its chicks; Nergel is a grouse or heather rooster; 
Asima is a billy-goat or a sheep, or, according to Elias's opinion,*''^ a mon
key, a Divinity once worshipped in Egypt {Effigies sacii nitet amea cerco- 

pitheci]/'^ and today highly honored in the Kingdoms of Bengal and Pegu. 
Nebahaz is a dog, like the Egyptian Anubis, and its name comes from the 
oriental word Nibch or Nabach, i.e., to bark. Tharthac is an ass; Adramel
ech and Anamelech are a mule and a horse, the kings of the flock, or accord
ing to others, a peacock and a pheasant. Nonetheless, I do not claim to take 
for certain the explanations given by the Rabbis of so many obscure and 
doubtful terms. It is known, for example, that Suchothbenoth should here 
signify the girls pavihons: and it is quite natural to believe that the Baby
lonian colony brought into Samaria the impure rite practiced in its land in 
honor of Venus Mylitte, as it is described by Herodotus.^ But this agreement 
among interpreters to translate all of these words into the names of animals 
shows at least a generally widespread knowledge of the fact that the ancient 
Oriental peoples of whom it is question had animals as Divinities, just as

*rv. Kings 17, 29.
tv. Selden Synt. n. Ch. 27. & seq. Vatabl. in not. ad IV. Kings. 
tElias Levit. in Tisbi.
§Herodot. I. 199.
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the modem Barbarians have animal Fetishes. Some of the terms employed 
above to name the false Gods, such as Adra Melech, Magnificus Rex, seem 
to me to be honorific titles, which were also given to the Stars by the Sa- 
bianists, and to other animals by the Fetishists. For in Egypt, as in the Ori
ent these two religions are so mixed together in the same country (and it 
is the same in China, where there are several dominant Religions), that it 
has become rather difficult today to separate correctly everything that was 
particular to each. It was the custom of these Nations to mix together in 
this way the different cults of worship, and to adopt a new one without 
abandoning the earlier one. We have proof of this in the same place in the 
Bible. Salmanasar learned that the inhabitants of the new Colony were be
ing devoured by lions, or, according to Josephus's report*"^ and as they say 
themselves in their Samaritan Chronicles, that they were perishing from 
epidemic diseases caused by the air and the ftruit of the land, to which they 
were not accustomed. Since he knew that these misfortunes were attrib
uted to the ignorance of the new inhabitants about the way in which the 
God of this land wished to be worshipped,* eo quod ignorent ritum Dei 
buius terra,**® this Prince sent to them one of the captive Priests who had 
come to settle in Bethel, "and taught them how they should worship the 
Lord [the God of the land. All of these peoples who had preserved their own 
Gods, nonetheless still worshipped the Lord (de Brosses's paraphrase)] And 
when they worshipped the Lord, they served also their own gods according 
to the custom of the nations out of which they were brought to Samaria: 
Unto this day they follow the old maimer."*

In describing the impieties committed by the Hebrews in the Temple of 
the true God, Ezekiel distinguishes quite clearly between the four false Reli
gions that were current in the Orient at his time: the idolatry of false Gods, 
such as Baal; Fetishism or the worship of animals; the idolatry of demi
gods, or divinized heroes such as Adonis; and Sabianism, or the adoration of 
the Sun and the Stars. Here is what he says:

And it came to pass in the sixth year, in the sixth month, in the fifth day 
of the month, as I sat in my house [in Mesopotamia],^**’ and the ancients 
of Juda sat before me, that the hand of the Lord God fell there upon 
me. And I saw, and behold a likeness as the appearance of fire, from the

•Joseph, antiq. DC. 14. Chron. Samar, ap. Hettinger, in exercit. Antimorin. 
tIV. Kings 17. 26. 
tibid. (rV Kings 17). 28. 32. &. seq.
§Vatabl. in not.
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appearance of his loins, and downward, fire: and from his loins, and up
ward, as the appearance of brightness, as the appearance of amber. And 
the likeness of a hand was put forth and took me by a lock of my head: 
and the spirit lifted me up between the earth and the heaven, and brought 
me in the vision of God into Jerusalem, near the inner gate, that looked 
toward the north, where was set the idol of jealousy to provoke to jeal
ousy [the idol of Baal). And behold the glory of the God of Israel was 
there, according to the vision which I had seen in the plain. And he said 
to me: Son of man, lift up thy eyes towards the way of the north. And I 
lifted up my eyes towards the way of the north: and behold on the north 
side of the gate of the altar the idol of jealousy in the very entry. And 
he said to me: Son of man, dost thou see, thinkest thou, what these are 
doing, the great abominations that the house of Israel committeth here, 
that I should depart far off from my sanctuary? and turn thee yet again 
and thou shalt see greater abominations. And he brought me in to the 
door of the court: and I saw, and behold a hole in the wall. And he said to 
me: Son of man, dig in the wall. And when I had digged in the wall, be
hold a door. And he said to me: Go in, and see the wicked abominations 
which they commit here. And I went in and saw, and behold every form 
of creeping things, and of living creatures, the abomination, and all the 
idols of the house of Israel, were painted on the wall all round about. And 
seventy men of the ancients of the house of Israel, and fezonias the son 
of Saaphan stood in the midst of them, that stood before the pictures: 
and every one had a censer in his hand: and a cloud of smoke went up 
from the incense. And he said to me: Surely thou seest. O son of man, 
what the ancients of the house of Israel do in the dark, every one in pri
vate in his chamber: for they say: The Lord seeth us not, the Lord hath 
forsaken the earth. And he said to me: If thou turn thee again, thou shalt 
see greater abominations which these commit. And he brought me in 
by the door of the gate of the Lord's house, which looked to the north: 
and behold women sat there moiurning for Adonis. And he said to me: 
Surely thou hast seen, O son of man: but turn thee again: and thou shalt 
see greater abominations than these. And he brought me into the inner 
court of the house of the Lord: and behold at the door of the temple of 
the Lord, between the porch and the altar, were about five and twenty 
men having their backs towards the temple of the Lord, and their faces 
to the east: and they adored towards the rising of the sun. And he said 
to me: Surely thou hast seen, O son of man: is this a light thing to the 
house of Juda, that they should commit these abominations which they 
have committed here: because they have filled the land with iniquity.
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and have turned to provoke me to anger? and behold they put a branch to 
their nose [in order to kiss it in a sign of worship after having presented 
it to the Sun or the idol]. Therefore I also will deal with them in my 
wrath, etc.*

In Chapter 20 he reproaches them again for having worshipped the Gods 
of the land where they were and those of the neighboring land: abomina- 

tioncs oculoium suoTum, the abominations before their eyes, which is to 
say Baal, the God of Chaldea and of Palestine, etc.; Et idola Mgypti, that is 
to say, the divinized animals of Egypt, such as the Bull Apis, etc.

_ C * 1_ t _ ______  L.. ^ rr

devote to them religious worship can be found in this country as far back as 
remote antiquity, we should not be surprised to find occasionally something
relative to such ancient and general customs in the Orient, in the prac
tices of the first founders of the Jewish Nation, before the time when posi
tive laws formally forbade such customs among them. Abraham seems to 
mingle a completely holy action with the old superstitious customs of his 
land when, after his alliance with Abimelech, the King of Gerar, he has a 
sacred wood planted near Beersheba in Palestine in order to invoke there the 
name of Jehovah.' After having a mysterious dream, Jacob consecrated the 
stone he had used as a pillow during the night and poured oil on top of it, 
calling it Beth-el, which is to say, dwelling of God. It has been said that the 
baetylic stones of Paganism got their name from this consecration. But is it 
not much more probable that this name predates Jacob, since this custom is 
certainly more ancient than he, and before him Uranus had fabricated these 
baetyls or anointed stones in Phoenicia?* Abraham and Jacob did nothing 
more than to imitate a practice established before them, and observed for 
a long time after: they followed an old general custom in use then, in con
formity with the rustic simplicity of their era. The tme God was willing to 
adopt and to sanctify for Himself this simple worship, through a condescen
sion to which He often subsequently resorted, given the barely enlightened 
way of thinking of the people he had chosen. When He appeared later to 
Jacob in another dream. He said, "I am the God of Bethel, where thou didst 
anoint the stone, and make a vow to me."^ But Jacob's baetyl remained 
a tme Fetish venerated by the Canaanite peoples, who never raised their

*Ezek. Ch. 8. 
tGenes. XXI. 33. 
tSanchoniat. ibid. 
§Genes. XXXI. 13.
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thoughts higher than the stone itself: but the Hebrews abolished among 
themselves the traditional worship, calling it Beth-aven, dwelling of the 
lie, rather than Bethel, dwelling of God. The laws they received after their 
invasion of Canaan rigorously prescribed the abolition of this worship per
formed in the conquered land; this was the motivation for the total massacre 
of its inhabitants, just as it was later for the massacre of the Americans by 
the Spaniards. "Destroy all the inhabitants of that land," says the law, "beat 
down their pillars,- * neither shall you erect pillars, nor set up a remarkable 
stone in your land, to adore it;^ you shall have no image of any beast, any 
bird, any creeping creature, or any fish."*«‘ It is to the nonobservance of 
these Laws and to the unfortunate penchant on the part of the Hebrews to 
give in, either to Fetishism or to the Sabianism of the neighboring Nations, 
that the Holy Scriptures almost always attribute the misfortunes that bring 
down upon the Hebrews the wrath of the true God, whom they have so often 
neglected. The religious rite of rubbing baetyls stones with oil is found fre
quently and in all places,- it is mentioned more than once both by Homer and 
Strabo. It is true that some learned persons have argued that baetyls should 
be regarded not as anointed stones, but as animate stones-, but even if this 
were the case, and one were to understand this latter explanation as stones 
endowed with a living spirit rather than stones carved with human figures, 
how are we to reconcile this manner of translating the term both with what 
Jehovah says to Jacob in the passage cited above, I am the God of Bethel, 
where thou didst anoint the stone, and with what Arnobius says of his 
devout practices before his conversion.^ "As soon as I saw," says he, "some 
polished stone rubbed with oil, I went to kiss it, as if it contained some sort 
of divine virtue." This sort of ritual is worthy of this type of worship, and 
both correspond to the ignorance of the centuries when they were current. 
Rachel, the wife of Jacob, had such an attachment to the grotesque figurines, 
the Fetishes or Seraphim [or: Teraphim]‘“ that belonged to her father Laban 
the Syrian, that she stole them from him when she left,** and when ques
tioned on this subject, after having hidden them beneath her clothes, she 
did not hesitate to pretend to be indisposed so that she would not have to 
rise when her father arrived. Tacitus and Diodorus's false imputationtf'^

'Numbers XXXTTT 52... 
tLevit. XXVI. I... 

tDeuter. IV. 16.
§Arnob. adv. gent...
"Genes. XXXI...
ttTacit. Hist. v. Diodor. Fragm. Libr. 29. Joseph, adv. App.
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that the Hebrews had as a Fetish a wild ass, who helped them find a source 
of water in the desert, and that they had placed the head of this ridiculous 
God in their Sanctuary, comes not only from the idolatry of the golden Calf 
Fetish and the poorly understood figure of the two cherubim sculpted on 

Ithe ark, which were two winged calf-heads,*'^"* but also from the practice

•These figured sculptures on the lid of the Ark apparently had nothing more than an 
ornamental function, following the style of the time and the land; for we know that the 
Hebrews were forbidden by law, with the greatest severity, to have any representative or 
reUtive figures in their temple (Le Clerc's Notes on the Bible|. The word Cherubim means, it is 
believed, laboring animals and comes from the Chaldean word Charab, laborer. What Ezekie 
io;i4 calls facies Cherub, he calls in 1:10 facies bovis. See Calmet and the Authors he cites, 
Clement of Alexandria, Grotius, Spencer, etc.:

bj

The descriptions that the Scriptures give us of the Cherubim, although they differ one 
from another, agree in that they all represent a figure composed of several others, like 
a man, an ox, an eagle and a lion. Also in Exod. XVI.i, Moses calls the symbolic or 
hieroglyphic representations that were represented in embroidery on the veils of the 
Tabernacle works in the form of Cherubim. Such were the symbolic figures that the 
Egyptians put on the doors of their Temples as well as the images of most of their Gods, 
which ordinarily were nothing other than statues composed of men and animals.

Macrobius in Saturnalia, 1. 20. describes one of these in a curious manner.
Simulacra (Serapidisj signum tricipitis animantis adjungunt, quod exprimit medio 
eodemque maxima capite Leonis effigiem. Dextera parte canis exoritur, mansueta 
specie blandientis: pars vero Iseva cervicis rapacis lupse capite finitur: easque formas 
animalium draco coimectit volumine suo, capite redunte ad Dei dexteram, qua 

conspicitur monstrum fsicf
[(Yet the city gives evidence that it is really offering up that worship to the sun 

under Sarapis' name, when it sets a basket atop his head or joins to his image] the statue 
of a three-headed creature: its middle head-the largest-has the appearance of a lion, 
on the tight the head of a dog tears up, tame and fawning, and the left part of the neck 
ends in the head of a rapacious wolf. A serpent with its coils binds these figures together, 
while its head returns to the god’s right hand, which keeps the monster at bay).

These composite figures, which are quite common today in all of idolatrous Asia and especiaUy 
in TnHia are of a very great antiquity. According to Alexander Polyhistor, they could once be 
seen in the Temple of Belus, and he attributes their use to the fables delivered by Oannes (whom 
I believe to be an Indian Navigator who came by sea to Chaldea) about the form of the ancient 
world covered in water and darkness.

Animantia portentosa, et sub variis naturae speciebus et formis visu mirandis vitam ac 
hicem accepisse. Homines duabus pennis, alios quatuor, et geminis vultibus msigries: 
corpus quidem unum, capita vero duo, virile et fcemineum, et gemina pudenda, masculum 
et muliebre. Hominum aliorum, horum caprarum crura et cornua, illos equorum an- 

., 1 teriores, alios posteriores et hominum anteriores, quales sunt Hippocentaurorum formse, 
h/ih....so Tauros humanis capitibus ibidem nasci: canes caudis quadncorpores, et paste- 
rioribus partibus pisces: equis canum adjunita capita; homines etalia animantia caput et 
corpus equinum, piscium vero caudas habentia, nec non et varia varus quibuscumque 
formis deformia. His adjunge pisces, reptilia, serpentes, et aha plura animantia quasi 
mutatis ab invicem speciebus varietate conspicua, quorum imagines in templo Be 1
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of a worship of this type that was then universally widespread in the Ori
ent. * I will set aside many other fables of this same sort that were spread 
by misinformed Pagans about the Jews,- they can be seen in Tertullian, in 
Epiphanius, etc. It is easy to distinguish in the circumstances themselves 
of the event what was sacred and what was impious in the customs of this 
sort practiced among the Hebrews. For example, the bronze serpent erected 
on the order of Jehovah himself, whose sight was a protection against the 
bites of desert serpents, certainly had nothing in common with Fetishism; 
whereas the two calves of the ten tribes, one placed in Dan, and the other 
in Bethel, were signs both certain and scandalous. These two species of 
animal, the bull and the serpent, were more than others the ordinary ob
jects of worship. The first seems to have been more specific to Egypt, and 
the second to Syria.* Philo the Jew believes the former to be very ancient 
among the Amorrheans of Canaan,- and Philo of Byblos mentions a work 
by Pherecydes* on Phoenicia, where one could read, he said, very curious 
things about the serpent God Ophioneus, also known as Agathodaemon, and 
about the rite of the Ophionides, his worshippers. Indeed, the Seraphim that 
are so common in Syria are nothing other than Fetish serpents, as their name 
itself shows; Tsaraph, whence the Latin seipens}^^ The Assyrians, apart 
from their talismanic tops (of which we have already spoken) also tell the 
famous story of the highly revered serpent in the palace of their King, Evil- 

meiodach. I have already spoken of this.

appensx. Istis omnibus prxsidet mulier, cujus nomen Omoioca, Chaldaice inteipietatur 

Thalath, i.e. mare [sic],

[There was a time, (Oannes) says, in which all was darkness and water, and during 
this time, fantastic beings, having peculiar forms, came to life. Men were bom with 
two wings, and some with four wings, and two faces. And they had one body, but two 
heads, male and female, and double genitaha, male and female. And other men had 
the legs and horns of goats, others had the feet of horses, and others the hind parts of 
horses, and the foreparts of men, who were hippocentaurs in form. And bulls were born 
having the heads of men, and four-bodied dogs, having the tails of a fish from their hind 
parts, and dogheaded horses and humans and other creatures having heads and bodies 
of horses, but tails of fish, and other creatures having the forms of all kinds of wild an
imals. In addition to these were fish and reptiles and snakes and many other creatures, 
marvellous and having appearances differing one from the other, votive images of which 
are found in the temple of Bel. Over all these mled a woman by the name of Hormoroka; 
in Chaldaean it is Thalatth, but in Greek it is translated as "Thalassa," or "Selene" 
according to numerical value]. (Alex. Polyh. in Chaldaic. ap. Syncell. p. 29]
*Vid. Selden. de Diis Syris. p. 291. 
tin. Kings. 12. 29.
tPherecyd. apud Phil. Bibl. in Euseb. Bk. I.
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The Persians, or at least the common people, had as Fetishes fire and 
j^t trees. The first of these two worships remains there despite an over
whelming persecution that is perhaps too strict, since today fire is only a type 
of the Supreme Being among the Guebres [Guebres];*^’’ the second has not 
been abolished there at all. Chardin measured a tree in the King's gardens, 
in the southern part of Chiras, which was larger than four fathoms around. 
The inhabitants of Chiras, seeing that this tree is worn by age, believe it to 
be several centuries old, and worship there as in a sacred place. They tend 
to go pray in its shade,- they attach a sort of rosary, amulets and pieces of 
their clothing to its branches. The sick, or people sent on their behalf, come 
to bum incense there, offer small lighted candles and perform other such 
superstitions, in the hope of recovering health. Everywhere in Persia these 
old trees are devoutly revered by the people, who call them Diaet-fasch, 

i.e., excellent trees. One sees them quite covered with nails in order to at
tach pieces of clothing or other votive signs to them. The devout, especially 
people consecrated to the religious life, love to relax underneath them and 
to spend the night there; if they are to be believed, then resplendent lights 
appear there, which they judge to be the souls of the Aoulia (the Saints, the 
blessed) who performed their holy worship in the shadow of the divine trees. 
Those afflicted by long illness will go and devote themselves to these spirits, 
and if they recover later, they do not fail to proclaim a miracle.

The small river Sogd was once greatly venerated in the city of Samar
kand through which it flows. Priests were assigned to stay up all night along

it; as a reward, they enjoyed a tenth of the fruit that came from the stores 
situated on its banks.*'^’ The Persians also had very great respect for roost
ers.* A Guebre would rather die than cut the neck of this bird. Roosters 
were quite common in Media; Aristophanes called the bird Mede [Mede]. 
however, it seems that this respect should be attributed to the fact that the 
rooster's song marks time and announces the Sun's return, rather than to 
Fetishistic rites. I would believe that we should think the same of this an
cient people's respect for dogs, whose protection is strongly recommended 
by Zaradusht;'3° foj- aH of his legislation seems to be quite distant from Fe
tishism. The Persians owe it to him that they are much less given over to 
this simple-minded worship than any other nation; and even the little of

•Chardin. Voy. de Perse. 
tYakut Geograph. 
tHyde. Rel. Pers. Ch. I.
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it they have had manifests itself in better forms than elsewhere. It is not 
without a great appearance of truth that it has been said of them that since 
they do not think that the Divine can be represented by any figure made by 
human hands, they have chosen for its image the least imperfect of the 
primitive elements, like fire and water, preserved in all their purity. None
theless, despite the fact that it has been maintained with great verisimili
tude that fire was nothing more than the image of the Sun for this Sabianist 
nation, and despite the efforts made by Doctor Hyde in his excellent work 
in order to prove that the Sun itself was nothing other than the type of the 
supreme Being, to whom alone worship was rendered, the Persians do have 
direct expressions that tend toward Fetishism in the rites they practice in 
honor of fire. These are quite significant; I will only cite one of them; when 
they approach the fire with deep respect and offer it wood, they say to it, 
JtOp AemtoTa, 8a0ie [pur despota, esthiej: heie. Lord fire, Among the In
dians, in the midst of a Religion whose dogma is also of an entirely different 
sort, nothing is revered more than the cow, the horse and the river Ganges: 
but they also have their own Fetish stones, quite similar to the great God
dess of Pessinus'33 Aglibel of Emesa.

After having seen this sort of belief so well established in the Orient, 
even among the civilized peoples, where the arts and Philosophy flourished 
and whose first centuries of barbarism are almost absent from history, will 
we truly be surprised to find it in Greece, whose history we know all the 
way back to childhood? We ought not to harbor any other idea about the 
savage Pelasgians who lived there up until the time when it was discovered 
and populated by the Oriental Navigators, than we do about the Brazilians 
or the Algonquin. They wandered in the woods without knowledge and 
without civilization, having nothing other than caves for dwellings and 
roots and wild fruits for food; for, it even seems that they were not very 
engaged in raising flocks. Their Divinities were springs, copper cauldrons, 
or the great oaks of Dodona, the most ancient oracle of Greece, whose 
permission it was necessary to have in order to adopt the other Divinities 
that were brought by foreign colonies. But among these, first preference 
was given to Fetish Gods, especially baetylic stones, of which there were 
probably already a good number in the land, independent of certain divine 
pebbles that the ancient inhabitants of Lacedemonia drew out of the Eu- 
rotas river, and which, if one is prepared to believe them, at the sound of 
a trumpet rose up of their own accord from the bottom of the river to the

*Dinon ap. Cl. Alex, in protrepsic.
tMaxim. Tyr. Oral...
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lurface of the water. The Venus of Paphos, depicted on a medallion of 
Caracalla,**®* was a boundary stone or white pyramid; Juno of Argos,**^* 
Apollo of Delphi, Bacchus of Thebes, were all sorts of cippus,^^^ the Orean 
Diana of the island Euboea,an unworked piece of wood; the Thespian 
Juno of Cythera, a tree trunk; that of Samos, a simple board, like the Latona 
[Leto] of Delos; the Diana of Caria, a wooden cylinder; Pallas of Athens and 
Ceres, a rough-hewn stake, sine effigie ludis pains et infoime lignum} 

Once again, here we must make use of the names that were only later given 
to these objects. For Herodotus** agrees that the Divinities of the ancient 
Greeks had no personal names and that those that were later given to the 
Gods came from Egypt. Eusebius^^ even goes so far as to say that before the 
time of Cadmus in Greece they did not know what Gods were. The Phry
gians' Matuta** (here I cite a people who are not oriental, but a colony of Eu
ropeans who left the confines of Thrace and Macedonia), this great Goddess 
brought to Rome with so much respect and ceremony, was a black stone 
with irregular angles. It was said that it fell from the Heavens in Pessinus, 
just as it was told that the stone worshipped in Abydos came from the Sun. 
Although it is quite extraordinary, there is nothing in this circumstance of

this same phenomenon have often been seen. Matuta the great mother of the 
Gods was probably a pyrite, like those that fell from the Heavens six years 
ago,§§ almost in my presence, in Bresse, during very calm weather: the Sky 
was without clouds and the wind from the North light, but all of a sudden 
there was a singular whistling noise in the air, which made everyone come 
out to find whence it originated—it could be heard three or four leagues 
away. Two or three peasants immediately brought me a few of these stones, 
which had been collected at a distance of more than 1,500 toises''^ from 
one another: there were some bigger than two fists, all irregular, blackish, 
studded with bright spots and very heavy for their volume. It must be re
marked that this was in a low-lying area, quite far away from the large 
mountains where one might suspect some unknown volcano. Such an event

•Plutarch, de Fluv. 
tErizzo Numismat.tPhoronid, ap. Clem. Alex. Strom. I. Samos in Deliac. Bk. 5. ap. Athen. I. 14- ^thlius ap. 

Amob. Bk. 6.
§Tertull. adv. gent. Viss. Vos. de Idol. IX. 5.
"Herodot. Bk. 131. IV. 60. 
ttEuseb. Praepar. II. i. 
ttAmob. ibid.
§§On the 16* of September 1753-
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must have been rather marvelous for savage people, and is no less admi
rable, although in a different sense, in the view of Physicists. Should we 
therefore be so astonished if, given the disposition of minds at that time, 
it contributed to their placing the supposed stones of thunder among the 
number of Fetishes? And if certain singular meteors, like those that we call 
wills-o'-the-wisp,**'*' were sometimes also regarded as such? Still within 
this same region of Asia, in the Troad, Helenus the son of Priam, one of the 
famous diviners of antiquity, carried with him his favorite Fetish—namely, 
a mineral stone^'*^ marked by certain natural bands. When he consulted it, 
it would make a little sound similar, it was said, to an infant in swaddling; 
but perhaps indeed more like the murmur that is heard when one holds a 
shell to one's ear. "The simulacrum of Hercules in his Temple of Hyettus in 
Boeotia," says Pausanias, "is not a sculpted figure, but a rough stone in the 
antique style. The God Cupid of the Thespians, whose image is extremely 
ancient, is also none other than a raw stone,- also, in a very old Temple of 
the Graces in Orchomenus, they only worship stones that they say fell from 
the Heavens during the time of King Eteocles. Among our first ancestors, 
stones received divine honors."*‘« Elsewhere he says, "having seen, near 
Corinth, near the altar of Isthmian Neptune, two very rude and artless rep
resentations, one of beneficent Jupiter that is a pyramid, the other of Diana 
Patroa, which is a hewn column.''^*'''' What has since been called Diana of 
Ephesus was first a vine stock according to Pliny, or according to others, an 
elm trunk placed there by the Amazons. Concerning worshipped animals, 
Greece was no less bizarre in its choice than Egypt or Nigritia, if we can 
judge from the rat of Apollo Smintheus***'*^ (the rat was worshipped among 
the Hamaxitans of the Troad), from the grasshopper of Hercules Cornopion, 
and the flies of the Gods Myagrian, Myode, Apomyen, etc.++ But when, a 
few centuries later, the Theosynodia, that is the Theology of the Council of 
Gods, had prevailed in Greece, where this dogma seems more marked than 
anywhere else, the old predilection for Fetish spring.^ and trees still filled 
the land with Nymphs and Dryads, true Manitous of the waters and the 
trees, local Divinities subordinate to the superior Gods, whose names were 
applied to baetyl stones, which seemed to always have occupied the first

*Damasc. ap. Phot. ibid. 
tOrph. de lapidib. 
tPausan. Bk. DC. p. 577. 
§Ibid. Bk. n. Ch. 9. 
*'j£lian. animal. XII. 5. 
t+Selden. p. 228.
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/rank. Pausanias also continues, informing us that although statues were 
erected to the Gods, the rough stones that were named for them nonethe
less retained possession of the old respect due to their antiquity, "to such 
an extent, he says, that the most rude are the most respectable, as they are
considered the most ancient."*"*

I would say, and in this I am repeating Herodotus, that Greece later gave 
the names of foreign Gods to its old baetyls, that the stones and other ani
mal Fetishes represented nothing, and that they were divine through their 
own divinity [divines de leur propre divinitej. For I cannot be of the opinion 
that they were statues as such, erected to the Gods of Greece in a time when 
they did not know how to make them any better and when art, still in its 
rough state, lacked the skill that would have been needed to give them a 
form closer to that of the human figure. Is it not indeed too much an abuse 
of terms to claim that pyramidal, conical or square stones are failed statues? 
And if trees and lakes were Fetishes for the Greeks, as they are for savages, 
why would stones not also be such, for the latter as well as the former? 
What is more, the rough stones of ancient Greece could not have been, back 
then for the natives, those celestial Divinities whose names they later bore,

. since these Gods were then unknown there; they all came later from the 
f; Orient, as their proper names indicate clearly enough (even if one did not 

know this otherwise): Benoth (Venus); A Belen (Apollo); faoh-Pater (Jupiter); 
Baal-Kan (Vulcan); Isch-Caleb (Aesculapius); Aph-esta (Hephaestus); Ait- 

Themist or Ait-Tham-est (Artemis); Mans (Mars); etc. Nor is it any truer 
f that these Gods were known in Greece before the arrival of foreign popu

lations, than it is true that they were born there, as the Greeks were also 
inclined to say. Rather, following Herodotus's remark, the date that they 
gave for the birth of each of them denotes when they received their worship: 
similarly, the place of their birth is probably an indication of where they 

j’, were first accepted. We will see elsewhere how these same Gods names 
^ were also subsequently adapted to the stars, when the Theosynodia had pre- 
^ vailed over Sabianism; and this will be a confirmation of the way that I 
f think this change was made here. The fact that these same names were also 
>' given later to the ancient Fetish animals becomes a general explanatory key 

for so many of the Gods' metamorphoses into animals: it would be difficult 
to find a simpler method, and its application is so appreciable that it is not 
necessary to enter into any greater detail on this subject. It is through a 
similar mixture of Fetishism and the Polytheism that, strictly speaking, 
followed it, that there can be found among the Pagans certain quadrupeds, 

*■ birds, fish, plants or herbs that were more particularly consecrated to cer- 
* tain Gods of Paganism who had taken their place and became, so to speak.
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identified with them in some way in the hearts and the worship of mortals. 
What is today habitually joined to the image of the Divinities is a represen
tation of things that were once primary; indeed, they are only secondary in 
the order of date. A good formal proof of this passage from type to antitype 
and of the conservation of the character of ancient Fetishism in idolatry 
itself, can be seen in what Justin recounts concerning javelins, which were 
divinized and then joined in memory with the ancient worship of statues of 
Gods. I will cite his own words below.

The Religion of the first Romans was formed on a completely different 
basis from that of the Greeks. The former, whose character was as serious 
and sensible as the imagination of the latter was abundant and light, linked 
together directly the names and ideas of both their Gods and their worship 
to the cares of public government, and to the needs of the different ages of 
humanity and the ordinary course of civil life. The high opinion that this 
proud people conceived of itself from its very birth is manifest even in its 
Religion. Subsequently it came to seem as if the Heavens and the Gods had 
been made solely for the Republic and for each of its citizens. Everything is 
related to the growth or the legislation of the former, and to the preservation 
of the latter. There was victory, Bellona, the Roman fortune and the Genius 
of the Roman people, Rome itself: there was a crowd of Divinities, and they 
spared neither their number, nor the attention appropriate to each function 
from the education of children to marriages, childbirth, the cultivation of 
land and the internal economy of the household. Thus we see among them 
much fewer indications than elsewhere of the sort of worship that is the mark 
of a great puerility of mind. However, like others, they sometimes paid trib
ute to ignorance through Fetishism, from which almost no nation has been 
able to exempt itself in its childhood. Two poles assembled under a cross
beam, which later became known as Castor and Pollux, constituted one of 
their Divinities. It is quite remarkable that the Chinese, from their very first 
centuries, had a similar form of Divinity. One reads in the extracts given by 
Mr. des Hautes-Rayes of one of their most ancient books, that "Hiene-Yuene, 

in the ninth qi, joined together two pieces of wood, one standing straight 
up, and the other across above, in order to honor the Very-High and it is for 
this reason that it is called HienB-Yusne-, the crossbeam is named Hiens, 

and the one that stands up straight, Yuene."^*^ One cannot help but be as
tonished that two such distant nations and centuries should converge upon 
such a similar idea. The Romans' crossbeam was an imitation of the Sabines' 
God, which was formed from a transversal pike supported by two other pikes 
planted straight up outdoors; this was called by its own name, Quirinus the 

Pikeman, as the people were also called Quirites, i.e., the Pikemen.
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Quod Hasta Quiiis priscis est dicta Sabinis.*'^*^

According to Varro,^‘“’ the Roman God Mars was a javelin: "Still during 
this time," writes Justin,*^“ speaking of the foundation of Rome, "instead 
of a Diadem the Kings wore a javelin as a mark of sovereignty. For from the 
earliest times, antiquity worshiped javelins instead of the immortal Gods; 
and it is in memory of this ancient Religion that today the statues of the 
Gods have lances." The Faun and the Woodpecker of the Latin Kings; Rom
ulus's augury birds; Numa's ancile [buckler] shield; Tullus Hostilius's So- 
totium tigillum;'^^ the nail hammered into the post during plague time; the 
sacred chickens and the fears they inspired when they refused to eat the 
food offered; opinions about auspicious or inauspicious animals; the thunder 
stones fallen from the Heavens that Pliny talks about,§ which were invoked 
to obtain fortunate success in military enterprises—all of these things seem 
to be so many marks of the same belief. I could also rank in this same class 
an ancient stone that can be seen in Rome at the foot of Mount Palatine 
on the side opposite the Tiber, which is called Bocca di veritd [mouth of 
truth] because according to tradition it was once venerated and delivered 
oracles. It is a round stone in the form of a Fetish, pierced in the middle by 
a rather rough-hewn oval hole. But I will not insist very much on this con
jecture, since it is only founded on a popular tradition that is perhaps not 
worthy of faith. Among worshipped rocks, there were a few that Physicists 
call Hysteioliihs**^^^ upon which nature, in forming them, imprinted a 
sort of figure of a mouth or female genitals. A modern scholar remarks that 
the famous Baetyl called the mother of the Gods was of this latter sort: it 
might have been a petrified imprint of the shell, Concha Venezis [Venus's 
shell]; and the name, mother of the Gods, could have also come from this 
figure related to reproduction. The same Author also observes that several 
of these stones were Astzoites [or Asteria (star) stones], or something simi
lar, whose surface is naturally decorated with certain figures, lines, seams, 
or letter forms, which were inspected in order to predict the future. They 
were inserted into walls, whence they would deliver their oracles to those 
who came to look at them. Here again, there is nothing more similar to 
those sparkling stones and strips of metal that decorated the Teraphim, or 
that were mounted into the walls of temples.

*Ovid. Fast. Bk. V. 
tAp. Amob. 
tjustin. XLin. 3.
§Plin. XXXVn. 9.
* 'See Falconet. Mem. de I'Acad. Vol. IX.
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In Germany, the ancient Saxons had as Fetishes thick bushy trees, sources 
of gushing water, a small boat, and a stone column they called hminsul. 

They had a method of divination that somewhat resembled the Negroes' 
Tokke and the arrows of Babylon: it consisted of diverse pieces of a tree 
branch cut up into several parts of different shapes, which were thrown 
pell-mell into a white robe*‘“ and formed as a result of this shuffling a pre
diction about the success of public enterprises. The Celts regarded oak trees 
as divine objects; likewise, mistletoe was very sacred to them,^’^'* and its 
ceremonies have still not been abolished in a few towns of upper Germany; 
[other such objects are] hollow trees,**^® through which they had their flocks 
pass in order to bring good fortune to the livestock; simple tree trunks that, 
according to the description of them given by Lucan,^ are similar to the 
present Divinities of the Lapps: simulacraque msesta Deoium Aite carent, 

cszsisque extant informia tmncis-/^‘^ the sinkholes of the marshes, or the 
rushing waters into which they would precipitate the horses and clothing 
captured from the enemy, and where the Hermunduri, a German nation,** 
precipitated the prisoners of war themselves,- the lakes where they would 
throw the most precious part of their booty as an offering,like that in 
Toulouse, where the Tectosages had sunk so much solid gold and silver. We 
learn from Gregory of Tours**'^* that in the Cevermes, the village people 
assembled every year close to a mountain in the Gevaudin, on the shores 
of Lake Helanus, where they would throw clothing, linen, sheets, sheep 
fleece, wax, bread, cheese, or other useful things from their households, 
each according to their devotion or their ability. Worship among the Gauls 
was a mixture like in so many other nations. Although they had Divinities 
that one could call celestial, such as Taran, Belen, etc., and even heroes and 
demigods, such as Hercules Aghem or Ogmius, i.e., the foreign merchant 

(this was a Phoenician), they also had objects of terrestrial worship. They 
deified towns, mountains, forests, and rivers.sS'S9 Bibracte, Pennine, Ar- 
denne, and Yonne are names of their Divinities, which can be found in an
cient inscriptions. The Temple that Augustus had erected for the Northwest

'Tacit. Mor. German.
tHist. Angl. Vol. XHI. p. 366.
tv. Martin Rel. des Gaul. Vol. 1. p. 71.
§Lucan. Phars. Bk. 3.
* 'Tacit. Annal. XV.
t+A. Gell. m. 9.
ttGreg. Tiir, Conf, Glor. Ch. 2.
§§Le Boeuf Dissert. & Bouquet Praefat. ad. Coll. Histor. p. 38.
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3Vind {Circius]*'^^ during his stay in the land of the Gauls is good proof that 
the nation that this Prince wished to please considered it a God.^'*' "They 
worship trees, stones, and arms." Nihil habent Dmides, writes Pliny, visco 
et arbore in qua gignitur, si modo sit robur, sacratius. Jam per se roboram 

eligunt lucos, nec ulla sacra sine ea fronde conficiunO^^ The same author 
describes, in a curious manner, how they managed to obtain the Serpent s 
egg, in a sort of animal consecration of the nature of the Bezoar, the virtue of 
which they praised as a means of gaining closer access to Princes, and win
ning trials.'^ He recounts^ the ceremonies they used to collect the Selago 

(Sabine) and Samohis}^ These last points concern talismans and medicine, 
whose practice is ordinarily an act of Religion among savage peoples. The 
new mores brought by the Franks during the conquest of the land were 
nothing too different from these customs.** "Their Divinities," as Gregory 
of Tours again testifies, "were the elements, the woods, bodies of water, 
birds, and beasts.Even when the Gauls were Christians, the Bishops 
were obligated to forbid them from going to springs and to trees in order to 
use phylacteries.** Another one of the Celtic Divinities was an unsheathed 
sword**; this custom is like that of Scythia, where they worshipped a scimi
tar, and such a form of worship is natural to Savages, for whom war is al
most the unique occupation. On this subject the Romans, who reported
everything about their own rites, were happy to remark that the Gauls wor
shipped the God Mars; similarly, they also claimed that Dis or Pluto was 
the first ancestor of the Celtic race;§§ Ab Dite patre se prognatos predicant, 

since the word Tit, which in the Celtic language is simply a translation of 
the Latin word Pater, is the same as the word Dis, the name that the Ro
mans gave to Pluto, their God of the Underworld. They had such a strong 
habit, like the Greeks, of removing the true names of foreign Divinities in 
order to cloak them in those of their own Gods, that it seems as if it never 
occurred to them that the Gods of one land were not those of another. Thus 
they disfigure everything they teach us about foreign Religions, and confuse 
all of the objects, insofar as they find a resemblance between the names or

'Senec. Quaest. Nat. V. 17. 
tMem. de TAcad. Vol. XXIV. p. 359. 
tPlin. XVI. 44.
§Plin. XXK. 3. XXIV. ii.
"Idem Hist. n. 10, 
ttMartin op, cit. 
ttClem. Alexandr.
§§Caesar. Bell. Gall. Bk. I.
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the functions of barbarian Divinities and their own; this is not difficult to 
find, since everywhere Religions correspond to the desires and needs of men 
From this point of view, they must resemble each other. But how is it pos
sible that local and fantastic Divinities, which each people forms in its own 
manner, could be identically the same in one land and another?

The great oaks were such important places of worship [adoration] for 
the Celts that the name of this tree, Kirk, or according to the Latin pronun
ciation, Quercus, became the word used to signify Temple or Church in 
the languages derived from Celtic or old German. "Such were," Pliny says 
on this subject, "the ancient temples of the Gods: and even today in the 
country, where the simplicity of mores preserves ancient rites, fine trees 
are consecrated to them. Worship [adoration] is no purer in the interior of 
buildings enriched with gold and ornamented with ivory statues than it is 
in the middle of the woods and in the bosom of silence. Each species of tree 
still retains its ancient consecration to one of the Gods; such is the oak, 
consecrated to Jupiter, the laurel tree to Apollo, the poplar to Hercules, the 
myrtle to Venus, the olive tree to Minerva. Pliny could have added, 
"and what the Gods are today, trees themselves once were." Maximus de 
Tyr’ informs us of this very eloquently, saying that "the Gauls had no other 
statue of Jupiter than a great oak."‘«« Nonetheless, let us not forget to add 
that a few of their religious ceremonies were related to more sane ideas of 
Divinity [a de plus saines idees de la Divinitej. Pliny says this in proper 
terms about the ceremony of the sacred mistletoe: Precantes ut suum do
num Deus prosperum facial his quibus dederit [sic].‘« But despite this, rea
sonable minds will always have difficulty agreeing that so many constant 
practices might be reconciled with the opinion of a few scholars, who, while 
recognizing the facts, wish only to relate them to a better view of things 
and conclude that the Gauls had nevertheless only the intellectual Religion 
of a single God. But this notion in its purity is nowhere to be found among 
savages, even among those who, like the Gauls and some of the Americans, 
believe that the soul does not die with the body and that after its separation 
it goes to inhabit the land of souls.*‘^<> On the basis of quite simple facts

•Plin. xn. i. 
tMaxim. Tyr. Oral. 38.
tLet me be permitted on this occasion to express, in a few words, my sentiments about an 

miportant pomt of the Gauls' religion, about which learned men are divided. In their opinion 
about the state of souls after death, do they admit the dogma of metempsychosis like certain 
Orientals? Or do they believe that they go to inhabit either the land of souls, like the Savages 
of Canada believe, or a warrior Court, something more or less like the Court of Odin, Uke the 
Northern Savages of Europe believe? For it is quite agreed that in admitting the immortality
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of the soul. Savages nonetheless have no idea of its spirituality: such is their thoughtlessness, 
fiom everything that has been reported about the Gauls' funeral rites, which are completely 
like those of Savages, it seems clear to me that they hold the latter of these two opinions, 
although the authors cited below, who had no idea of either the land of souls nor the Court 
of Odin, but knew very well the dogma of Metempsychosis, have formally concluded from 
what they tell that the Gauls were of the first persuasion. The ancient writers, lacking 
knowledge, found no more apparent conformity and they reasoned consequently: but their 
own reports make their error easy to correct today. "For," writes Diodorus, Bk. 5. p. 306, "the 
belief of Pythagoras prevails among them, that the souls of men are immortal and that after 
a prescribed number of years they commence upon a new life, the soul entering into another 
body. Consequently, we ate told, at the funerals of their dead some cast letters upon the pyre 
which they have written to their deceased kinsmen, as if the dead would be able to read these 
letters." "As I leave their walls," says Valerius Maximus, II. 6. 10., "an old custom of the Gauls 
confronts me. Tradition has it that they were wont to make loans to be repaid in the underworld, 
because they were persuaded that the souls of men are immortal. I should call them fools, were 
it not that they held the same conviction in their breeches as Pythagoras in his cloak." "The 
cardinal doctrine which they seek to teach," says Cxsar VI. r4 and 19,

is that souls do not die, but after death pass from one to another; and this belief, as the 
fear of death is thereby cast aside, they hold to be the greatest incentive to valor [ . . . ] 
Their funerals, considering the civilization of Gaul, are magnificent and expensive. They 

i cast into the fire everything, even Uving creatures, which they believe to have been 
dear to the departed during life, and but a short time before the present age, only a gener
ation since, slaves and dependents known to have been beloved by their lords used to be 
burnt with them at the conclusion of the funeral formalities.

"We know one of their dogmas," writes Mela, III.2., "which is that in order to make men more 
valiant, the Druids taught them that souls are immortal, and that there is another life with the 
Manes. This is why, when they burn or bury the dead, the supply them with things necessary 
for the use of the living; they would even sometimes defer business accounts and the payment 
of debts until the next life. Some have been seen who would throw themselves upon their 
relatives' \parents] or friends' pyres in order to continue to live with them."

Us pensent que des corps les ombres divisies 
Ne vont pas s’enfermer dans les champs Elisees,
Et ne connoissent point ces lieux infortun^s,
Qu’d d’iternelles nuits le del a condamnes.
De son corps languissant une dme separde 
S’en va renaitre ailleurs en une autre contrde:
EUe change de vie au lieu de la laisser,
Et ne finit ses jours que pour les commencer.
De ces peoples du Nord agreable imposture!
La frayeur de la mort, des frayeurs la plus dure,
N'a jamais fait palir ces fieres nations,
Qui trouvent leur bonheur dans leurs iUusions.
De Id nalt dans leurs coeurs cette brillante envie 
D'affronter une mort qui donne une autre vie,
De braver les pirils, de chercher les combats,
Ou Von se voit renaitre au milieu du trepas.
Trans, from Lucan. Bk. I.

[Latin:
Solis nosse deos et caeU numina vobis 
Aut solis nescire datum, nemora aha remotis



lOO ON THE WORSHIP OF FETISH GODS

and much less distorted reasoning, the very same Pliny exclaims about the 
Gauls profound veneration for very small objects: Tanta gentium in rebus 
fiivolis plerumque religio

THIRD SECTION: EXAMINATION OF THE CAUSES 
TO WHICH FETISHISM IS ATTRIBUTED

So many facts, whether similar or of the same type, establish with the great
est clarity that the Religion of today's African Negroes and other barbarians 
is such as was once that of the ancient peoples. Furthermore, we have seen 
that this direct worship, rendered without figuration to animal and vege
table productions, has reigned in every century and in every part of the world.

Incolitis lucis; vobis auctoiibus umbrae 

Non tacitas Erebi sedes Ditisque profundi 

Pallida regna petunt: regit idem spiritus arms 

Orbe alio: longae, canitis si cognita, vitae 

Mors media est. Certe populi, quos despicit Arctos,

Felices errore suo, quos die timorum 

Maximus baud urguet, leti metus. Inde ruendi 

In ferrum mens prona viris animaeque capaces 

Mortis, et ignavum rediturae parcere vitae.

English:
To them alone is granted knowledge—or ignorance, it may be—of gods and celestial 
powers; they dwell in deep forests with sequestered groves; they teach that the soul does 
not descend to the silent land of Erebus and the sunless realm of Dis below, but that the 
same breath still governs the limbs in a different scene. If their tale be tme, death is but 
a point in the midst of continuous life. Truly the nations on whom the Pole star looks 
down are happily deceived; for they are free from that king of terrors, the feat of death. 
This gives the warrior his eagerness to rush upon the steel, his courage to face death, and 
his conviction that it is cowardly to be careful of a life that wiU come back to him again.]

D. Bouquet rightly observes that such practices exclude, rather than admit, the dogma of 
Metempsychosis. Indeed, how could they be allied with a transmigration of souls, which requires 
that they return to infancy in the bodies of all sorts of animals and men of varied states? On 
the contrary, taking the precaution of bringing along one's friends, slaves, arms, horses, clothes, 
and other things necessary to human customs, making sure to carry letters for those who have 
already left, and aUotting for the payment of borrowed money, all agree marvelously well with 
the idea that everyone will live again together in another land just as they have lived, and be 
engaged in the same affairs. The Celts were a half-savage people. It is natural to Hnd among them 
the same background of thought as among several other savages, and rather close to that of the 
Northern warrior nations, whose beliefs are contained in the Edda and their ancient poetry and 
which seem on this point to be shared in common with barbarian Europe: indeed, talking about 
this topic in general, Lucan uses the expression, popuU quos despicit Arctos ["the nations on 
whom the Pole star looks down"). Apart from this, there are a good many other things in the 
mythology of the Edda whose traces reappear as far away as among the Pelasgians and in barbaric 
Greece^ where Oriental ideas intersected with European ones.

ON THE WORSHIP OF FETISH GODS lOI

It is enough to have established this fact with a great quantity of evidence. 
We are not obliged to give a reason for a thing where there is none,- and 
it would, I think, be rather useless to search for one other than the fear 
and madness [folie] to which the human mind is susceptible, as well as the 
ease with which, in such dispositions, it gives birth to superstitions of all 
sorts. Fetishism belongs to the type of things that are so absurd that one 
could say that they do not even provide any purchase to the reasoning that 
would combat them. It would be even more difficult to put forward plau
sible causes for such an insane Doctrine. But the impossibility of mitigating 
it from a reasonable point of view does nothing to dimmish the certainty of 
the fact, and it would assuredly be pushing historical Pyrrhonism‘S^ beyond 
any bounds to wish to deny the reality of this simple and direct worship m 
Egypt and among the Negroes. These peoples might have either come up 
with these absurdities independently, or communicated them to each other. 
The proximity of Africa and Egypt makes the latter possibility very likely; 
either the Blacks could have received them from the Egyptians, or the latter 
from the former: for we know that Egypt borrowed a part of its most ancient 
customs from Ethiopia. But on the other hand, when we see that men m 
such distant centuries and climates, who had nothing in common apart 
from their ignorance and their barbarism, have had similar practices, it is 
even more natural to conclude that man is made in such a way that if he is 
left in his raw and savage natural state, not yet formed by any reflective idea 
or imitation, primitive mores are the same as practices in Egypt as well as 
in the Antilles, in Persia as well as in Wales. Everywhere we see the same 
mechanism of ideas, from which that of actions follows. If one is surprised 
by this particular point, which indeed seems quite strange, and if one is 
surprised to see Fetishism spread widely among all of the rude peoples [les 
peoples grossiers] of the universe in all times and places, to explain this 
phenomenon, it is only necessary to attribute it to its own cause, which has 
already been mentioned above: namely, the constant conformity of savage 
man to his own nature. With his heart perpetually subject to fear and his 
soul ceaselessly avid for expectations, he gives free reign to the disorder of 
his ideas and undertakes a thousand senseless actions, his mind, without 
culture and reasoning, is incapable of perceiving how little relation there 
is between certain causes and the effects he expects from them. Since we 
are not surprised to see children who do not raise their minds above their 
dolls, believing them to be animated and interacting with them in keeping 
with this belief, why would we be surprised to see peoples, who constantly 
spend their lives in a perpetual childhood and who are never older than 
four years old, reason without any sense and act as they reason? Minds of
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this cast are the most common, even in enlightened centuries and amo 
civilized nations. Indeed, this sort of unreasonable practice does not decli^ 
m a country in the same proportion that reason progresses, especially when 
they are consecrated by inveterate habit and pious credulity. Their antin 
uity preserves them among a part of the population, even as another pan 

nds them ridiculous,- they can be combined with other dominant forms of 
worship and new dogmas received at a later time, as it happened in Egypt 
In a word, it is with Fetishism as it is with magic, about which Pliny re’ 
marks that it was naturally adopted by nations who took nothing else from 
each other: Adeo ista tota mundo consensere, quanquam discoidi sihi et 

ignoto. Moreover, I do not see why one should be so surprised that certain 
peoples have divinized animals, when one is much less surprised that thev 
have divinized men. This surprise and the difference in judgment that goes 
along with It seem to me to be an effect of pride and self-esteem, which act 
without us noticing. For despite the high preeminence of the nature of man 
over that of animals, at bottom there is as much distance from one as there 
IS from the other to reach divine nature: that is, it is equally impossible to 
attain Since a man can no more become a Divinity than can a lion, the na
tion that claims the former is just as unreasonable in its thinking as that 
which claims the latter. However, it presents no difficulty to admit that 
ve^ civilized, learned and spiritual nations, such as the Greeks, the Romans 
and even the Egyptians, deified and worshipped mortal men,- at the same 
time, one can argue that it would contradict the proper estimation that one 
ought to have of Egyptian wisdom, which is indeed deserved in many re
spects, to say that this people purely and simply deified and worshipped an
imals. But from my point of view, all of these sorts of idolatry are equally 
unreasonable; and what I find the most strange is that these nations that are 
so widely praised, and so worthy of it in many respects, figured that they 
had the power to confer divinity and to elevate mortal beings to the rank of 
Gods. This is nonetheless what once occurred among so many spiritual and 
philosophical nations who held to the practice of apotheoses.

The modern scholars who have treated this matter have agreed upon 
the facts, but denied the consequences. They have not conceded that 
the worship rendered to animals was a direct form of worship, nor that each 
sacred animal was seen as something other than as a symbol of the Divin- 
ity it represented, and to which it was dedicated; although they make no 

1 ficulty of admitting that the common man, who was blind like every-

Vid. Voss, de Idol. Bk. 3. &. 4. &. Banier. Mythol. Bk. VI. Ch. 4.
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B re else and whose way of thinking should nowhere define dogma, went 

Lther than the surface and the visible object. According to their opin- 

^ n Egyptianism started out as a pure and intellectual Religion. But men,

' g little suited to abstract and mental forms of worship, and suscepti- 
I Ue to being moved by the objects that affect their senses, first took the stars 

visible types of the invisible Divinity, and soon were worshipping them 
fr themselves; lor it is hardly possible to deny that the worship dedicated to 

the stars was a direct worship. Next, they extended this typical representa
tion to natural, terrestrial objects both animate and inanimate, in a word, to 
every production of fertile nature. A small number of wise persons did not 
lose sight of the formerly established relation, and rendered homage to the 
supreme Being as the author of all Beings; whereas Religion, having been 
intellectual, became little by little material for the rest of the people. This is 
what the progress of Paganism must have been according to these scholars. 
But it seems to me that this way of reasoning inverts the natural order of
things. Let me explain myself on this point.

It is commonly said that all peoples once had the true ideas of an intel
lectual Religion, which they later completely disfigured through vulgar su
perstitions, and that there is not a nation on earth that does not agree upon 
the universal idea of the existence of God. These two propositions are quite 
true in the sense in which they ought to be taken and I will soon explain 
them in such a way as to prove them solidly; but I dare say that they do not 
conform very well to the truth, in the way in which they are commonly 
put forward. They have no need of support from rather inconclusive rea
sons and it would contradict them to wish to support them by arguments 
that are contrary to the nature of things and disproved by facts. The error 
in this respect comes, it seems to me, from considering man here as he 
first appears from the hands of his Creator in a state of reason and well 
instructed through divine goodness; instead, one must consider the human 
species only after its almost total destruction and deserved pumshnient, 
which overturned the earth's surface and everywhere, except in one place, 
abolished acquired knowledge, thus producing a new order of things. Of the 
three Heads of the generations that repopulated the earth raised up from 
under the waters, only the family of one of them preserved the knowledge 
of the primordial worship and sound ideas of Divinity. The posterity of the 
two others, which was more numerous and widespread than that of the first, 
lost what little still remained of knowledge through their distance and dis
persion into thousands of small, isolated colonies in regions that were un
cultivated and covered with woods. What else could their descendants be, 
reduced necessarily by an ungrateful land to concerning themselves only
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with the pressing concerns of animal need? Everything was forgotten, every
thing became unknown. This new state of such a great part of the human 
race, which had its necessary cause in a unique event, is a state of infancy 
and a savage state from which several nations have little by little emerged, 
and which so many others have yet to leave, unless quite imperfectly. We 
see and we read that some of them are still practically at the first step,- that 
others have educated themselves by means of their industry and their own 
experience; that others have acquired more through others' examples,- that 
finally, others have attained the true point of civilization, of reason and of 
the development of the mind. But we see at the same time the successive 
pattern of these latter's progress, and that just as one must first be of a lowly 
age before becoming a mature man, they have had their centuries of child
hood before those of reason. Almost everywhere where we can go back to 
the first traditions of a civilized people, they are shown to be savage or bar
barous: and if there is a people whose traditions might be too distant for us 
to reach them, is it not in conformity with the principles of good sense and 
analogy to presume them to be such as we see them elsewhere? Can we not 
suppose the same successive progress in development, to which one people 
might have arrived earlier than another? Finally, can we not judge of un
known things from those we know? Why would the Egyptians of the race of 
Ham be more privileged in this regard, despite their acquired wisdom, than 
the Pelasgians who became Greeks, the Aborigines who became Romans, 
the Celts and the Germans who became French, and the Scythians who 
became Turks and Persians? Most nations belong to this common order of 
things if we consider them only after the renewal of the world, after it had 
been drowned beneath the waters by celestial wrath. It was a new era for 
the human species, where man ought not to be seen as being in that state of 
perfection from which he primordially came out of the hands of his Creator, 
but rather should be considered as being in that state of ignorance and in
fancy of mind in which we today find the small nations who live isolated in 
the deserts, just as the largest part of the human species once lived.

Now, taking up the matter from this revolutionary point, as it seems 
to me reasonable to do and as I have been careful to signal in advance, let 
us return to the two propositions above in order to examine then accord
ing to the ordinary progress of the human mind. The first, which is that all 
peoples started out having proper notions of an intellectual Religion and 
that they then corrupted through stupid idolatries; this first proposition, 
in the order of things that it supposes, is, I maintain, in no way in confor
mity with the natural progress of human ideas, which is to progress from 
the objects of the senses to abstract knowledge and to go from near to far
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acing back from the creature to the Creator and not descending from the 
Creator, whom he does not see, to the nature he has before his eyes. A pro
found Philosopher who, after having said, I think, theiefoie I am, elevates 
himself suddenly from this one idea to the knowledge of spirituality and 
the conviction of the existence of one immaterial God and first cause, had 
already put behind him thousands and thousands of ideas, which he used 
to cross this immense interval in a single bound.'^^ But those who would 
attribute to Savages the mind of Plato or Descartes, could they truly be 
judicious critics? Many peoples have been seen, after having only had very 
material beliefs, to elevate themselves little by little through instruction or 
reflection to a better form of worship. But just as it is unheard of that a na
tion, after having lived in cities and enjoyed the advantages of good food and 
a civilized form of society, would begin to wander in the woods and feed on 
acorns, unless an event were to overturn the very surface of the earth, so is 
it without example that minds would become blind after being clear-sighted 
and go from a sublime to a brutish feeling, and that a nation gifted with a 
healthy and intellectual way of thinking in this matter, would fall into that 
excess of stupidity with which almost all of them can be reproached.The 
usual sequence that occurs among an educated people is that the more they 
become subtle in their beliefs, discourse on dogma, and expand and subdi
vide the objects of worship, the more their Religion degenerates into child
ish minutiae among a portion of the population; another faction, even more 
inappropriately, abandons it entirely; whereas wise men preserve in its pu
rity whatever Religion has that is good and true, without falling into either 
excess and without confusing the foundation of a respectable set of beliefs 
with the foreign and burdensome trappings that serve as a pretext for too lib
erated minds to reject the whole.

As for the second proposition concerning the universal idea of God, in 
truth it must be just as rare to find peoples who have no belief in some 
superior being who must be addressed in order to obtain what one wishes, 
as it would be difficult to find men exempt from all feelings of fear, hope 
or desire. The idea of Divinity, according to a missionary* well instructed 
in American customs, makes itself felt in us by everything that proves our 
weakness. Our dependency, our impotence, our dissoluteness, and our evils, 
joined with the feeling of a natural rectitude, all help us to elevate ourselves 
above ourselves and to look outside of us for a master who is not subject 
to our misery. Thus, although there are some extremely brutish peoples in

•Laffiteau. Moeurs des Amer. Vol. I.
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whom no spark of Religion can be seen, Savage Nations most commonly de
vote worship to certain beings superior to men and from whom they expect 
good or fear evil. But is there nothing in their way of thinking that corre
sponds to an idea of God approaching what one ought to have? To claim that 
it is enough to use the same terms in order to have the same ideas in mind 
is to give to expressions a strength they do not possess in abstract matters. 
Among the Savages, the words God or Spirit do not at all mean what they 
mean among us. In reasoning about their way of thinking, one must, as we 
have already remarked, carefully avoid attributing our ideas to them because 
these ideas are presently attached to the same words that they used, and 
not lend to them our principles and our reasoning. In general, it can be said 
that in the vernacular language of common Paganism, the word God means 
nothing other than a being having power over human nature; either it is 
believed to have always been such, or they imagine that it has acquired this 
degree of authority. It is not, according to idolaters, necessary to have al
ways been, nor to be of an independent nature, in order to be God: in a word, 
they have no clear principle on this point, nor any consequential reasoning 
from which one might draw a satisfying conclusion. But a proof of the ex
istence of God that is much more obvious and solid than the universality 
of suffrages, in whose number there are so many that do not deserve to be 
counted, is the unanimous agreement of intelligent men and enlightened 
nations: we see that everywhere that this set of beliefs is the sound fruit of 
good reasoning, conviction increases, the worship becomes purer, just as in 
the progress of human reason it develops, becomes stronger, and reaches its 
highest point. In the end we are obliged to admit what the facts prove: the 
more a people is deprived of common sense, the less they know of Divinity,- 
the more they acquire rightness of mind, the earlier they come to know this 
important truth. In this way, after centuries of infancy and barbarism, each 
people that has arrived at its maturity has adopted a more reasonable way 
of thinking on this all-important point, and the common accord to which 
reasoning has led the civilized nations has formed a moral certainty for the 
human species, to which revelation has joined a physical certainty for those 
who have been favored with it. The religious beliefs of Savages and Pagans 
are therefore purely human opinions, whose principle and explanation must 
be sought in the very affections of humanity, where they are not difficult to 
find, the feelings of men that have produced them can be reduced to four, 
that is, fear, wonder, gratitude and reasoning. Each of these has had its ef
fect on peoples in accordance with how near or how far they are from their 
infancy and how more or less enlightened of mind they are; but since the 
greatest number of them lack enlightenment, the impression made by the
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first two of these four motives, one of which produced Fetishism and the 
other Sabianism, is also the most ancient and widespread.

The most widespread; for the soundest principles of a few Philosophers 
and a few good minds, or the reasonable doctrine of a privileged nation, 
accovmt for only a small quantity of the total. The most ancient, this is 
understood, as I have already often explained, to mean since the rebirth of 
the world and since the human species was reduced by its punishment to a 
ymall number of isolated and dispersed families on the earth's surface, and 
fell into the darkness of ignorance, forgetting its Creator.

Let us observe, from this point on, the clear account of all these nations' 
profane history.'^^ The further we go back, the more we find the human 

“ species plunged in blindness. The most ancient memory of these peoples 
always presents polytheism to us as the common and accepted system ev
erywhere.*^® The four corners of the world all testify equally to this same 
fact and taken together, give the most complete proof possible in such a 
case. Errors about religious belief develop alongside the ignorance of all use
ful and decent things, in which man finds himself lost once again. We see 
that the primitive arts were lost, that acquired knowledge remained buried 
beneath the waters, and that almost everywhere, there is nothing but a pure 

• state of barbarism—the natural consequences of so general and violent a 
revolution.*” If despite this one wishes to maintain that at this same time, 
before the use of writing and before the recovery of the arts and sciences, 
these same nations that we see to be Pagans, according to their own mem
ories, followed the principles of a pure and intellectual Religion (that is 
to say, that while they were ignorant and barbarous, they discovered the 
truth, which they then abandoned for error as soon as they became educated 
and civilized), would this not amount to advancing a proposition contrary 
not only to reason, but also experience? *®‘* The Savage Nations of Asia, 
Africa and America are all idolatrous. There has not yet been found a sin
gle exception to this rule. So that if one were to suppose a traveler trans
ported to an unknown land where he finds educated and civilized nations, 
which is the most favorable case, nonetheless no one would dare to assume 
before verifying the facts, that the Religion there truly is pure and intel
lectual as it is among us; whereas if the people were savage and barbarous, 
one could predict in advance that they would be idolatrous, without fear of 
being wrong.*®*

It is certain, following the known progress of human thought when de
prived of the aid of revelation, that the vulgar, ignorant man started out with 
a few small and common notions of a superior power before extending his 
ideas to that of the perfect being who gave order and form to all of nature.
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It would be more sensible to imagine that man built palaces before building 
huts and that he studied Geometry before Agriculture, than to maintain 
that he conceived of Divinity as a pure spirit filling the entire universe with 
its immensity before conceiving of it as a great power of the same sort as 
human power, hut endowed with a totally superior and unlimited strength; 
as having desires and passions like those of man, and limbs and organs like 
himself.'®^ The human mind raises itself hy degrees from the inferior to 
the superior; it forms an idea of the perfect from abstractions drawn from 
the imperfect; it slowly separates the noblest part of a being from the most 
vulgar; increasing and strengthening the idea it has thus formed, it trans
poses it onto Divinity. Nothing can disturb this natural progress of thought, 
unless an argument as apparent as it is invincible and a fact as obvious as 
it is incontestable, supplement the strengths that the human mind could 
not have found in itself and lead it at once to the pure principles of The
ism, thus making it cross in a single step the immense interval between 
divine nature and human nature. Indeed, God's goodness led the first man 

to this point in a clear manner, by manifesting itself to him at the very mo
ment of creation; thus did He reveal Himself directly and Himself give the 
laws of worship to the chosen race. Further, this necessity of a revelation, 
which clearly instructs man of what he would have had too much difficulty 
discovering without the help of divine goodness, is one of the principal ar
guments that is used to prove its incontestable certainty.*®'' Nonetheless, 
this is not to say that the apparent argument of which I spoke cannot at 
length be drawn from the external order of the universe, when one comes 
to examine it with reflection: but the manner in which traditions show 
us things have happened does not induce us to believe that this reflection 
could have greatly influenced most peoples when they formed their first 
religious notion. The cause of a completely familiar object attracts neither 
attention nor curiosity. However surprising and extraordinary these objects 
are in themselves, the vulgar, rustic and ignorant man lets them pass with
out any examination or questioning. Those who have written hypothetical 
Romances, where they have been pleased to depict a man alone and aban
doned from infancy on some deserted island, who by observing the course 
of nature comes up himself with the most subtle physical and metaphysical 
questions, is able to resolve them reasonably and draw from his reasoning 
the conclusion of a wise doctrine on all these points; these people, I say, 
were in a state of perfection of mind that allowed them to construct such 
hypotheses, upon which they were quite decided in advance; they found 
themselves furnished with acquired knowledge, which operated in them 
even when they tried to disguise this same operation from themselves.**®
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'But a poor and needy Savage, such as we see the most ancient men known 
: by each nation to be, is pulled by so many needs and passions that he hardly 
'pauses to reflect on beauty, nor on the consequences of the order that reigns 
fin nature; nor does he undertake profound studies of the first cause of the 
■effects that he is accustomed to see from his childhood on. On the contrary,

I the more uniform and regular this order is, the more perfect it is, the more it 
; has for that reason become familiar: the less he is struck by it, the less he is 
[prompted to examine and probe it. It is the irregularity apparent in nature, it 
; is some monstrous or harmful event, which excites his curiosity and seems 
fa wonder to him.*®* Such a novelty alarms him and makes him tremble: 
such an ability to harm excites in him terror and everything that follows 
from it. Thus do we see that in their prayers. Savages more often address 

: nefarious genii than those to whom they owe the habitual benefits proeured 
ifor them by the ordinary and regular course of nature.*®^ A thing as it ought 
Ito be, an animal that is well constituted in its members and its organs, is 
;for the Savage an ordinary sight, which excites in him neither feeling nor 
^ devotion. Such an animal was produced thus by its father, and this father by 

lother.*®® Yet a bit further, and his curiosity remains satisfied: as soon as 
pbjeets are set at a eertain distance, he loses sight of them. Do not imagine 

at he entangles himself in the question of knowing who produced the first 
limal, even less whence the general system and fabrication of the universe 
□me, nor that he will wish to torment his mind for something so distant, 

0f so little interest to his needs, and so far beyond the limits of his capacity. 
Perhaps the less than correct consideration of the ordinary course of 

atural rbings might have been able to lead a savage people to polytheism, 
id lead them to suppose that the world is governed by several independent 
id not entirely absolute powers. A keen eye combined with profound ob- 

pservations is necessary to perceive the connection that, linking the causes 
land effects of all things one to another, shows that they emanate from one 
iprineiple and a single power: instead, less attentive eyes are easily struck by 
|the apparent contrariety that is found among daily events; by how storms 
iestroy the productions of the fertile earth, how illnesses ruin the good con
stitution of the human body, how success varies from good to bad in a war 

Jyhetween two nations or in a particular quarrel between two enemies. If one 
I thinks that all of these things are directed by higher powers, an untrained 

; blind will easily conclude that these powers or these principles are different 
and that each has its own separate design and functions. From there one will 
easily come to believe that there is a particular Divinity for each element, 

I each nation, and each principal function of human life, and that the battle 
between these different powers is the immediate cause of such variety in
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events. Since these powers are conceived of as similar to human powers, if 
It is a question of influencing them in one's favor, one will employ the same 
means that are used to influence men, to procure their favors or to bring an 
end to their hatred; and these means will flrst be put to use according to 
the motivations that most quickly and most forcefully move humanity 
Now, these motivations are certainly not speculative curiosity nor the pure 
love of truth, which are motives too refined for rustic minds and too general 
for narrow heads. Man's ordinary passions bring him much quicker to this 
point: either fear or hope, in a word, any uneasiness about what is the object 
of his needs; or man's natural desire to outdo another man in whatever man
ner possible. Moved by thoughts that originate in his internal affections, he 
then begins to glance with a fearful curiosity at the course of future causes 
and to reason well or badly about the principle of the diverse and contrary 
events of human life.""’ While these passions hold him suspended in the 
anxiety given to him by the uncertainty of future events that he can neither 
know nor control, his imagination works to form an idea of certain powers 
higher than his own and capable of doing what he cannot, since they them
selves know and control the causes whose effects he has no power to deter
mine. The natural penchant of man to conceive of beings similar to himself 
IS well known, as is that to suppose that the qualities he feels in himself 
exist m external things. He voluntarily and without reflection assigns good
ness and malice even to the inanimate causes that please or harm him The 
habit of personifying either such physical beings, or all sorts of moral beings, 
IS a metaphor natural to man among both civilized and savage nations. And 
although the latter, no more than the former, do not always really imagine 
that these physical beings, whether good or bad to men, are in fact endowed 
with affection and feelings, this use of metaphors nonetheless proves that 
there is a natural tendency in the human imagination to give figure to them 
thus. The Nymphs of the springs and the Dryads of the woods are not imagi
nary characters for everyone without exception: in every country, the com
mon ignorant man believes in good faith in the existence of Genii, Fair
ies, Pixies, Satyrs, Ghosts, etc. Is it therefore really so astonishing that this 
same common man, among ignorant and simple-minded peoples, came to 
flgure to himself that there were in certain material beings, the objects of 
his worship, a power, some sort of Genius, a Fetish, a Manitou?'^* And if, 
lifting his eyes up toward the luminous spheres that array the Heavens, he 
with even better reason imagined that the stars were animated by Genii? 
And if, prompted by fear to suppose invisible powers and led by his senses 
to focus his attention on visible objects, he has combined two opposed and 
simultaneous operations, in attaching invisible power to the visible object.
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ithout distinguishing in the coarse fabric of his reasoning the material 
iject from the intelligent power he supposed within it, as it would have 

jen less unreasonable to do?'®^ And if, finally, he has lent to this intelli- 
ient power the same affections of love, hate, anger, jealousy, vengeance, 
Lty, etc., by which he himself is moved? This way of thinking, once it is 
Accepted for certain objects, is easily generalized and extended to many oth- 
l^s, especially in circumstances where chance, that is to say, unexpected ac- 
kdents, has a great influence; for it is then that superstition holds a greater 
Iway over minds. Coriolanus said that Gods especially influence matters 
bf war, where events are more uncertain than elsewhere.*’® Our old French 
ucestors gave over decisions about doubtful trials to a method of judgment 
Eat has much in common with the Savages' way of thinking; they very 
mappropriately called them the judgments of God. A famous foreign writer, 
feom whom I borrow a part of these reflections, remarks that sailors, who 
Ire of all men the least capable of serious meditation, are at the same time 
Ee most superstitious.**"* It is the same with gamblers, who readily imag- 
me that good or bad fortune cleverly attaches itself to a hundred small and 
irivolous circumstances, which keep them in a state of imeasiness. Before 
States were governed by a good body of laws and a methodical and combined 
^Government, the lack of foresight and of good order gave much more power 
I__ 1 j__;__ it- tiio liar) ainrp- rViiis since accidents are
^knore common in savage Governments and centuries, the superstition that 
Irises from the fear of accidents could not fail also to have more power in 
*hem and to multiply the invisible Powers that were believed to be mas- 
iters, disposing of the luck or misfortune of each individual. Since in this 
jiway of thinking it is natural to believe that such powers are limited to cer- 
(tain effects, however superhuman, it then becomes natural to multiply the 
inumber of these powers so that they correspond to the extreme variety of 
'events and suffice to explain so many effects, of which they are reckoned 
rthe causes. Hence there arise so many local Divinities, or those suited to 
' certain small and particular needs, and so many amulets, talismans, and 
diverse Fetishes.*’® Each country or each large physical effect required its 
own general Divinity, and specific ones were required for each person, and 

■ even for every petty desire of each person, and especially in order to protect 
him from every inauspicious accident that he might have reason to fear. For 
sad affections turn much more quickly to superstitions than pleasant ones. 
The latter fill the soul with the joy they inspire, giving it a certain gay viva
ciousness in which it hardly bothers to pay mind to anything other than its 
present pleasure. Besides, man eagerly receives the good that comes to him 
as if it were a thing that were owed him: but misfortune alarms him and
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throws him into a search for the source whence the evil might have come 
and for the means of diverting it. The stronger the fear and melancholy, the 
more they multiply the objects of terror and the more they lead men to at
tribute them to a great number of nefarious causes, which must be appeased 
through subservience.This is a fact that is verified by experience among 
the Savages: we know that they address themselves much more often to 
their Fetishes to divert them from doing evil to them than they do in order 
to give thanks for benefits received. Indeed, in all religions, the afflictions 
that occur to each person are used with much advantage to bring him back 
to feelings of true piety.

A second cause can be added to that which I have just exposed and it has 
without a doubt contributed much to propagating the false belief of which 
it is question here. Since desire and fear are uncertain and fluctuating feel
ings, they attach themselves very easily to the first support they encounter, 
without looking to see if it is sturdy. Such a disposition of mind, which 
increases fear and scruples, gives free reign to deceitful people when they 
find some advantage, to turn it to profit for their own interest. In this re
spect, men, however barbarous, are no less sly nor eager to profit from oth
ers' credulity. It is thus that Conjurers operate among the Savages, persuad- 
ing them that the little instruments they possess are endowed with a living 
spirit capable of determining the effects of their wishes. There is no doubt 
that from the first moment when the mad imagination of Fetishism started 
to take hold among the ignorant Nations, these Conjurers did their best to 
extend a system of credulity based on this first scheme, so compatible with 
their personal interest; and they must have found it very easy to succeed. 
Trickery thus played its part, as in the oracles of Paganism, and joined with 
the weakness and madness of humanity to give deeper roots to an opinion 
that, as absurd as it is, nonetheless had its first source in the background of 
the general affections of human nature.

But, one will ask, how could it be that such a crude form of worship 
would last for so long among the Savages themselves? What is more, how 
could it have endured in Egypt and the civilized Orient? Or, since there is no 
contesting the facts, is it not possible, in some believable manner, to credit 
this particular nation with more reasonable ideas on this point?

The first point is not difficult to address, when it is a question of barba
rous peoples among whom mores do not change; two thousand years bring 
no alternation in customs and when they are asked for the reason behind 
their practices, one obtains no other response than: this has been done for
ever, their fathers acted this way, and their children will do the same. We 
know that they live in an insensible state that comes from apathy, which
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originates in the small number of their ideas, which themselves do not ex
tend past their present needs: they know nothing, and have no desire to 
know. They spend their lives without thinking and grow old without leav
ing infancy, conserving all of its defects. In order to change the mores of a 
nation, a superior genius is needed, such as ten centuries produce one on the 
entire earth, and which furthermore emerges in favorable circumstances: 
these two requirements are almost impossible to fulfill among the Barbar
ians; the other way is through the slow operations of example, imitation 
being the ordinary guide of human actions. But among them new examples 
have only the slightest power to prevail over old customs. A Caribbean who 
receives some instruction from a Christian* responds to him coldly: "My 

; friend, you are quite subtle; I would like to know how to speak as well as 
you do; but if we were to do what you say, our neighbors would mock us.

■ You say that in continuing this way, we will go to Hell: but since our fathers 
are there, we are no more worthy than them, and can very well go there 
too."'’^ Habit thus preserves traditions, regardless of what they are, for an 
infinite time among people who act only through custom without reflecting 

' if the principle of the custom is correct in some way, indeed, without even 
worrying about it. It will maintain them even a long time after they have 
been able to adopt better ones as well; here is a second remark that must be 
made relative to the Egyptians, which is no less founded than the first. Let 
us develop it at more length.

According to the principles I have proposed, and which ought never to 
be separated from the restriction I have joined to them, principles that ex
perience and faithful tradition verify as often as is possible, there is almost 
no nation that was not savage in its first origin and did not begin in this 
state of childhood and unreason. Thus the Egyptians started there, like the 
others: they even came rather late, if it is true, as Herodotus says, that their 

, land is a gift of the Nile. However, hardly any traditions remain there from 
the time prior to when we see them already emerged from the barbarism in 
which the other Africans, their neighbors, are still immersed; and on this 
point one might judge it incredible that the Egyptian nation, which is so 
civilized and among whom one can moreover find notions of Divinity that 
are more correct than among many others, could have given credit to a sort 
of superstition as simple-minded as that of the Negroes. But all the supposi
tions one might wish to make cannot destroy such a well-established fact. 
One would have to refute the unanimous testimony of antiquity, or concede

'Hist, des Colon. Angl.
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that the Egyptians worshipped dogs, cats, lizards and onions, and that they 
had, in relation to rites, a respect for their Divinities as great as the Negroes 
have for their Fetishes. The content of the Mosaic Laws shows us how old 
the worship of animals was in Egypt. History proves to us that although one 
of the Nations was infinitely more civilized than the other, it was no less 
absurd in its worship. Civilization does not exclude superstition. We are not 
ignorant of the fact that there are peoples who are otherwise very spiritual, 
but have in this regard strange opinions. Did not the Auguries established 
among the Romans in the era of Rome's childhood continue to subsist in the 
best years of the Republic? Even the most qualified, most educated and most 
spiritual people gravely carried out their functions, although they them
selves admitted that they had a hard time seeing themselves without laugh
ing. What age is more celebrated and enlightened than that of Augustus? 
What man was more spiritual and better educated than this Emperor? None
theless, when after the loss of his fleet, he wanted to punish Neptune and 
take revenge against this God, this is an obvious sign that he saw him in 
good faith as a real Divinity, and as a willful cause of his disaster. But at 
the same time, what madness for a man to imagine that he could punish a 
God! And how ridiculous to propose such a plan, when one truly believes in 
his divinity! Where can we find stronger evidence that there is nothing so 
unreasonable that cannot at times find its home in the mind of a wise man?

No one disagrees that when it is a question of the religious traditions 
of the Pagan peoples, it shows neither correct reasoning, nor knowledge of 
men, to conclude that just because a thing is absurd, that the facts are not 
true; and similarly, to dispute that among a nation where such an opinion 
was ancient and accepted, it had currency only among the people, and that 
it was rejected by all sensible people. Even if the latter did not take it seri
ously in the depths of their heart, would they not have professed to follow 
public belief on the outside? But independent of this, many among them 
doubtless believed in good faith: and it has been rightly observed that just 
as there is no precept so rigorous that it has not been followed by people 
entirely given over to the pleasures of the senses, so there is no dogmatic 
opinion so lacking in foundation that it is not embraced by some people 
with otherwise excellent minds. What is more, one cannot deny that the 
Egyptians were naturally inclined to excessive superstition and that their 
Philosophy was on many points, rather simple-minded and poorly reasoned. 
Those who have such a high idea of it will have some difficulty maintain
ing it in favor of a doctrine that, in the time of Diodorus, taught that the silt 
of the marshes had produced man and the animals completely formed [tout
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organises); that it is because man has his origins in this humid place that 
he has smooth and well-joined skin; that as a certain proof of this means of 
forming animals, one would see every day in the Thebaid half-formed mice, 
with only part of an animal's body, and the rest pure silt.*‘»* That famous 
Egyptian Philosophy, which made a man from a clod of earth, could very

'Diodorus, Bk.i., in the same place where he notes that the Egyptians claimed that the 
human race stai^ted with them, describes in detail their system explaining the Hrst formation of 

men.
[When in the beginning, as their account runs, the universe was being formed, both 
heaven and earth were indistinguishable in appearance, since their elements were 
intermingled: then, when their bodies separated from one another, the universe took 
on in all its parts the ordered form in which it is now seen;] the air set up a continual 
motion, [and the fiery element in it gathered into the highest regions, since anything of 
such a nature moves upward by reason of its lightness (and it is for this reason that the 
sun and the multitude of other stars became involved in the universal whirl]; while] all 
that was mudlike and thick and contained an admixture of moisture sank because of 
its weight into one place; and as this continually turned about upon itself and became 
compressed, out of the wet it formed the sea, and out of what was firmer, the land, 
which was [Uke potter's clay and] entirely soft. But as the sun's fire shone upon the 
land, it first of all became firm, and then, since its surface was in a ferment because 
of the warmth, portions of the wet swelled up in masses in many places, and in these 
pustules covered with delicate membranes made their appearance. Such a phenomenon 
can be seen even yet in swamps and marshy places whenever, the ground having become 
cold, the air suddenly and without any gradual change becomes intensely warm. And 
while the wet was being impregnated with life by reason of the warmth in the manner 
described, by night the living things forthwith received their nourishment from the mist 
that fell from the enveloping air, and by day were made sohd by the intense heat; and 
finally, when the embryos had attained their full development and the membranes had 
been thoroughly heated and broken open, there was produced every form of animal life.
Of these, such as had partaken of the most warmth set off to the higher regions, having 
become winged, and such as retained an earthy consistency came to be numbered in the 
class of creeping things and of the other land animals, while those whose composition 
partook the most of the wet element gathered into the region most congenial to them,

' receiving the name of water animals. And since the earth constantly grew more solid 
through the action of the sun's fire and of the winds, it was finally no longer able to 
generate any of the larger animals, but each kind of living creatures was now begotten 
by breeding with one another ... As proof that animal life appeared first of all in their 
land they would offer the fact that even at the present day the soil of the Thebaid at 
certain times generates [rats] in such numbers and of such size as to astonish all who 
have witnessed the phenomenon; for some of them are fully formed as far as the breast 
and front feet and are able to move, while the rest of the body is unformed, the clod of 
earth still retaining its natural character. And from this fact it is manifest that, when the 
world was first taking shape, the land of Egypt could better than any other have been the 
place where mankind came into being because of the well-tempered nature of its soil; for 
even at the present time, while the soil of no other country generates any such things, in 
it alone certain living creatures may be seen coming into being in a marvelous fashion.
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well have made a Divinity from a quadruped. I don't allege this in order to 
denigrate it completely. Certainly the Egyptians were wise in many things, 
and well versed in the knowledge of many arts. But who does not know 
how much nonsense men have in their minds,* *”’ and how much difficulty 
they have in overcoming their false ideas when they are deeply rooted by 
longstanding habit? Let us observe what happens among the Moors of Af
rica, who are Arab in origin and among whom the Mahometan Religion 
has brought the knowledge of a sole God. Despite the Mahometanism that 
they profess, the use of Fetishes is no less generally widespread nor less 
consecrated by their Marabou Priests: they give the name Grigris to their 
Fetishes. The new Religion has produced no other effect than making them 
see them as subaltern powers and as protective talismans against all sorts of 
evils or unfortunate occurrences. Each Grigris has its own domain: indeed 
the Moors have so many of them that they are often covered with them 
from head to toe: among them Fetishes have gained in number what they 
have lost in strength. It is fairly certain that the Eg)iptians also wore their 
talismanic Fetishes. One finds very ancient Mummies who have on their 
stomach a gold plate, which hangs from a necklace of the same metal, en
graved with the figure of a beast. Pietro della Valle^ saw some of these in the 
tombs near Cairo.

This fable of the rats was still at the end of the last century among those questions about 
the natural history of Egypt that a scholar proposed to investigate: that is, whether in the 
countryside there were found frogs and mice that were half earth and half animal. To which 
the Dragoman of Cairo responded that no one had ever seen or heard of such a thing. Jomn. des 
Sfav. July. 1685.

*A man of vast erudition, a member of one of the most illustrious literary Societies, did 
not hesitate, in a work that was expressly examined and approved by its members, to ex^iress 
himself in terms much stronger than those we have used here. "In truth," writes the Abbey 
Fourmont [Reflex, sm rhist. des anciens peuples, Bk. n. Sect. 4),

however one attempts to defend the Egyptians, it would not advance their favor very 
much: one must still admit that despite their high reputation for wisdom, in this regard 
they fell into the most odious excesses. Let no one dare to excuse them here on the 
pretext of their Rulers' policies. It is said that in their plans to divide up efficiently all 
of the nomes of Egypt, they estabhshed aU of these different forms of worship in them. 
One might graciously assert that their views on this subject were similar to those of 
Jeroboam: they might perhaps have been the model. But to speak simply and without 
embellishment, one must nonetheless return to this: the Egyptians were [and if they had 
thought a bit, must have believed themselves to be] a very extravagant people. One does 
not apotheosize onions and asparagus without some madness. What, furthermore, are 
we to think of bird, fish, snake and crocodile Cods?

A bit further on he says clearly that, "in this regard the Egyptians reasoned no better than the 
Samoyeds and the Savages of America." 

tPietr. della Vail. Lett. XI.
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From these two factual observations, one, that the ancient peoples 
;ere savage and simple-minded like the Blacks and Caribbeans are; and the 
ther, that the objects of their worship were the same as among these latter, 
je resulting consequence is certain: their Religion and their way of think- 
ig in this regard were the same among one people and the other, the same 

— Egypt once in the past as they are today in Nigritia. However absurd and 
simple-minded this Fetishism is, one ought not to believe that it must have 
tbeen abolished in Egypt in the same measure and as quickly as the minds 
-af the population became more refined. Matters related to religious worship 
remain still as sacred things long after their futility has been recognized 
and continue at least among the lower orders of society, who comprise the 
largest portion of a nation and who are always, as is well known, very at- 
:tached to its old customs, especially in religion. It is thus that one ought 
to understand what Synesius says: "The Priests of Egypt know very well 
low to manipulate the people by means of falcon beaks and ibises sculpted 

.on the front of temples, while they withdraw into Sanctuaries in order to 
Shide from everyone's sight, celebrating mysteries before the globes that they 
have carefully covered with machines that they call xcopaoripia. They take 
care to cover up these globes so that the people will not be shocked and 
disdain what would appear simple: striking and surprising objects are neces
sary in order to amuse them, otherwise one gets nowhere with them: that is 
the nature of the people."

Despite the perfection attained by mores and the Arts in Egypt, each 
Egyptian city remained no less attached to the old and particular Fetish that 
it had chosen. It was only through dilapidation that such a simple-minded 
idolatry was finally extinguished, and that its traces were finally effaced by 
Christianity and Mahometanism, the two religions that are most suited to 
destroy others, both by the purity in which they maintain the precious be- 
hef in the unity of God, forbidding anything that suggests Polytheism, and 
by the spirit of intolerance that they owe to their mother faith of Judaism.

Let us however see in a few words if it is possible, without entirely 
abandoning correct reasoning, to give to this Egyptian practice some other 
foundation than the pure idiocy of the people: although the mockery that 
was made of them in other times shows well enough that they were not 
held in any higher regard then. What is more, if it were public knowledge 
that this worship had a reasonable foundation, in that the respect paid to 
the animal was not directly intended for it, but rather for the real Divinity

*Synes. in encom. Calvit.



Il8 ON THE WORSHIP OF FETISH GODS

of which it was no more than the figure, then why would the authors that 
spoke of it* have taken the precaution to warn in advance that what they 
were going to say was a thing outside of belief and a problem subject to 
many difficulties, 7tapd5o^ov to yivopevov Kui ^ti-njaeox; fi^iov [paradoxon to 
ginomenon kai zeteseos axion]:“ that the causes that one might give for 
these practices will appear quite doubtful and unsatisfying, jtoUf|v ditopiav 
TtapExovtai toT? Tdq alxia? tohtoiv ^titoOoiv [pollen aporian parechontai tois tas 
aitias touton zetousin]:^'® that the Priests are careful to maintain a deep 
silence on this sort of question; that what the nation does know about it 
comes m great part from fables and the simplicity of early times Tfji; dpxaiicfj(; 
dTtXoTiiTo?? [tes archaikes haplotetos].«« Why is it that Plutarch, who is so 
eager to find mystery here and who does every thing he can to seek out, 
for each detail, all of the least imaginable and most nonsensical allegories, 
even about the different colors of Isis's dress and the different resins that 
were burned in her temple; why, then, would he be obliged to admit that 
the Egyptians, in taking animals for Gods, have made themselves ridicu
lous in the eyes of everyone and have made of their ceremonies an object 
of derision? Why would Cicero+”s maintain that the Egyptians are more 
determined in their belief in the divinity of animals than the Roman is in 
his own beliefs, even when entering into the holiest temple? Why would 
Plutarch and Diodorus, on the same point, relate so many different systems 
of explanation that bear no relation to each other, and are even mutually 
exclusive, so that they end up accusing each other of falsity? After all, as 
soon as only the lower classes, which are always and everywhere ignorant 
and credulous, took the objects of superstition literally, as soon as all the 
sensible people of the nation considered these different objects as only sym
bolic of the Divinity, the meaning they gave to them became fixed, public, 
known to everyone, and not subject to dispute and uncertainty. Since the 
Priests of Egypt, who were such secretive people, had a satisfying response 
to give to the general reproach made of their nation, far from keeping si
lent, they would have had better reason than anyone to explain themselves 
openly. But when one has nothing good to say, that is the case in which to 
let on that one is keeping a secret, to put on an air of mystery, and to explain 
oneself only halfway and to very few people. We see that Herodotus, who 
had conversed extensively with the Priests, is very reserved when it is a 
question of speaking about the motivations of Egyptian worship. Although 
he makes some effort to present it in a more reasonable form by leading us

* Diodor.
tCic. Nat. D. Bk. I.
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believe that each animal was consecrated to a God, which might well 
3ve been true during his time, we can easily see that he does not want to 
e explicit about everything that he knows. He says,* "The Egyptians are 
scessively superstitious about divine things. Wild and domestic animals 

sacred there. If I wanted to give the reason for this, I would have to 
enter indelicately into a discourse of Religion, of which I avoid speaking 
as much as possible, and of which, as one can see, I have only spoken inso
far as I have been compelled by necessity, and only in passing, because of 
•my subject matter.Elsewhere, in discussing a certain sacrificial rite, in 
which they immolated swine, "the Egyptians," he says,* "have an account 
'of the reason why they sacrifice swine at this festival, yet abominate them 
at others; I know it, but it is not fitting that I should relate it."“^ Earlier, 
after having said that the Mendesians respect he-goats, because the God Pan 
is represented with the head of a she-goat and the feet of a he-goat, he adds, 
"not that he is deemed to be in truth such, or unlike to other gods,- but why 
iey so present him I have no wish to say."“® This reticence has nothing 
o do with obscenity; for we know that Herodotus is not very restrained in 

this respect. In another place, where he tells the story of Hercules, he ends 
’by praying to the Gods and the Heroes to look favorably on what he has 
said. In a word, it is easy to see that he only touches upon the matter of 

•Egyptian beliefs with scrupulous discretion; for in his writing, if he is not 
; chaste, he is nonetheless very devout. The writers that have followed him, 
Jsuch as Diodorus, Plutarch, Porphyry, lamblichus, etc., search with great 
curiosity for the fundamental motivations of this worship: and it is a thing 
worth remarking upon, that the more recent the author, the more he is in
clined toward mystical explanations, which from one century to the next 
have become more fashionable, in the measure that one has increasingly 
felt the need for Egyptianism to be palliated through allegories. Let us sum
marize as briefly as possible the different figured systems that have been 
proposed.

To start, I think that those who wish to support the honor of Egyptian 
beliefs* will be relieved that I do not put forward in their favor either the 
fable of Jupiter who only wished to be seen by Hercules after having skinned 
a sheep and enveloped himself in its skin (the reason why the ram was 
deified), or the metamorphosis of the Gods into beasts^ when the Giants

'Herodot. n. 65. 
tHerodot. II. 47. 
tHerod. II. 42.
§Ovid. Metam. Bk. 5.
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put them to flight. This fable would not suppose any less stupidity in the 
people who would adopt it than that for which we are trying to find a more 
sensible expression. If it was really accepted in Egypt, it shows us, through 
what Diodorus reports, what a strange and miserable opinion the Egyptians 
had of their Gods, of their multiplication and their power.

They say, namely, that the gods who came into existence in the begin
ning, being few in number and overpowered by the multitude and the 
lawlessness of earth-born men, took on the forms of certain animals, 
and in this way saved themselves from the savagery and violence of 
mankind; but afterward, when they had established their power over 
all thmgs in the universe, out of gratitude to the animals which had 
been responsible for their salvation at the outset, they made sacred those 
kinds whose form they had assumed, and instructed mankind to main
tain them in a costly fashion while living and to bury them at death.”®

Plutarch is right to protest on this subject that to dare to say that the fright
ened Gods fled to hide themselves in the bodies of dogs and storks is a 
monstrous fiction that surpasses the most brazen lies: and right after, he 
also rejects as unworthy of credit the belief in Metempsychosis, which was 
advanced as a cause for the respect given to animals. I also will not pause 
to refute the following fable. Typhon killed his brother Osiris, cut up the 
cadaver into twenty-six pieces and scattered them. Isis made war against 
him and took revenge for the murder of her spouse, and having mounted the 
Throne, sought out and found his scattered members. In order to give them 
a tomb that would be celebrated forever, she made twenty-six mummies, in 
each of which she put a piece of the body of Osiris; and having summoned 
each society of Priests individually, she secretly assured each of these soci
eties that she had chosen it in preference over the others to be the guardian 
of Osiris's entire body. She ordered each of them to choose whatever animal 
they wished, to which would be given the same respect as to Osiris during its 
life, and which would be buried after its death with the same honors. That 
is why each sacerdotal society prided itself on possessing alone the body of 
Osiris, fed a sacred animal in his memory, and renewed the God's funeral 
rites at the death of the animal. This tale was rather well invented to give a 
reason for the particular forms of worship of each land. But what plausible 
reasomng could one apply to a narration that is so visibly a fable in most of 
Its details? Besides, here it is not only a question of animals: indeed we have 
seen that inanimate beings were also objects of worship. Even if this fable 
were good enough for Egypt, it would explain nothing about the other places
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the Orient where Fetishism was embraced. The reasons for which it was 
^cepted in one country are not different from those that introduced it into 
other. It is said that in the past the Princes who succeeded Osiris* and 

:e Army Generals wore figures of animal heads on their helmets in order 
make themselves more prominent or more terrifying: because of this, 

ey were represented after their death by the figures that they had chosen 
r crests. Thus one of the principal officers of Osiris was represented by the 

e of a dog, Anubis." This solution is rather ingenious. One could also 
t forward in its favor the analogy it seems to have with the great number 

' Egyptian figures that one sees with a human form but with animal heads. 
Nonetheless, it supposes the following. First, that the public worship was 
Addressed only to the sculpted figure of an animal, or to some human statue 
-domed with this figure,- however, they addressed themselves to the living 

imal itself, just as the blacks, who walk around completely naked and 
ho do not have among them either officers of Osiris, or apotheoses, address 
•>eir worship to their Fetish. For it would be another absurdity to say that 
ecause an illustrious person was adorned with the trophy of some beast, 
at the veneration devoted to his or her memory has consecrated all of the 

'ving beasts of the same species. The lion's skin worn by Flercules did not 
eify the living species of lions in Greece: besides, it seems doubtful to me 

that the Egyptian captains ever wore onions as crests on their helmets; yet 
this was one of the Gods of Egypt. In the same vein, Pliny writes:* "In Egypt 
people swear by garlic and onions as deities in taking an oath."^>'> The above 
argument also supposes, secondly, that Fetishism is nothing more than an 
alteration of idolatry properly speaking, from which it derived over time; 
instead, on the contrary, the worship of animals seems to be markedly older 
in Egypt than that of idols, which was not even that popular in Greece and 
the rest of the Orient. Strabo^ says in proper terms that in the early years the 
Egyptians had no idols, or that if they did have them, they were not of hu
man form, but the figures of beasts. Isis, Osiris and his family. Divinities so 

! ancient in Egypt, are Gods related to Sabianism or the worship of stars and 
to the former state of the terrestrial globe. In his conquest of the Persians, 
Cambyses found in the vast temple of Vulcan only small objects that in
cited him to mockery: Jupiter Serapis and several other Divinities are recent 
in comparison to the Fetishes. Among the Egyptian statues that have come

'Plutarch, in Isid. 
tEuseb. Praepar. n. I. 
tPlin. Bk. XIX.
§Bk. 17.
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down to our times, most of them are not figures of Divinities and do not in 
general date further hack than the Greek Monarchy of Alexandria, which no 
douht brought a wide popularity to purely idolatrous worship. The Religion 
of Egypt was very mixed. From the very start, Sabianism played a large role. 
If the nation had had only twelve Fetish Gods, one might believe that the 
division of the Zodiac into twelve signs, to which were given the names of 
so many animals, brought about the birth of Zoolatry, the Egyptians, who 
worshiped the stars and created this astronomical division, could have substi
tuted the worship of a ram or a bull for that of the constellations that bore the 
names of these quadrupeds. Lucian, * if the discourse on judiciary Astrology 
that is found in his works was really written by him, expresses himself on 
this subject in these rather curious terms:

The Egyptians developed this science after the Ethiopians: they mea
sured the course of each star, and divided the year into months and sea
sons, adjusting the year to the course of the Sun, and the months of 
that of the Moon. They did more that this: for, having divided the sky 
into twelve parts, they represented each constellation by the figure of an 
animal, whence the diversity of their Religion. For all the Egyptians do 
not use all parts of the sky in divination,- some of them use one, others 
another. Those who observe the properties of the ram worship the ram, 
and so on.^"

Unfortunately, this passage from Sabianism to Fetishism, which is other
wise quite natural, would not hold up well when applied to the complete 
details of the form of worship in question. I admit, however, that of all the 
opinions this one seems to me the most verisimilar, after that which I have 
given myself the goal of establishing in this treatise.

Plutarch and Diodorus report that when Egypt was divided into Nomes, 
in order to prevent the inhabitants from moving around and gathering to
gether to shake off the yoke, each Nome had imposed upon it a particular 
form of worship; as nothing keeps men more divided and distanced from 
each other than Religious difference. Care was taken to assign to each neigh
boring Nome antipathetic animals, in order to increase the hatred between 
inhabitants when each saw his own Divinity abused or the enemy of his 
God honored by his neighbors.^'^ Such a refined policy would no doubt have 
been excellent and supported by a very true foundation. But who does not

'Lucian, de Astrolog.
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e that since the minds of the people are more difficult to hold in con- 
aint on the question of Religion than on any other, that this would on 
e contrary have been the best means for making them all rise up in revolt; 

nd that it would be one hundred times more difficult to bend them to such 
new policy, rhan to keep them subjected to a worldly domination? The bi- 
arre manner in which it is supposed that this project was conceived, would 
nd up making its execution impossible, if Fetishism were a new belief that 

‘^ne wished to establish at that time. Would it not be more verisimilar to 
ay that the geographical and political division, when it was a question of 
ntroducing it, was based on the divisions in worship that already existed 
long the different lands?

Others have said that each animal brought with it the idea of a more 
levated God, of which it was the type,- such that it would thus be necessary 

to consider the animal as the God itself. In Bubastis, the cat would thus 
_e the representative of the Moon. But this would serve as a rather poor 
|ustification for the inhabitants of Bubastis; for there is hardly less idiocy 

taking a cat for the Moon than there is in adoring the Moon itself. Be
sides, would it not be much simpler to give worship directly to the Moon, 
father than addressing sublunary cats? Selden*^‘^ attempts to give this a 
Jess ridiculous appearance: he believes that the animals only symbolized 
'the Gods of the land and that the worship of symbols gave birth to the wor
ship of animals and Other singular objects, when the visible worship of the 
representative object was substituted for that of the object represented, for 
^example, the bull in Egypt and fire in Persia. The former was first only the 
type of the God Apis, the latter that of the Sun. But by constantly having 
the representative before their eyes, the common people lost the idea of the 

■ represented and diverted their worship from the absent object to address it 
directly to the present object. This might have some truth in it concerning 

* the worship of fire, for those among the Guebres, who worshiped the earthly 
i fire of their pyres. That cattle, as the most useful of animals, might have 
been generally accepted as the conventional symbol of the most favorable of 
the Gods, can well be believed: hut if one wishes to apply this hypothesis to 
the infinite details of Egyptian Fetishism, one will soon be forced to aban
don the system because there are so many cases in which it is impossible 
to adopt it. Will one claim, like Plutarch,* that since the crocodile has no 
tongue, it should be considered as the symbol of a Divinity that, without 
uttering a single word, engraves wisdom*s eternal laws in the silence of our

*Selden. Prolegom. Ch. 3. 
tin Iside. Osir.
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hearts? Or rather, will we not he surprised to see such an excellent mind 
dilate in magnificent terms on things that are so inconsequential and so 
far from common sense? We are completely astonished to hear him say 
that the weasel, which conceives through the ear and gives birth through 
the mouth, is the symbol of speech, which acts in the same way; that the 
blind shrew is worshipped, because primitive darkness preceded light; 
that the she-cat is the sacred type of the Moon, because like the Moon it 
has spots on its skin, and moves at night; that the asp and scarab beetle are 
forms [types] of the Sun: the scarab beetle because it moves backward, like 
the Sun going from the East to the West goes against the movement of the 
prime mover, which goes from the West to the East; the asp, because like 
the Sun, it does not age, and walks without legs with great grace and speed; 
that in the Egyptian language, the stone magnet is called Bone of Homs and 
iron Bone of Typhon, Horus being the world or human nature, and Typhon 
the evil principle, this means that human nature at times succumbs to its 
inclination toward evil, and at other times overcomes it, just as the magnet 
attracts iron to one of its poles and repels it from the other. If all that Plu
tarch recites for us here is the Egyptians' way of thinking during his time, 
then it certainly does little honor to this nation's rightness of mind. The 
coarse simplicity of savage times, which I believe was the ancient basis and 
first source for its religious worship, is no more unreasonable, but at least 
has more verisimilitude.

The same difficulty in application is found in the opinion of those' who 
wish us to consider, in the honoring of animals, only the different ways in 
which they were useful to men, or the good qualities by which they were 
distinguished. The ox works the land; the cow gives birth to the ox; sheep 
supply wool and milk; dogs are good for protection and hunting, and a dog 
searched to find Osiris's body,- the wolf resembles the dog, and gave flight to 
an army of Ethiopians who had wanted to carry out an invasion; cats scare 
away asps,- the ichneumon destroys crocodiles,- ibis eat poisonous snakes and 
insects; the falcon brought the Priests of Thebes a crimson-covered book 
containing laws and religious ceremonies; the stork revealed a way of tak- 
ing medicines; the eagle is the king of the birds,- the crocodile frightens 
Arab thieves, who dare not come near the Nile, and it brought the King 
Menes across Lake Moeris on its back when the king was in danger on the 
shore,- onions grow when the Moon is on the wane,- and as for the rest of the

*In Symposiac. IV. 5.
tCic. Nat. D. Bk. I. Euseb. Ibid.
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vegetables, one must respect them, for if everyone were to eat everything, 
nothing could suffice. Here, no doubt, are powerful reasons, and motives for 
worship that they would like to present as reasonable, or at least plausible. 
,hus what was honored in the dog was its faithfulness. In the he-goat, a very 
fescivious animal, reproduction was honored, and Diodorus*^'® enters into 
tompletely circumstantial detail on this point: is it not for this reason that 
;women showed their genitals to the sacred animal, and sometimes went 
further than this? This is told by Herodotus' in a story that it is not proper 
to repeat, and about which Vossius came up with a most extraordinary 
notion, which I also do not wish to report, although this stroke of history 
-Jiroves invincibly that there could be nothing that was less symbolic. One 
must admit that this is taking the admiration of virtues rather far, or at least 
showing it in a strange manner. Thus the Philosopher Perseus,* a disciple of 
Zeno, who held this opinion, went so far as to suggest that one ought to con
sider what is useful and salutary to man not as simple gifts from the Gods, 
but rather as being divine in their own nature. Plutarch does not go this far.^

But the most praiseworthy of philosophers, seeing in inammate things 
some occult image of Divinity, have thought it best not to neglect any
thing that might encourage reverence. I therefore believe that animate, 
sensible beings, capable of feeling and morality, are even more appro
priate to inspire respect for their creator. I applaud those who worship, 
not animals, but the Divinity that shows itself in them as in a natural 
mirror, and which makes use of them as well-made instruments to orna
ment the Universe. An inanimate thing, however rich it may be, even 
though it be entirely of gems, is not worth one endowed with percep
tion and feeling [sentiment]. That portion of nature that lives, that sees, 
that has in it a principle of movement and of knowledge, has attracted 
to itself some portion of that Providence that governs the world. This 
divine nature is at least as well represented by living animals, as it is 
by statues of bronze or marble, which are just as perishable, and what 
is more, without feeling or sensation [insensibles]. This is the opinion 
that I find most acceptable of all of those that have been given for the 
worship of animals.^'^

'Diodor. Pindar, ap. i€lian.
tHerodot. Bk. n. Ch. 46 Voss. Idol. Bk. HI. Ch. 74- 
tPerseus ap. Cic. Nat. Deor. Bk. I. Ch. 15.
§In Iside. & Osir.
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I cite this passage of Plutarch with pleasure, as it is very praiseworthy in 
intention and the best part of his entire book. But aside from the fact that 
this is only the thoughtful reasoning of a Philosopher, and not that of the 
Nation, whose practices show that it had a direct, and not relative, worship, 
this reasoning is in the end not so very solid, and has the defect of those 
arguments that prove much more than is needed. For if one could justify the 
real worship devoted to every species of living or inanimate being by saying 
that despite all appearances to the contrary, it is only because it is the im
age and the work of God, one would succeed in making the most senseless 
Paganism reasonable.

The above opinion is related to that of several other Philosophers, who 
find here nothing more than naturalism, and who regard all of this bizarre 
Theology as a pure homage rendered to nature itself, the creator or all be
ings. There is nothing more forced than what they say. The people under
stand nothing of all these refinements; they know only what they see and 
their Religion is never allegorical, such that it is as natural to think that 
the devotion of the Egyptians was neither any different from that of the 
Negroes, nor any better reasoned, as it is unnatural to search for subtle and 
philosophical reasons to justify their having worshipped sparrow hawks and 
vegetables. But in addition, this explanation has a defect in common with 
almost all of the preceding, and which is enough to discredit them: none 
of them can explain why there was an animal favored in each country for 
Its Divinity. This simple observation also refutes what Diodorus says else
where, in giving Metempsychosis, and the passage of Osiris's soul into the 
body of a bull and that of a wolf, as one of the motivations for the respect 
given to animals. For if animals were esteemed for their good qualities; if 
they were the figures of men who had rendered great services to Egypt; if 
they were the images of Gods or the emblems of nature,- if they were substi
tuted, by homonymy, for the celestial signs of the Zodiac,- if they were the 
sanctuary of human souls after the death of men, they ought, for all these 
reasons, to enjoy an equal honor in the entire land; instead of which, in one 
region, they had no respect for the animal that was God in an adjacent re
gion. Outside of the jurisdiction of its Divinity, it was killed and eaten with
out pity; in the same way, among the Africans, the Fetish of one region is 
nothing more than a beast for neighboring peoples. Herodotus affirms that 
the crocodile is only sacred in Thebes and on Lake Moeris, and the hip
popotamus only in Pampremis: elsewhere, in the Elephantine country among 
others, the inhabitants hunt them and kill them as enemies of man. Oth
ers, wishing to particularize further this idea of religious worship, and give 
a reason why there was only a certain animal that enjoyed exclusive re-
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ect in each province, have said that the animal was an object of worship 
cause the people of the province carried its figure to war as a standard, 

around which they gathered, like the Roman legion around its eagle, or our 
battalions, each around its own flag.

When men, they say, first ceased living like the beasts and gathered into 
groups, at the outset they kept devouring each other and warring among 
themselves, the more powerful ever prevailing over the weaker; but later 
those who were deficient in strength, taught by expediency, grouped to
gether and took for the device upon their standard one of the animals 
which was later made sacred; then, when those who were from time to 
time in fear flocked to this symbol, an organized body was formed which 
was not to be despised by any who attacked it. And when everybody else 
did the same thing, the whole people came to be divided into organized 
bodies, and in the case of each the animal which had been responsible 
for its safety was accorded honours like those belonging to the gods, as 
having rendered to them the greatest service possible,- and this is why to 
this day the Egyptians differ from each other in that each group honors 
the animals which it originally made sacred.^*'

This argument by Diodorus is the most natural and the most judicious 
that has been made on this matter. He looks for the origin of things in the 
period where it ought to be sought, which is to say in the time of barbarism. 
His argument gives a good account of the attribution of a particular worship 
to each Nome, at the same time that it is generally applicable to every other 
savage people. Despite this, it is difficult to admit that this might here be 
the general cause of ancient and modern Fetishism. There are objects of 
worship even in Egypt, to which one cannot apply this explanation. We do 
not see that these considerations have in any way influenced modern people 
in the choice they have made of their material Divinities. Finally, this opin
ion has the defect of reversing things, in taking as the cause what is only 
the effect. It would be quite extraordinary to worship a being because it is 
carried as an ensign, but it would be quite natural to carry it as an ensign 
because one worships it. It is not because we carry banners in procession 
with the image of a Saint that we honor him or her; but it is because we 
revere the Saint that we carry him or her thus.

Finally, those who are figurists by taste or profession, not content with 
the general naturalism for which it has been imagined that the Egyptian 
Religion served as a veil, have entered into the detail of allegories, and have 
applied very appropriate ones for each practice. I do not wish to make this
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discourse any longer by giving all of the circumstantial details of what they 
propose (this would he the subject of a whole book), nor by refuting point 
by point a thousand visions that refute themselves. It is not that I refuse 
praise to the intention of those who, by such circumlocutions attempted 
to destroy the prejudices of pure Fetishism, which are no less childish and 
much more dangerous. In this respect I will willingly say what Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus said of the Greek opinions on this matter.

In Rome, we consider as fables and vain superstitions everything that is 
neither sensible nor in keeping with decorum. Let no one imagine, how
ever, that I am not aware that there are some fables of the Greeks that 
might be useful to mankind, either as representations of the works and 
effects of nature through allegory, or as having been invented to console 
men in their misfortunes, to deliver them from troubles of the mind, to 
cure them of foohsh hopes, or to root out even more extravagant past 
opinions, others being designed as a consolation for human misfortunes, 
some freeing the mind of its agitations and terrors and clearing away 
unsound opinions, and others invented for some other useful purpose. 
Although I know all of this as well as anyone else, I wish however to 
distance myself from these fables, with the scruples that one must bring 
to a delicate and religious matter.*^'®

On the subject of all of this mystagogical doctrine, one can consult the 
excellent work of Eusebius, who treated it step by step and leaves noth
ing left to retort. Philo of Byblos already had the same thing in view when 
he made, translated in Greek, an extract of the ancient Phoenician history 
by Sanchuniathon. His goal, according to what he tells us himself, was to 
show to the Greeks how reprehensible they had been in turning real facts 
into cold allegories, or in wanting to give abstract explanations of them; 
m having imagined something mysterious in the stories of the Gods, and 
thus given birth to a secret doctrine that never had a real foundation, but 
which they nevertheless made public grandiloquently and in such a way 
as to cover up the truth of the facts. He adds that he has already refuted 
this system in the three books entitled ^pi xapdeo^a? ioropiag, de historia 

mcredibili;^^^ where he destroys the allegories of the Greeks, who are not 
able to agree among themselves, giving such explanations to diverse points 
of their Theology that are founded on genuine facts. He suggests that his

*Dion. Halic. Bk. n. p. 91.
tSee Tournemine. Joum. de Tr^v. January 1714.
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|lan, in translating the books of his ancient compatriot, is to confirm more 
pnd more what he has already put forward against the Greeks.

But the Greeks, surpassing all in genius, appropriated most of the earli
est stories, and then variously decked them out with ornaments of tragic 
phrase, and adorned them in every way, with the purpose of charming by 
the pleasant fables [. . . ] and with these fables, as they traveled about, 
tjigy conquered and drove out the truth. But our ears having grown up in 
familiarity with their fictions, and being for long ages preoccupied, guard 
as a trust the mythology which they received, just as I said at the begin
ning; and this mythology, being aided by time, has made its hold difficult 
for us to escape from, so that the truth is thought to be nonsense, and the 
spurious narrative truth.^“

Eusebius in turn takes advantage of this version of the Phoenician in 
lorder to completely overthrow the system of allegorical meaning invented 
by the Gentiles to justify their worship. He observes that Phoenician The- 

f ology, which does not resemble the poets' fictions in the least, surpasses 
f them greatly in antiquity; he relies on the testimony of several esteemed 
[.interpreters, who declared that the ancients who established the worship 
[ of the Gods did not have it in mind to refer to natural things, nor to ex- 
I plain by allegories what they made known about their Gods; rather, they 
f wanted to respect the literal history. I would transcribe a great number of 
I pages from his book, if I wished to report everything judicious that he says 
[ on this subject: here it will suffice to use a few of the reflections spread 
^ throughout the work. The things that the ancients told quite simply about 
f their Gods being, says he, truly laughable, they wanted more wisely perhaps 
I to give them an honorable and well hidden meaning, by applying them to 
[ the effects of nature. However, several Theologians of Paganism admit that 
i this specious method ought not to be adopted; several of them have even 
j complained about it, saying that as a Philosophical principle, in taking the 
I Gods to be different parts of nature, one extinguishes Religion. All of them 
I have been forced to agree that in every case, at first only the unadorned fact 
I was recounted, and that the rites correspond only to this simple fact, such 
I as it is transmitted by old tradition: this refutes the apparatus of mean- 
? ing claimed to be derived from abstract or natural things, that figurism in- 
J vented by the Sophists, who prize it in such beautiful discourses. What is 
’ more, they cannot put forward any tradition from the distant times when 

this worship came into being that proves that antiquity intended, as they 
claim, to unfold its Physics in a series of enigmas: indeed, these concepts
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of Physics are common knowledge that everyone knows, or learns through 
the senses, and the emblems assigned to it come from too far away to have 
entered into the minds of those who established this worship. Let us listen 
for a moment to Porphyry, that great Mystical Theologian of Paganism: af
ter beginning in an emphatic tone, and dismissing the profane, he wishes 
to inform us that the worship of a black stone means that divine nature is 
not something accessible to the sense of vision; that a pyramidal stone is a 
ray of the divine flame,- that an erected post, or a triangle, which represent 
according to him the two sexes, are reproductions of sprouts and an homage 
dedicated to fertile nature. If one wishes to believe him on the basis of this 
earthly Theology, this is a mysterious arrangement: either of the various at
tributes of the supreme Divinity figured emblematically, and of the power 
it manifests over all things,- or of the soul of the world and natural causes. 
As if indeed it were necessary to appeal to this ridiculous artifice in order to 
explain to men entirely simple things of which no one is ignorant! Follow
ing this, it was said, among other explanations, that these were also figures 
of methods for cultivating the fruits of the earth, of the seasons appropriate 
to them, and of other items necessary to maintain human life.* It is easy to 
see that since no one dared to deny dogma openly, fearing the Laws, nor to 
oppose popular credulity, each explained these things according to his own 
ingenuity, and found what he wanted without difficulty. The field was open 
for arbitrary explanations: indeed, each individual haughtily refused to 
admit those given by others, without nonetheless daring to inquire more 
deeply into things that deserved even less attention. But when one believes 
oneself obliged to preserve such an absurd text, it is not surprising to find 
so many uncertainties and such foolishness in the commentary. Eusebius 
similarly refuted Diodorus's opinions on this matter, as well as Plutarch's 
physiological enigmas, by showing that he contradicts himself, and that 
there is no logic in everything he says.’ If they contradict themselves, how 
could they not do the same to each other? Indeed, the most zealous of them 
among the moderns have been the most eager to reject what their predeces
sors claimed. When one wants, says one of them, to learn what is known 
about this Egyptian Religion, which provokes curiosity because its dogmas 
are so peculiar, one cannot help but read Diodorus, Plato, Plutarch and Por
phyry eagerly. After having read them, one is surprised to find there noth
ing more than tales of the common folk, or inane allegories with neither

•Euseb. Prsep. Evang. n. 6. m. 7 & ii, etc. 
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coherence, dignity, nor utility, or finally, a contrived Metaphysics of which 
it is ridiculous to think that antiquity could have had the slightest knowl
edge. "One was still less afflicted by the vulgar simplicity of the Egyptian 
lyho takes a bull for a bull, than by the sublime nonsense of a Platonist, 
;who sees Monads and Triads everywhere, who seeks the image of univer- 

nature in the feet of a goat, who sees in Isis the world Archetype, the 
tellectual world, and the sensible world. All that one learns with any pre- 

ision from these readings, whose boredom is not redeemed by any, even 
lightly satisfying discovery, are the errors and monotonous ideas of the 
gyptians."^'

It is true that one finds them to be quite a bit more intelligent than other 
oples in the knowledge of Astronomy, Architecture, the arts, crafts, gov

ernment and politics: but aside from this, we see that they are no less filled 
nth childish notions. As for the profound knowledge of Religion and na

ture they attribute to themselves, far from recognizing some vestiges of it in 
le works of the above Authors, one finds at every turn proof of the strang- 
st distraction in the old Theology, and of the worst dialectic in the new: 
or it is true that the latter became more or less such as the Platonists tell 
s. They are probably not the inventors of this allegorical jumble, although 
ley might perhaps have added a lot from their own sources to something 

that turned out so be so much to their taste: they had traveled in Egypt, 
4nd frequently conversed with the Priests of the land, who were known 
as the most mysterious people in the universe. But regardless of whatever 
these Priests might have said to foreigners, I believe I can respond to them 
in the same terms as Plutarch,* although with another meaning: the paral
lel I have made with their worship, the resemblances that I have shown 

there, prove what it was better than their own testimonyThe latter no 
doubt believed that they gave a better appearance to these old earthly rites, 

;in turning them, at whatever price, toward the intellectual; and this could 
have been the Theology of educated people at the time, whereas the com
mon people continued to see in things only what was there. But if one finds 
in their empty ideas some Metaphysics about destiny and the necessity of 
the effects of nature, one finds even more chimeras and poverty there: such 
that if indeed the Egyptians thought on this subject as Porphyry says, one 
would still have to admit that they were hardly more judicious than if they 
really did worship animals and dogs' heads. All of this system of physical

In Isid.
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Fetishism, Translation, 
Comparativism, Critique

ROSALIND C. MORRIS

fter the publication and modest sensation of Du culte des dieux fe

tiches, Charles de Brosses fell into relative oblivion. His authority 
long the philosophes never really granted, his name was reduced to a 
lature or a footnote. Nonetheless, the term to which his name is for

mer appended quickly gained traction and circulated widely, traveling well 
eyond the circle of his readers. Within a generation, de Brosses's coinage 

:f the term "fetichisme/fetishism" had healed into the lexicons of the phi
losophy of religion and the emerging critical project of political economy,
. where it joined the already sedimented term "fetish" as what we might call 
the naturalized alien of comparativism's incipient discourse.

A cmcial task for any history of the term, and for every reader of de 
Brosses, must be to grasp what is at stake in the production of the abstract 
noun, of "fetishism" or, indeed, "the fetish," as something more and beyond 
a fetish or fetishes. At once designating an assemblage of practice and belief 
and, with it, an epistemic structure, "fetishism" is a term functioning as a 
medium of comparativist practice, one premised on a new kind of human
ism, which it both anchors and troubles to the point of undoing. Nonethe
less, its itinerary entailed as many metamorphoses as it did citations, and 
it is therefore important to mark the major destinations on that circuitous
translational path.

It would be impossible, of course, to survey the entire literature on fe
tishism produced since the late eighteenth century, or that which enabled 
de Brosses's innovation in the centuries prior to his writing. Thousands of 
tomes have been generated, and as many secondary commentaries have pro
liferated to explain, dispute, reframe, and synthesize the concept and to map 
its sometimes explicit, sometimes implicit appearance in the intellectual 
traditions of philosophy, psychology, psychoanalysis, economics and pohtical
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economy, literary criticism, art history and media studies, and the human 
sciences more broadly. In what follows, I have focused on what I believe 
to be the most significant deployments and theoretical elaborations of the 
term, and on its uptake in the most influential works of what remains a 
Western canon. My strategy has been to undertake close readings of the 
main texts in which the term functions, to follow the progression between 
the works of signal writers, to track the shifts in the concept as it metamor
phoses over their oeuvres, and to note the departures between them. Here, 
in addition to rereading de Brosses's original treatise to clarify the extent of 
his innovation, I focus on Kant, Hegel, Marx, Freud, and Lacan. But I also 
devote considerable attention to the discourses that were enabled or sum
moned by these writers, including the historicist critique of William Pietz, 
as well as the works of anthropologists and literary critics, media theorists 
and cultural critics. The latter part of the present text is devoted to the rep- 
roblematization of fetishism that arose in the course of general critiques of 
political economy and Western philosophy by surrealist, feminist, and post
structuralist thinkers.

For the most part, my aim is exegetical—in the hopes that a series of 
textual explications and explicitations will enable the reader to assess con
temporary debates on the fetish and fetishism with a greater sense of the 
term's many and historically shifting significations. To the extent possible,
I have not attempted to pit one writer against another or to decide among 
competing and contradictory positions as they emerged over time, and cer
tainly not by assuming the merely chronological displacement of prior mod
els. Nor have I attempted to assign relative veracity or even explanatory 
efficacy to one or another theorist. This essay is an exercise in the critical 
history of ideas, supplemented by the reading practices of a somewhat more 
capacious, because anthropological, conception of historical textuality and 
textual historicity. Because the discourse of fetishism is not a function of 
accumulating positivities, nor the result of consensus-building through ne
gation, I have not hesitated to recount those elements of the canonical texts 
that repeat or recycle prior texts. If this generates an occasional sense of deja 
vu, that should allow the reader to comprehend more fully the involuting 
and often self-reproducing nature of the discourse of fetishism.

The basic structure of the text that follows here is, at the broadest range 
of its arc, chronological. Nonetheless, as the postpositivist historians have 
taught us, we grasp historically prior moments only retrospectively. Gene
alogies are constructed in terms of the categories by which knowledge has 
been produced and according to the shifting criteria of relevance that struc
ture the processes of archivization. For this reason, and despite a generally
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hronological arc, the text vacillates between primary sources and their ar- 
lival remediations. Thus, for example, after discussing the work of John 

Locke, the text turns to Pietz, who provided the first sustained attempt 
to locate the origin of the term "fetishism" not in de Brosses's mind but 
in the violent, cross-cultural encounter between Portuguese traders, their 

iProtestant critics, and West African cultural traditions. The reason for this 
lOve is that it is not possible (or at least it is inadvisable) to think of that 

jcaily space of encounter, or to revisit the primary texts, without accounting 
''or the epistemic conditions of their authorship, the structured biases that 
informed them, or the limits of understanding that framed them—as well as 
those that have informed their rereading. In doing so, we are greatly assisted 
by Pietz's intellectual historiography. Had he not undertaken his meticu
lous investigation of the term in an imperial zone—one that marked the 
iterm with the specter of irrationality and a crisis of value tantamount to 
(madness—it would not be possible to understand how and why Locke could 
'choose it to exemplify tautology and an incapacity to signify. And it is for 
this reason that discussions of the eighteenth century give way in this essay 
to those of the twentieth in the initial section of the book. Similar moves 
mark the later sections of the text; an investigation of psychoanalytic read- 

; ings of fetishism follows Freud through Lacan and is then followed by a re- 
; turn to the early part of the twentieth century, to take up what ethnologists 
and artists were doing during the same period. To be sure, the ethnological 
Uterature informed the psychoanalytic discourse, but the trajectories of the 
term, and the analytic projects to which it was appended, varied from dis
cipline to discipline.

It is a central aim of this essay to show how the internal histories of dis
ciplines and discourses proceeded in ways that were discontinuous from 

. adjacent disciplines and discourses. Often, the emergence of fetishism as a 
focus of theoretical labor and interest in one discipline coincides with its 

- diminishment or disavowal in another. A strictly and totalized chronology, 
in which one abandoned the writings of Kant for those of Protestant mission- 
aries, then returned to Hegel, before joining the anthropologists and return
ing to Heidegger, for example, would leave us blind to the particular itiner
aries of fetishism within given disciplines and would thus limit an ability 
to discern the historical metamorphoses within them that were enabled 
by changing conceptions of the role played by fetishism, or of the distribu
tion of reason and the function of the aesthetic, the place of Africa in the 
imagination of Western self-sameness, and so forth. Therefore, to contain 
but also recognize the degree to which discussions of fetishes and fetishism 
have always been threatened by a tyranny of detail and, simultaneously, to
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make a history of fetishism reveal a history of institutionalities as well as 
ideas, I have made disciplinary history the principle of textual organization. 
It is my hope that doing so makes visible the recursivity and repetitiveness 
(as well as the reversals and revisions), the uneven fortunes and the oft- 
secreted influences that have inflected writings about fetishes, the fetish, 
and fetishism. It is only on this basis that we can grasp why, since the turn 
of the millennium, the concept of fetishism has returned, as both an object 
of proprietary knowledge-claims and a proposed remedy, whether explicit or 
implicit, for a world threatened by human technological excess.

A FETICHE IS A FETICHE:
NO KNOWLEDGE WITHOUT DIFFERENCE

Because fetishism has been repeatedly inscribed as the other of liberalism's 
Reason, but also as its most alluring object, and because fetishism itself 
has come to name a form of misrecognition in which originary events are 
endlessly displaced, disavowed, and supplemented, we can preface this in
tellectual history with the so-called father of classical liberalism, namely 
John Locke. Locke wrote before de Brosses ever coined his term, of course. It 
is therefore in the movement from the metaphorizing of fetishes as paradig
matic objects at the limit of understanding, in Locke's work, to the creation 
of the first science" of fetishism, represented by de Brosses's treatise, that 
we see what was at stake in the Burgundian philosopher's first efforts at 
systematization.

"A fetiche is a fetiche," wrote Locke, just as "a spirit is a spirit" and 
"a soul is a soul." With these three formulaic identities, he introduces his 
chapter "Of Trifling Propositions," the eighth in book 4 of An Essay con

cerning Human Understanding (1689). In Locke's estimation, these propo
sitions do not close around themselves by virtue of a gnostic verity, the 
kernel of which can be accessed through a shibboleth. Rather, they are state
ments of mere identity, no more capable of producing understanding than 
any act of designation; to assert that "what is, is" can "bring no increase 
to our knowledge."’ Knowledge is already amenable to quantification and 
is implicitly analogized to value here. It is therefore important that Locke 
chooses for his examples of valueless identities three enigmatic terms that 
refer to three nonsensible referents. In so doing, he simultaneously stages 
an epistemological problem and uses epistemically inaccessible objects as 
exemplars of a strangely redoubled phenomenon in which that which is 
outside or beyond the logic of valorization is also that which, when defined 
self-referentially, exhibits and constitutes a failure of understanding.
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By Locke's account, the propositions listed above are merely a func- 
on of "1-rifling with words." Neither qualifying the term by delineating its 
eflnitive attributes, nor linking it to more encompassing or as yet unknown 
.ategories via intermediary terms, identical propositions are, according to 

Locke, simply redundant. They are bereft, he might have said, of reason's 
-alue-adding function. Reduplication, which is a feature of many languages 
.1 the world, was, for many early modern and Enlightenment thinkers, and 
-pecially students of comparative philology, a mark of linguistic immatu

rity.’* Locke was attributing to identical propositions the qualities of redu- 
;plication as then conceived, according to which "circumlocution and equiv
ocal terms" can never lead to new knowledge, but only to the repetition of 
the same.^ But what was being repeated? Not the ideas, "whose identity and 
diversity will always be perceived, as soon as clearly the ideas themselves 
are.'"* The putative need for definitional clarification, falsely satisfied by 
'maxims and identical propositions, emerged, for Locke, only because of a 
Inominal confusion: "If there ever happen any doubt about it [the under
standing of ideas], it will always be found to be about the names, and not the 
ideas themselves." And so, Locke, using a fetish, a spirit, and a soul as his 
prime examples, makes words the locus of misunderstanding. Behind and 
beyond words, and only there, lay the truth of ideas. This was the rationalist 
rendition of the confusion of tongues said, in the biblical tradition, to have 
originated in the second fall, at Babel. Against this state of debased nature, 
empiricism offered the (nonetheless disputable) consolation of access to the 
origin of ideas.

Let us note the privileged place of the "fetiche" along with the spirit and 
the soul, in Locke's conception of linguistic redundancy and intellectual 
sterility. At the time of his writing, the latter two entities were generally 
presumed to be inaccessible to the senses, and the epistemological obstacles 
to tmderstanding them were thus partly determined by the aporia between 
the sensible and the knowable—which aporia Locke attempted to close and 
Kant later insisted be held open. It is thus significant to find in Locke's 
text an analogy produced by apposition, one that insinuates a comparable 
problem for fetishes. The analogy is, however, sustainable only insofar as a 
fetish is recognized as a word. Moreover, this problematic relation between 
word or sign and concept governed the entire future history of fetishism s 
discourses, along with the related epistemological question of the protocon
cept's relation to facticity.

In the writings on the topic that preceded Locke s text, and that prolifer
ated among missionaries and merchants, fetishes, though often understood 
as the result of a mistaken valorization of "trifling things," are conceived
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not as insensible phenomena whose presumptive existence must nonethe
less be described, but rather as a kind of excess of the sensible, a materiality 
without spirit. William Pietz, who has written most knowingly about this 
linkage of fetishes with trifles, tells us that Locke had in his library a copy 
of Willem Bosman's A New and Accurate Account of the Coast of Guinea, 

although he could only have acquired it a year before his death in 1704, be
fore its translation into English.® It was nonetheless Bosman who provided 
the description and interpretation of fetish worship as the central feature of 
the religious practice in coastal West African societies on which later theo
rists, and especially de Brosses, relied.

According to Pietz, "it was Bosman's explicit thesis that African fetish 
religion in particular and African social order in general were founded en
tirely upon the principle of interest."® It is thus notable that this dimension 
of fetishes is largely absent in Locke's writing, where the term denotes the 
kind of thought that is incapable of discerning difference, let alone originat
ing surplus in and through difference. This does not mean that his invoca
tion of the term fetish" was not colored by what Pietz describes as the 
phantomatic conflation of European mercantile economic logics and Afri
can ritual forms in the space of asymmetrical trade relations; Locke's turn 
to the word "fetish" as an example in the description of tautological forms, 
misrecognized by their authors as valuable when, in fact, they were mere 
trifles, bears more than passing resemblance to the general structure of fe
tishism that Pietz claims emerged in the representations of African religion 
more broadly. But before we venture into a reconsideration of the history 
so meticulously described and elegantly analyzed by Pietz, and before we 
examine the aftermath of fetishism's invention as a term of comparative 
analysis, we must linger for a moment on the question of the word that 
anchored Locke s earlier analysis. For fetishes and trifles had been linked 
before Bosman stamped that relation with the imprimatur of his author
ity. Moreover, the fetish had been established as a problem of language be
fore fetishism itself was coined in an act for which its author, Charles de 
Brosses, felt obliged to ask his reader's tolerance.

OF THE WORD: REREADING DE BROSSES

It must appear jejune to assert the fact that fetishism—and the term "fetish" 
[or fetiche) from which it is derived—is a word. Nor can this fact distinguish 
the term from any other. And yet, more than almost any other concept, the 
invocation and discussion of fetishism has, historically, been accompanied 
by an explanation of its status as a word. Etymologies proliferate in even the
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riefest excursuses on the term and the phenomena to which it ostensibly 
. jers. William Pietz is only one of hundreds whose endeavor to understand 
'fetishism takes the form of a history that "stresses the importance of the 
word itself."^ Two qualities of the term as such stand out in these myriad 
and shifting labors to fix and to explain the meaning of both fetish and 
fetishism. The first is the foreignness of the term, which is almost always 
remarked, except in the Portuguese, whence it is said to have originated. (As 
we sBall see, however, there are scant references to fetishes, let alone fetish
ism, in Portuguese accounts of African religion,- those accounts generally 
remain within the idiom of idolatry when commenting upon the so-called 
worship of inanimate objects.) The second quality connected to this foreign
ness is the self-reflexivity of the texts addressing fetishism, an attribute 
arising from the word's irreducible opacity and its apparent resistance to 
translation.

One labors almost in vain to find an account outside of Portuguese or 
Spanish, even in the seventeenth century, that does not introduce or de
scribe a fetish with a discussion of its derivation from the Portuguese feitigo. 

Many supplement this initial explanation with further etymologies, noting 
the Latin root of the Portuguese (and other Romance language) terms and, 
occasionally, their cognates in Anglo-Norman, Anglo-Saxon, or Old English. 
Often enough, such lexical lessons seem to be intended to rectify popular 
or scholarly misconceptions, and there is a strong proprietary tendency in 
such efforts. One of the aims of this essay is to expand the conception of ety
mology to include not only the roots directly traceable within a strict and 
philologically austere history of the Portuguese and hence Latin-derived 
idiom of the fetish, but also the clusters of terms that were associated with 
or falsely adduced as origins. These origins were often supplied by virtue of 
what linguists call morphological segmentation based on visually or audi- 
torially perceived affinities between the word "fetish" and other techni
cally" unrelated words.® Charles de Brosses himself thought that the term 
"fetish" could be linked to the root "fae,” meaning enchantment, but, as 
Bruno Latour has recently remarked, no one else recognized this root, nor 
did anyone else reproduce this aspect of his etymology—except obliquely 
in their references to "charms."’ Yet, the perception of that root as an ef
fective signification strongly inflected de Brosses's conception of what the 
term ought to encompass, and it would be pointless to dismiss his writings 
on the ground that his etymology was false. The point is to grasp what he 
thought to be the signification of the word he was inventing and to trace 
the implications and ramifications of that presumption if and when it was 
reproduced by later writers.



140
after de brosses

« .he i„p„„3 f„, con,,„.J.Zl:L:^,ZZ‘^l “' “*'

that etymology will neither i '■ ^ sense
potential as an operator of thought and^ ^nation nor exhaust the term's 
word appears to fold over on itself and t” , of political logic. The
word and the effeet of I I " f«ld. It is a
...ic is d!“ a es "I’T

.leal and concept.^ froL JtacT 1 « ““ P.«-.wo d.«eee„. ossract‘^L'rnroZrShlt*"

an impossible passage an artifacT’ofl >'anslaho„ to be
a material lotee beyL Xm 1 m “ '’‘■»
cal typifleation and eoneep.ual “bsLr‘"'b 
.adi^l panticulatism and ol resistance JZaT.Zr “ “

-biX.urrt*r“the idioms lanmiavp® ana a- gnness of its origin vis-a-visaneh ioreiga„ersSr,el ”T m TT>a.
to vanish or heal into the lan«i"^^ should fail so persistently
makes it somewt "™!,suiZ?l°' T centuries „, use,

rich lexicon of such terms the ei”'" Anthropology has a

.0 denote rhe~Z^ ft ^ ftes r' 
pable of producing sensibk effen, ' T ^ nonetheless deemed ca-
w„:o::t~n^ 

atth T ™ "“t "iB^tttretwIrtd

ated with magic, m a later section of this essay.
bute of the term,'nameTyThe

“errt=::~^^ ^ t::::

Urat would otherwise he assumed by a read ”mTm”T 

^storted by a demonic printer, and Z altir“„t3

AFTER DE BROSSES I4I

■ the page, instead of vanishing into the status of a neutral medium for a 
caning it merely disclosed.In short, fetishism will not be assumed. With 
-ry invocation it announces the task of reading, and with every enuncia- 

it asserts the incompleteness of translation.
; We can begin to try to understand why this is the case by rehearsing the 
onical etymologies with which the term is typically introduced. The 
der will recall the opening paragraphs of Charles de Brosses's text, but it 
orth repeating them here:

ITie confused assemblage of ancient Mythology has been for the mod- 
iems only an indecipherable chaos, or a purely arbitrary enigma, inso
far as they have wished to make use of the last Platonic Philosophers' 
figurism. [... ]

Some more judicious Scholars, who are well informed about the his
tory of the first peoples whose colonies discovered the West and versed 
in the knowledge of Oriental Languages, after having stripped Mythol- 

? ogy of the mismatched hodge-podge with which the Greeks had over
loaded it, have finally found the true key: in the real history of these first 
peoples, their opinions and their Sovereigns; in the false translations of 
a number of simple expressions, whose meaning was no longer under
stood by those who continued to use them,- in homonyms, which made 
so many different Beings or persons out of the same object designated by 
different epithets. [ . . . ] The scholarly explanations they have given us 
leave almost nothing more to be desired, as much in the details of the 
fables' application to the real events in the lives of profane antiquity's 
celebrated heroes, as in the interpretation of terms, which, reducing the 
story to quite simple facts for the layman, dissipates the false air of the 
marvelous in which it was seen fit to shroud them. But these keys, which 
open up the understanding of historical fables very well, are not always 
sufficient to explain the singularity of the dogmatic opinions and practi
cal rites of the first peoples. These two points of Pagan Theology concern 
either the worship of the stars, known by the name Sabianism, or the 
worship, perhaps no less ancient, of certain terrestrial and material ob
jects called Fetishes by the African Negroes, among whom this worship 
survives—for that reason I will call it Fetishism. I ask that I be permit
ted to use this expression habitually: though in its proper signification it 

refers in particular to the beliefs of African Negroes, I signal in advance 

that I plan to use it equally in speaking of any other nation whatsoever, 

where the objects of worship are animals, or inanimate beings that are 

divinized. I will sometimes use it even in talking about certain peoples



1
^4^ AFTER DE BROSSES

for whom objects of this sort are not so much Gods, properly speaking, 
as they are things endowed with a divine virtue: oracles, amulets, and 
protective talismans. For in general, all these ways of thinking have at 
bottom the same source, which is merely the appurtenance of a general 
Religion spread very far over the entire earth, and which must he exam
ined on its own as composing a particular class among the diversity of 
Pagan Religions, all of them rather different among themselves. (44-45, 
emphasis added)”

Quite soon after introducing his project thus, de Brosses turns to ety
mology, noting, "The Negroes of the west coast of Africa, and even those of 
the interior of the continent as far as Nuhia, the land adjacent to Egypt, have 
as objects of worship certain Divinities that the Europeans call Fetishes, a 
term coined by our traders in Senegal from the Portuguese word Fetisso, 
which means, fairy, enchanted or divine thing or giver of oracles-, this from 
the Latin root Fatum, Fanum, Fari" (48). It is significant that de Brosses does 
not claim that the word "fetish" comes from the Portuguese but rather notes 
Its European provenance, remarking that "our traders," those of France (and 
other European nations) had coined the term from the Portuguese word 
Fetisso. This scrupulousness of attribution was largely forgotten by later 
commentators, who instead proffered a more direct and unmediated route 
from Portuguese into the languages of other trading and philosophizing na
tions. Thus, for a relatively recent example, one finds Roy Ellen claiming 
that the earliest English forms of the word . . . are directly adopted from 
the Portuguese feitigo (used in Portugal itself to refer to amulets and the 
relics of saints). The Portuguese extended its application to certain objects 
venerated by inhabitants of the Guinea coast, and it was through this chan
nel that it entered scholarly dogmatism." Even as philologically fastidious 
a writer as Max Muller could demand, "Why did the Portuguese naviga
tors who were Christians, but Christians in that metamorphic state which 
marks the popular Roman Catholicism of the last century—why did they 
recognize at once what they saw among the negroes of the Gold Coast as 
feitigosl And he could answer with a somewhat supercilious (Protestant) 
confidence. The answer is clear. Because they themselves were perfectly 
familiar with a feitipo, an amulet or a talisman." The apposition implies a 
perfect translatability here, despite the fact that, a few lines further along, 
Muller invokes "gru-grus, supposedly their own [referring to the residents 
of the Gold Coast] name for what the Portuguese called feitigo."'^

This passing reference to a seemingly indigenous name for which feitigo 

provided the putative equivalent implied a difference that could not be ef-
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faced by translation, though many writers also observed that the Portuguese 
word had been taken up in the languages of the Gold Coast, displacing or 
supplementing whatever local terms had been used for the little bags of 
leather in which were kept apotropaic objects and which were worn about 
the neck, or the carved statues revered by priests and laymen alike. And we 
cannot be sure whether the very word gru-gru (later transliterated as gris- 

gris] was not itself the product of a mutual mistranslation, given that the 
earliest Portuguese references to these objects (or something like them) 
referred to them as "Gregories," after Saint Gregory. Saint Gregory was 
deemed the Apostle of Armenia, and the relics of Saint Gregory were espe
cially beloved of Armenian traders, who had plied their trade in North Af
rica and the West Coast of Africa prior to the Portuguese. We cannot be sure 
whether such a mistranslation born of interlingual rhyme and homonymy 
occurred, and if so, which was primary—that of the Africans hearing gre
gories as gru-gru/gris-gris, or that of the Europeans mishearing gris-gris as 
gregories. We do know that Richard Jobson heard that rhyme in 1623 when, 
in his account of the gold trade in Gambia, he wrote that "the Gregories bee 
things of great esteeme amongst them, for the most part they are made of 
leather of severall fashions, wonderous neatly, they are hollow, and within 
them is placed, and sowed up close, certaine writings, or spels which they 
received from their Mary-buckes, whereof they conceive such a religious re
spect, that they do confidently believe no hurt can betide them, wilst these 
Gregories are about them, and it seemes to increase their superstition. * If 
Jobson is indicative, a possible visual resemblance between forms of prac
tice became a partial aural identity, one in which translational difference 
was sutured over by the fantasy of a single referent (I leave aside for now the 
fact that many contemporary commentators have attempted to restrict the 
term "fetish" to a translation for the Bakongo nkisi [see below]). But it is 
entirely possible that the ostensibly prior "African" terminology of the gris- 

gris is itself already a product of an interlingual (mis)translation analogous 
to that which informs the history of the fetish.

To the extent that gris-gris came to appear African, it lacked generaliz- 
ability for northern European and especially Protestant commentators; it 
was instead the "European foreign" (as seen from within Protestantism) that 
came to function as a universal name for the alterity of Africa, even when 
it was said to originate in Portugal. In the Dutch- and German-language 
reports of missionaries, colonial chaplains, and adventurers, ' fetish was 
variously written as fetysi, fytys, fiittise, and fytysi, and the term was said 
by missionaries to have entered African (especially Akan-Ashanti) vocab
ularies by the i66os.'^ Wilhelm Johann Muller's Description of the Fetu
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Country, 1662-9, written when he was resident at the Danish fort of Freder- 
icksborg, near the Portuguese trading port of Elmina, provided native trans
lations for what he identified as fetishes and fetish-worship. His text also 
references the local use of the Portuguese terms fitiso and fitiseio as well as 
a Dutch form of the word.'« Indeed, W. J. Muller theorized that residents of 
Fetu used the term “fitisiken" to refer to their "idol-worship" because they 
generally rendered foreign words in a diminutive form, following the Dutch 
pattern. His own definition of fitiso included a belief in the sacred quality 
of natural objects, a deity demanding sacrifice, a hereditary spirit associated 
with the family or lineage imagined as protector, the enforcer of law, and 
the instrument of an oath.'^ It was among the most sophisticated and judi
cious accounts of fetish worship available for many years.

Nearly two hundred years later, the great scholar of comparative reli
gion Max Muller could do little more than repeat these antecedent reports. 
In his account, the foreignness of the gru-grulgris-gris remains both relative 
and residual—but the term is rarely invoked. By contrast, the fetish had 
become a sign of the foreign that could nonetheless function universally by 
virtue of its anchorage in a transcendental referent. It too is expressed in 
the presence of a self-consciously untranslated term, which is nonetheless 
quickly sublated in the etymological excursus that follows:

With regard to the word, it is well known that the Portuguese feitigo 

corresponds to the Latin factitius. Pactitius, from meaning what is made 
by hand, came to mean artificial, then unnatural, magical, enchanted 
and enchanting. A false key is called in Portuguese chave feitiga, while 
feitigo becomes the recognized name for amulets and .similar half-sacred 
trinkets. The trade in such articles was perfectly recognised in Europe 
during the middle ages, as it is still among the negroes of Africa. A man
ufacturer or seller of them was called feitigeio, a word which, however, 
was likewise used in the sense of a magician or conjurer. How common 
the word was in Portuguese we see from its being used in its diminutive 
form as a term of endearment, meu feitigmho meaning my little fetish, 
my darling.*’

Max Muller continues to expostulate with reference to a "similar transition 
of meaning in the Italian fattma, incantation, which occurs in mediteval 
Latin as far back as 13 ii, also in chaime, which was originally no more 
than carmen, and in the Greek s’ltcpSp.'But this conjoining of making and 
speaking is a long way from the meanings linked to the term fattma in the 
lexicons whence de Brosses himself derived his term.
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1
Like de Brosses, Muller holds on to the connotation of magic, using the 

term "fetish" to conflate making, in the sense of fabrication, with making 
happen, in the sense of incantation (what Latour later called "faire faire"), 
via a dubiously unified Italian root. A comparison with the lexicons of an 
earlier moment is instructive in this regard. To wit, Nol de Berlemont's Col- 

loquia et dictionarium of 1676 lined up Latin, French, Flemish, German,
' Spanish, Italian, English, and Portuguese in a columnar structure of lexical 

equivalence. In his text, the Portuguese "feitura, feigao" culminates a trans
lational sequence that begins with "forma" (Latin) and includes "facon [sic]" 
(French), "fatsoen" (Flemish), "model, form" (German), "hechura" (Span
ish), "fattura" (Italian), and "a fashion" (English). Thomas Blount's 1573 
Glossographia had translated fattura, which it identified as a Latin root (not 
Italian, as in de Berlemont's text), as "the making or doing of a thing" and 
had linked it to "factor" (whence English gets the terms "factory" and "man
ufacture"), defined as "a doer or maker of a thing; it is commonly used for 
him who buys or sells for a Merchant, or that looks to his business in his 
absence.The implicit question posed by the etymologies is quite simply 
this: When does fabrication entail something extraordinary or supernatural? 
The answer, as the history of fetishism's discourses demonstrate, depends 
on how value and, more particularly, surfeit or surplus is conceived. It there- 
fore also depends on how exchange is imagined. The very postulation of the 
question entails a prior history of detranscendentalization, for it depends on 

j; supplanting a vision of the world as a divine creation by one in which human
■ fabrication can be conceived as generative without implying heresy.

Max Muller concludes his own text by expressing a sense of indebted
ness to the Portuguese sailors—implicitly praising their capacity to perceive

■ an affinity with the practices of those who were to them strangers and on 
that basis to undertake a comparison that a commonplace exoticism and 
more violent antipathy to otherness might have forbidden. But, and despite 
his own liberal ambitions, he also expresses a suspicious and even a chastis
ing regret toward de Brosses for the "unwarrantable liberty" that he took 
with the term. For in Muller's analysis, de Brosses had used the word to 
cover over essential distinctions, including the worship of natural objects.
the worship of animals, and the veneration of "mere rubbish" a litany 
remarkably similar to Hegel's staged typology of the religions of magic (see 
below).“ Fetishism, Muller said, should have been reserved for the last of 
these, for it was, in his own estimation, the final stage in the degenera
tion of religion, not its origin. The question of fetishism's status in an evo
lutionary schema obsessed writers of anthropology and comparative reli
gious studies for nearly two centuries, and Muller's efforts to decide, if not
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terminate, the argument failed miserably. But the debate about fetishism's 
locus in history—as origin or as decadent endpoint—was never premised 
on the achievement of definitional stability. With each proclamation about 
progressive or regressive developments, the task of conceptual circumscrip
tion returned.

As for the Portuguese writers—rather than the unlettered sailors, whose 
thought remains largely inaccessible to us—their works are marked by com
parable labors of description and categorical specification, perplexity, and 
contempt regarding different rehgious practices of the people they encoun
tered, traded with, or abducted into slavery. They are also marked by a re
lentless search for intimations of any belief in a deity and, more hopefully, 
the principle of monotheism. It is therefore notable that the Catholic writers 
of theologically minded treatises rarely ever used the term feitigo, although 
they rather more frequently noted the presence of sorcerers, or feitigeiios.^ 

Insofar as the question of worship, and specifically the worship of objects or 
forces deemed inappropriate for such reverencing, arose, the issue tended to 
be addressed under the rubric of "idolatry." Where the Protestant writers ex
pounded upon fetishes, the educated Catholic writers (Portuguese, Spanish, 
Italian, and, in some cases, French) tended to speak, in Portuguese, of idolos. 

As Pietz has already noted, the mistranslation, the generous identification 
or the linguistic promiscuity (depending on one's perspective) assigned to the 
Catholic sailors, thus comes to us not through Catholic theology but appears 
mainly as hearsay in the writings of Protestant commentators as part of a 
centuries-long diatribe against Cathoficism itself.

To wit, the Jesuit missionary Jose de Acosta's Histoiia natural y moral 

de las Indias (1590) included in his narrative of the Spanish encounter in 
the Americas several careful descriptions of idolatry that differentiate it in 
terms that anticipated many of the more discerning anthropological efforts 
to overcome de Brosses's categorical indiscriminateness. Translations of his 
text into other European languages followed quickly, with the English ren
dition appearing in 1604. De Acosta's theological prejudices are bare, but 
they are nonetheless tempered by a strong sense that the Indians of the 
Americas were morally sophisticated, even when their forms of worship 
affronted the protocols of his own faith. Thus, he writes:

Idolatry saieth the holy-Ghost by the Wise man, is the cause, beginning, 
and end of all miseries, for this cause the enemy of mankinde hath mul
tiplied so many sortes and diversities of idolatry, as it were an infinite 
matter to specifie them all. Yet we may reduce idolatry to twoo heades, 
the one grounded uppon naturall things, the other upon things imagined
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and made by mans invention. The first is divided into two; for eyther the 
thing they worship is generall, as the Sunne, Moone, Fire, Earth and Ele
ments, or else it is particular, as some certayne river, fountaine, tree, or 
forrest, when these things are not generaly worshipped in their kindes, 
but onely in particular. In this first kind of idolatry they have exceeded 
in Peru, and they properly cal it Guaca. The second kinde of idolatry 
which depends of mans invention &. fictions, may likewise be divided 
into two sortes, one which regards onely the pure arte and invention of 
man, as to adore the Images or statues of gold, wood, or stone of Mercury 

or Pallas, which neyther are, nor ever were any thing else but the bare 
pictures: and the other that concernes that which really hath beene, and 
is in tmeth the same thing, but not such as idolatry faines; as the dead, 
or some things proper unto them, which men worshippe through vanitie 
and flatterie, so as wee reduce all to foure kindes of idolatry, which the 
infidells use; of all which it behooveth vs to speake something.^'*

De Brosses certainly drew on de Acosta's account, though he relied more 
heavily on Aitkins, Bosman, de Marees, des Marchais, and Loyer. In each 
case, his appropriation of these writers' descriptive details depended on a 

r double move. First, it required the discernment of commonalities in the 
practices that were being differently nominated by Catholic and Protestant 
commentators. This discernment was nonetheless grounded in a typology 
not of practices and beliefs but of the objects orienting them. Second, it en- 

* tailed a rejection of the logic of idolatry as the definitive structure inform
ing the practices that he termed fetishistic and that entailed the veneration 
of animals, natural objects, sites of the landscape, and other entities that 
lacked a representational element. Indeed, more than the neologism with 

' which he is identified, de Brosses's innovation lay in his insistence that 
this early stage of what he believed to be the religious tradition common to 
all of humanity was a nonrepresentational one. The idiom of figurism that 
he so vehemently rejected (and which term and discourse is so elegantly 
historicized by Daniel Leonard in his introductory essay to this volume) en
compasses both allegory and various forms of idealism, but it functions 
by attributing to the thing revered the status of sign, and thereby makes 
of it a duality combining both presence and absence. De Brosses insists, 
again and again, that fetishism—with its emphatic particularism and its 
intransigent materialism—entails no presumption that the force and thus 
the alterity associated with the fetish emanates from anywhere else than 
the thing itself. It is neither emblematic nor symbolic, neither figurative 
nor representational. Nor does that force exceed the thing in which it is
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incarnate. Accordingly, it is ineligible for the condemnation o( idolatry
which woidd entail the false attribution to a thing of that for which itTs 
merely the representative. ®

A condescending indemnification against theological wrath, de Brosses's 
argument nonetheless spares those he termed Negroes and other so-called 

ages of history (who were also the historical progenitors of all modern 
nations in his analysis) from the accusation of deifying mere mortals- “Ne
(?r Ani the idolatry of deified men"
( . d again. This worship devoted to certain natural works is essentially 
different from that which idolatry (as it is commonly called) devoted to 
works of art representing other objects, to which the adoration was really

themselves that it is directly 
addressed (ay, emphasis added). Attributing to them great stupidity, de 
Brosses nonetheless found his premodern savages to be innocenf of theo
logical presumption.

Literahty and immediacy became the two axes of fetish worship reit
erated throughout de Brosses's text with an exclamatory effect. Again and 
gam we read de Brosses insisting that what is worshipped is the thing, usu- 

y e animal" itself"_as when he asserts that "the worship concerned
the aiiimal itself, which was not considered a mere emblem" (70, emphasis 
added, or when he disputes Plutarch to say that, rather than worshipping 

stial statuary, and thus the representation of something else or other th! 
Egyptians "addressed themselves to the living animal itself" {121). The id
iom of the "thing itself" is supplemented in de Brosses's text by an analydc 
categorization m which the notion of "direct worship" is inscribed as the 
sine qua non of all fetishism: "Direct worship, rendered without figuration 

animal and vegetable productions, has reigned in every century aS in ev-
Zs r 1 the modern Egyptolo-
Lt '^th h b^heves to be Pliny's error, he^aims

a direct form 7 --

lat wlol hr . vT ^he common
nowCe dXe i ^hose way of thinking should

nose^In dTp^''^ immediacy of fetish worship was fundamentally op- 
htiral' ^ tepresentationalism, and it had profound po-

y f the religious wars m Egypt arose from the fact that objects of worship
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could not be reconciled as the mere forms of appearance of a shared, higher- 
level or more abstract, belief:

The wars of Religion among the Egyptians have been discussed; they 
must have been even fiercer than elsewhere, because of a singular rea
son m addition to the general reason. The antipathy created by nature 
between several species of animal could not help but increase that found 
between the peoples who had chosen them as Fetishes: there was no way 
that the worshippers of rats could live for a long time in good relations 
with the worshippers of cats. But these wars provide more proof that it 
was a question of the animal taken by itself, and not considered as an 
arbitrarily chosen emblem of the real Divinity: for then there would be 
no matter for discord, with all of these types referring back to the same 
object, like different words of several languages when they signify the 
same thing. (72, emphasis added).

As Daniel Leonard observes (343n7«), de Brosses was slyly invoking 
Hume with his allusion to a war between cats and rats, but the theoreti
cal point exceeds the linguistic game, even as it is made possible by a wry 
metaplay on the arbitrariness of the signifier.^s por, as Saussure later argued 
in his attempt to conceptualize the "sign" as a function of differential rela
tions (of both sense and value) between adjacent signifiers in a total system, 
the conceptual difference between a cat and a rat becomes articulable with 

, the substitution of c for r. In other words, the thought becomes legible only 
through the sound-image. This is not the place to review the future his
tory of debate about structuralist linguistics, and de Brosses's verbal play
is, at best, an anticipatory gesture toward the future history of semiology_
but we may note that both surrealists and poststructuralists later invoked 
the fetish to explore something not unrelated: a logic utterly irreducible 
to Saussure's, and then L6vi-Strauss's, infinite binarisms.^« In any case, de 
Brosses's decision to replace Hume's cats and wolves with his own rhyming 
beasts {chats et rats] indicates a well-thought move, which, though surely 
enabled by the simple pleasure of the rhyme, and a possible nod to Mon
taigne, is intrinsic to a more robust argument about the nonarbitrariness of 
fetishism's objects.^^ We can therefore assume that it is more than aural wit
ticism, if less than a theory of the sign and of its other in an order of things. 
However, the ambiguous implications of this argument, which links fetish
ism to a state of near-constant violence, also entails, as its flip side, the no
tion that abstraction is the condition of possibility of peace—the medium 
not only of Reason but of right and of law. In thrall to particularity, suggests
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(76). The confusion arises because the words—the categorical designator and 
' the proper name—sound the same.
f J Now, this confusion (of falsely resembling phenomena) not only lures 
Pthe analyst into the trap of misrecognition and of subsuming otherwise 
^ distinct entities under a false generalization, but it also generates mythic 

substitutions—as when the origin myth of the cult of Dodona is said to 
have originated in the substitution of the word "Heman" (dove) for the 
like-sounding (to de Brosses's French ear, given that the h is unaspirated 
|n French) Iman (priestess) (69). At times, de Brosses uses homonymy as an 

I to a protodeconstructive technique, as when he claims that "Beelzebub 
nd Beelzebul are alterations and ironic false pronunciations of Beel-Sebuth, 

which seems to me to be the same word as Baal-Sabaoth" (80). He does so 
ain when he repeats the notion that the "baetylic stones of Paganism" are 

^derived from the stone anointed by Jacob and called "Beth-el," only to in
vert the historical narrative such that Jacob's act becomes an iteration of an 
already existing fetishization of stones, rather than the inaugural moment 
in a history of degeneration (81). Clearly, and in keeping with the universal- 
ist ambitions of his moment, de Brosses privileges written language over 
the spoken, and thus idiomatically inflected, word. He seems oblivious of 

t the problems of orthography and transliteration but is driven to expunge the 
Ifalse resemblances (the rhymes and homonymies) that can be produced in 
Ithe ear when no visual sign works to supplement and thereby anchor it in 
|a prior distinction.

The problem with homonymy as conceived by de Brosses is that it 
Imakes impossible the discernment and fixing of differences. Moreover, it in- 
p.cites substitution, most especially of proper names for common names. It 
I thereby promotes the false particularization or concretization of that which 
I was merely an abstract category. Thus, he notes that in ancient Egypt, ani- 
I mals "were substituted, by homonymy, for the celestial signs of the Zodiac" 

(126). But here, the origin of fetishism is also the origin of an incapacity to 
identify fetishism when it occurs, for the presumption that every word is 
linked to the same referent might lead the traveler or the naive theologian 
to imagine, for example, that indigenous terms for god imply the same thing 

as what such terms mean for the beneficiaries of ostensibly revealed reli
gion: "Among the Savages, the words God or Spirit do not at all mean what 
they mean among us. [ . . . ] In general, it can be said that in the vernacular 
language of common Paganism,^® the word God means nothing other than 

a being having power over human nature: either it is believed to have al
ways been such, or they imagine that it has acquired this degree of author
ity" (106). And this is the basis of the error, the fortuitous and unceasingly
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productive error by which the Portuguese sailors gave to Africans the name 
of their own practices and, from a certain austere Protestant perspective 
their own idolatry-cum-fetishism.

Now, de Brosses was not alone in his anxiety about homonymy, nor in 
his sense of the epistemic slippages that might arise if translation proceeded 
on the basis that any word for a god could bear with it the revealed knowl
edge of God. As Vicente Rafael has shown, an anxiety about the incom
mensurability of terms for invoking the Christian divinity and a suspicion 
about the adequacy of indigenous languages to accommodate its concept led 
Catholic missionary theologians to demand that the name of God remain 
untranslated even in vernacular texts of Christian pedagogy.^’ The insis
tence on untranslatability simultaneously conferred on other languages (Ta- 
galog in the case discussed by Rafael) a sense of limit, while conferring an 
aura of both propriety and adequacy on the original Latin (or its derivatives, 
such as Castillian). A hierarchy and chain of decreasing linguistic capacity 
was thereby elaborated. In the context of colonial Philippine society, the 
anxiety about mistranslation arose from a recognition that language learn
ing is often accompanied by processes of radical decontextualization, which 
Rafael terms "fishing.In such linguistic expeditions, individuals pluck 
from foreign languages the terms that they think they recognize, importing 
them into their own languages and infusing them with foreign associations. 
This is precisely where homonymy exercises its demonic force, from the 
orthodox perspective, for the word presumptively heard is invariably mis
heard, its very boundaries produced because of resemblances to another, ap
parently familiar but actually different term.

Resemblance was also the ground for diffusionist fantasies of shared lex
ical origins. If people in distant places, speaking unrelated languages, used 
the same-sounding term to designate an apparently comparable concept or 
object, the word itself gained in verity and came to assume the appearance 
of the original in the form of a survival. It is surely possible that this was 
one of the early drivers of the word feitigo's quick application and dissemi
nation on the Guinea Coast, where much of the sought-after gold came from 
the kingdom of Fetu, an inland state about three miles from the coast (near 
Elmina) and one whose coveted mines remained carefully secreted from 
European traders by the local authorities. The gold figurines and amulets 
that initially seduced and then maddened the Portuguese traders and would- 
be colonizers when they learned that many were merely plated (plating was 
referred to as "faet"-ing in the Old English of Beowulf) often came from 
Fetu—the origin and rhyme of that which the sailors held dear. It was, after 
all, in Fetu that Wilhelm Johann Muller wrote his multilingual lexicon and
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^plained the many forms in which the locals had taken up the Dutch ver- 
' Sion of the Portuguese term for "fetish." A homonymy too good to be true? 
Perhaps. But it would not be the first attempt to resignify the contingent re
semblances of terms sonically resembling each other in an effort to make
coincidence appear as originary truth.

Nonetheless, as de Brosses himself acknowledges, the recognition of 
something like fetishes may have been made as rigorously by the indigenes 
of America to the Spanish conquistadors as was the reverse. He cites Herre
ra's account of Cuba and notes with unmistakable irony, "One need not ask 
whether rifles or gunpowder are terrifying Fetishes or Manitous for them; 
but no Divinity of this sort has been so fatal to the Savages as gold, which 
they believed with certainty to be the Spaniards' Fetish, judging of the na
ture of the Spaniards' belief from their own and from the deep veneration 
that they saw them give to this metal" (58). Marx later made much of this 
observation and of the critical strategy of reversal that de Brosses employed 
so much more gingerly and to such different ends. Despite his evolution
ary confidence, de Brosses acknowledged the persistence of fetish worship 
among those people who had otherwise "advanced" to other forms of wor
ship and insisted that, within any civilizational epoch, the majority of in
dividuals are beholden to infantile beliefs. He sternly asserts, "Civilization 
does not exclude superstition" (108) and attributes the latter to the lower 
classes as a general rule (114). Somewhat more complex is his claim that 
there exists no proportionality between, on the one hand, the progress of 
civilization and, on the other, the decline of "unreasonable practice" (102). De 
Brosses found fetishism everywhere, no less among the ancient Greeks and 
Persians than among the Africans of the Guinea Coast, and indeed among 
the working classes of his own milieu. Avowing the myth of the Fall, in the 
metaphor of a divine deluge, de Brosses found fetishism to be the first reli
gion and the first gesture of recovery among those who, having been rendered 
amnesiac by God's wrath, could only hope to return to revealed truth, which 
he believed was preserved for the "chosen race" (io8).3‘

EXCURSUS: RECONTEXTUALIZING DE BROSSES,
WITH PIETZ IN AND OUT OF AFRICA

I have dilated at such length on de Brosses's original text to demonstrate 
why its translation and its republication now might prove of interest for his
torians of the concept and students of philosophical anthropology, as well as 
the other disciplines that depend on the term. To be sure, there is much that 
forbids reappropriation and that cannot be redeemed from the morass of



154 AFTER DE BROSSES

prejudice and the enormity of historiographical and anthropological error in 
which It is mired. What Michel Foucault says of Kant's Anthropology from 

a Pragmatic Point of View can equally be said of de Brosses's Worship of the 

Fetish Gods. It too can appear as "nothing more than a collection and rhap
sody of examples," whose incapacity to provide the empirical ground for the 
theoretical claims being made cannot be overlooked.^! Nor can any account 
of fetishes entirely escape this conundrum, a particularly acute form of the 
epistemological crisis that Kant later tried to theorize. Nonetheless, partly 
because "fetishism" arose as a term expressing a lack in Western society and 
was thus independent of any actuality in Africa, the claims about African 
fetishism acquired a certain autonomy. They therefore survive and exceed 
the evidentiary lacunae of the work, even when they may be disputed. De 
Brosses's intervention consists partly in inventing a concept for what is ul
timately a lack of conceptuality, for an antirepresentational, antifigurative 
relation to power. It was, as is discussed below, this antifiguralist orienta
tion that was revived in the aftermath of surrealism as a rejection of the 
figure-ground relation in modernist art. In the meantime we may note that, 
to the extent that de Brosses brought together under one term a diversity of 
practices oriented by this antifigurative, antirepresentational attitude, the 
term escapes negation through counterexample. No recourse to empirical 
history will suffice to prove de Brosses wrong. We can only trace the work 
that the term enables, the thought that it materializes and underwrites, the 
epistemic commitments that it discloses and reproduces.

I hope to have shown that the reduction of de Brosses's text's importance 
to a neologistic innovation—the mere provision of a term for what was al
ready circulating as a presumptive pseudoconcept—forecloses significant 
questions, the exploration of which might yet help us understand the recur
ring appeal of the term and its proliferations. I want now to consider the 
most sustained and illuminating effort at historicizing both de Brosses's 
writings and the unparalleled force of the fetish/fetishism concept in the 
period of mercantile capitalism's florescence written to date, namely that 
produced by William Pietz.^s On that basis we can return to Brosses's work 
and consider both the revisions to which it was subject and the trace forms 
in which It has survived in the history of critical practice since the end of 
the long eighteenth century.

As stated, Pietz begins, as does every other commentator on fetishism, 
with the word, and notes that the "pidgin word Fetisso ... may be viewed 
as the failed translation of various African terms or as something in itself, 
a novel word responsive to an unprecedented type of situation." He clearly 
thinks that the latter is a more adequate approach, on the grounds that the
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lemergence of the distinct notion of the fetish marks a breakdown of the 
Idequacy of the earlier discourse under quite specific historical conditions 
fcd social forces." That situation "began with the formation of inhabited 
btercultural spaces along the West African coast (especially that stretch 
Inow as the Mina coast) whose function was to translate and transvalue 
fojects between radically different social systems" ("Fi," 6). We have al- 
[teady seen how de Brosses labored to separate out fetishism from idolatry 
pn largely philosophical and theological grounds. It is Pietz's claim that the 
inadequacy of the older discourse of idolatry articulated a clash of economic 
^TOgimes, and not merely a theological problem: "The fetish could originate 

nly in conjunction with the emergent articulation of the ideology of the 
nmmodity form that defined itself within and against the social values and 
eligious ideologies of two radically different types of noncapitalist soci- 
ty, as they encountered each other in an ongoing cross-cultural situation" 
"Fi," 7).

The exemplary instance of this cross-cultural traffic is adduced in the 
se of brass gold-weights on the Akan-Ashanti Gold Coast, where African 
eople used the small figures both as measures in trade and as amulets to 

Lring or restore good health ("Fi," 16). Later, the apparent convertibility 
..between figures of Christian and indigenous provenance led the Catholic 
missionaries in the areas of the Bakongo, with the assistance of their king, 
to believe that they could substitute crosses for idols and thereby redirect 
the reverence of the practitionersHowever, as Pietz notes, on the basis of 
a meticulous recounting of Church doctrine and the etymological develop
ments that accompanied ecclesiastical concerns with witchcraft, this very 
convertibility implied the attenuation of those significations that had previ
ously been linked to the term feitigo (or its French and Spanish cognates) as 
it had functioned within witchcraft discourse.

It may be, as Maurice Blanchot says, that etymology is the last refuge 
of the metaphysics of presence, but against this temptation he posits a dif
ferent allure, namely the ultimate indeterminateness of the word.^® In his 
estimation, it is this lack of fixity rather than any promise of primordial 
truth that draws us, mothlike, into the ambit of etymology. So it is that 
Pietz's genealogical approach permits us to question the persistent effort to 
find continuity and conservation in the word "fetish" and in its conceptual 
abstraction, fetishism, or to believe that we can locate the meaning of either 
via philological excavation. But beyond the recognition of indeterminate
ness, there is also a rupture within fetishism's etymologies that can only 
be explained through recourse to a conception of history as discontinuity, if 
not contradiction. Pietz writes;
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The notion of the feitigo, as conceived within church doctrine on witch
craft, did not raise the essential problem of the fetish: the problem of the 
social and personal value of material objects. It failed to do this because 
the logic of idolatry displaced the status of the material object to that of 
an image, a passive medium effecting relations between spiritual agents 
according to a principle of resemblance,- and it displaced the power of 
the bodily fetish-maker to create novel spiritual states of affairs onto 
the agency of the phonocentric free-will, whose spiritually significant 
actions were the forming of verbal, contractual relations.^^

When, in the late fifteenth century, Portuguese merchants began to take 
note of the veneration of objects by Africans, whom they had previously be
lieved to be without any intuition of the transcendental, these objects were 
initially represented as instruments of sorcery.^^ It was for this reason that 
fetishes and the houses in which they were ensconced were burned to the 
ground at the behest of the Portuguese monarch, Alfonso. But, in a rather 
astonishing reversal, perhaps born of underestimation, the reverencing of 
such objects was soon dismissed as harmless, even though such adornment 
was often associated with socially significant displays of identity (as when 
an amulet was said to be evidence of membership in a particular lineage). 
It was the Protestant merchants, mainly Danish and Dutch, who rejected 
them most sternly, first through the analogizing of Catholic and African 
practices, and then through the repudiation of efforts to grant spiritual sig
nificance to worldly objects.

Pietz is not alone in his efforts at historicization. Alfonso lacono has 
also argued that the concept of fetishism, as elaborated by de Brosses, de
pended not only on the etymological instability that made the term vacillate 
between fabrication and fakery, but on the Protestant theological displace
ment of the demonic. Citing Van Dale's effort to distinguish between the 
demonic and the oracular, lacono claims that the late seventeenth century 
saw the crucial separation between the objects of theology and of popular 
religious belief. And it was around the notion of false belief that a com
parative project emerged. In lacono's estimation, that possibility was only 
inaugurated when Balthazar Bekker published his Die Betoveide Weeield, 

referring to the descriptions of Guinean fetish worship as the basis of a 
still incipient comparison: "If the fetish is still limited to Guinean civiliza
tion, it is already part of a general plan of comparison."^* With Pietz and 
lacono, we may understand the emergent concept of fetishism as arising in 
a discursive space where regimes of value—economic and spiritual, social 
and personal—were being separated out. In this context, the concept of the
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"trifle," which we have already encountered in Locke's disquisition on im- 
derstanding, functioned as the sign of their persisting confusion.*®

The valorization of worthless objects was, of course, the doubled and 
redoubling problem for European merchants engaging the traders of the 
African coast. On the one hand, they were happy to exchange what were, 
for them, inconsequential trinkets for valuable trade items (buttons and 
shells or bits of cloth for gold figurines). The apparent undervaluation of 
gold on the part of the Guineans and other West Africans was not, however, 
unrelated to the trade practices of the Europeans. For it is clear that gold 
was locally valued; it was used in personal adornment and the fashioning 
of regal paraphernalia. Cadamosto had remarked, already in 1455, that for 
the people of the River Gambia, "Gold is much prized among them, in my 
opinion, more than by us," but "nevertheless, they traded it cheaply, taking 
in exchange articles of little value in our eyes.'"*® Richard Jobson's account 
from 1623 makes it clear that European traders often made a laborious and 
self-conscious effort to conceal their desire for gold, in the effort to repress 
its trade price: "We never talked imto them of golde, the principall we came 

: for, but wayted opportunitie, and notwithstanding we saw it worne in their 
womens eares, warning was given, none of our people, should take any great 
notice of it, as a thing wee should greatly desire, until occasion was given.'""

On the other hand, the Europeans resented deeply that the objects they 
acquired through trade were not always purely gold, but were instead made 
of alloyed metals or were merely plated. In this case, the concept of the 
fetish came to entail adulteration and dissimulation (as in the then-current 
French colloquialism "fetished alcohol"). The traces of the term's Latin 
root, implying fabrication and even mimetic reproduction, came to domi
nate if not displace those of malevolence, although, for Protestant traders, 
the misrepresentation of value constituted something like the radical evil 
of economy. The notion that gold was itself the pure medium of value and 
the bearer of its truth, was, of course, the function of a long process that saw 
the emergence of the value-form and the principle of general equivalence. 
And it is instructive in this context to compare the Protestant anxiety about 
dissimulation, as such, with that of the Arab Muslim commentaries on this 
very issue. In the "Refutation of Alchemy," for example, Ibn Khaldun dif
ferentiates between those who merely wish to change silver into gold and 
those "forgers," including the ones who plate silver with gold, who intend to 
deceive traders through this process. Only the latter, intentional deceit lor 
the purpose of profit, is condemned to the point of prohibiting dialogue by 
Ibn Khaldun. In his estimation, the mere alchemists are more self-deceiving 
than socially malevolent: "They are like people who are infatuated with
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something and taken in by fanciful stories about the subject of their infatua
tion. The Protestant demand for verisimilitude in value far exceeded this 
relatively judicious differentiation. And this was because gold was coming 
to function not merely as a commodity but as the very sign of value.

It was m the pursuit of this doubled object—the thing itself and its 
that European traders ravaged the West African coast, until they could 

find other trade objects that themselves came to be analogized to gold, or 
metaphorized in its terms, including ivory and human slaves. (In the twen
tieth century, of course, that trinity of valuables was joined by oil_"black
gold"—and m the twenty-first century by water, as forms of "liquid gold.")« 
And, of course, the discovery of these other forms or analogues of gold did 
not displace so much as augment the rush to acquire that precious metal. 
But in this process, captive to their desire for what they believed to be a nat
ural value, they were vulnerable to appearances. As Pietz describes it, the 
fear of "debased or outright 'sophisticated' fetish gold became a sort of syn
ecdoche expressing all the distrust and suspicion of fraud.'"” Nonetheless, 
if the Dutch traders feared fraud (Pietz focuses primarily on the accounts of 
Bosman and de Marees), they did not attribute dissimulation born of mer
cantile self-interest to all of the traders who offered them modified gold. 
Indeed, it was the usurpation of such presumptively natural self-interest by 
the priestly classes of African society, the fetish doctors or feitigeros, that 
they blamed for the crises of commensuration that they encountered. These 
crises were less failures at commensuration than reversals of the locus of 
profit; the merchants wanted to buy cheap and sell dear, so the degradation 
of the objects for which they were trading constituted a risk or, from their 
perspective, theft of value. The magic of profit contained in the myth of 
mere exchange could be disavowed only by being projected onto the African 
traders, whose own aspiration to profit appeared only in the negative form: 
as a devaluation of trade items and an inflation of prices.

Pietz finds three dominant elements in the fetish discourse of the Protes
tant merchants. In the first, the fetish is a function of superstition, by which 
is meant the belief that the events of nature are determined by personal in
tent. In the second, the organization of society is said to be based on caprice, 
arbitrary desire, and randomness, which are manifested in the diversity of 
fetishes. Finally, the fetish is seen to function as a principle of power, but 
one that operates in lieu of abstract principles of law and the juridical in
stitutions of a state. It was this set of attributes, says Pietz, that was later 
elaborated in the concept of fetishism formulated by Charles de Brosses. 
But he credits de Brosses with a more profound revision, claiming that his 
"new terminology redefined the problem of historical religion from one of
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identifying the varieties of theistic belief to that of deriving types of be
lief from people's 'manner of thinking' about causal powers in material 
nature.'"*^ And that revision subtended the more fundamental reconceptu
alization of consciousness on which the human sciences were to emerge. 
The disciplines that arose in the aftermath of de Brosses's intervention ul
timately all shared a presumption that consciousness is split in a particular 
manner and structured by the opposition between the conscious and the 
imconscious, although the recognition of this split awaited Freud for a full 
theorization. However, the emergent human sciences also deployed the con
cept of fetishism in a manner that located its pathology at the limit, where 
the opposition between the conscious and the unconscious fails to materi
alize itself in the bifurcation and stratification of an interiorized subjectiv
ity. What was imaged as an infantilism or underdevelopment in the case of 
Africans became restituted as pathology by psychoanalysis, but only insofar 
as everyday life itself came to be identified as pathological. It is my conten
tion in this essay that the very postulation of a consciousness so structured 
depended on the assimilation and generalization of the fetish concept, via 
the comparativist project that de Brosses inaugurated. But we shall pursue 
that topic below. For now, let us remain with the earlier term, which Pietz 
says resisted being treated as "a unitary concept," even as it "came to ex
press a novel idea in European theoretical reflection."'** If this is the case, 
and if Pietz is correct that the term is not originally an object within a single 
discursive formation, as Foucault defined it, we must repose his already 
lucid questions: "In what sense ... is there such a thing as a fetish? If 'fe
tish' does name some specific 'problem-idea,' what is the truth it names? 
("Fi," ii).

Pietz's theoretical answer, in the first essay of the RES trilogy, depends 
not only on the reportage of missionaries and traveling merchants, but on 
those early-twentieth-century artists for whom the fetish returned, as it 
were, as an exemplary if not an explanatory model for their own practice. In 
particular, he invokes Alberto Giacometti and Michel Leiris, but especially 
Leiris, who, in his review of Giacometti, writes of a "true fetishism which 
remains at the base of our human existence" ("Fi," ii). Pietz's analysis 
is accompanied by an image of the 192,8 sculpture by Giacometti entitled 
Head (1928), which was the object of Leiris's adoring review in Documents, 

the surrealist journal edited by Georges Bataille. The head in question is a 
kind of explosion of elemental forms, a blunt columnar work that resists 
any projection of interiority, any fantasy of recognition. As read by Leiris 
in this moment, and reiterated by Pietz, Giacometti produced his work in 
a single, amorous act, projecting himself and his love outward and giving it
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a material form, a "carapace" that made of that love a detachable, movable 
thing, like "a piece of furniture" ("Fi," ii).

Conjoining apparently unrelated objects and forms in concatenations 
of only provisional unity, the surrealists famously also made use of forms 
at hand—in collages and other assemblages of ready-mades. Chosen on the 
basis of what Breton theorized as "objective chance," these resignified scraps 
remained indeterminate and subjected viewers to a vertiginous vacillation 
between formal levels. But for the surrealist artist, Pietz suggests, the ob
jectified form of his aesthetic intention (whether composed of ready-made 
forms selected on the basis of objective chance, or fabricated anew) was ex
perienced as alien and alienating. Indeed, it generated and revealed a crisis 
for the subject, who had been put at risk "by a sudden encounter with the life 
of the outside world" ("Fi," 12). Pietz reads this crisis as symptomatic but 
also projects it backward into the history of intercultural misunderstand
ing, where the fetish signified not only a crisis of the Western self but also 
the inaccessibility and, from within Western ethnocentrism, perhaps even 
impossibility of African subjectivity. I will return toward the end of this es
say to the place of surrealism in the history of fetishism's discourses. Here,
I want only to note its significance for Pietz's analysis and the difficulties 
that are introduced when one tries to undertake a genealogical analysis via 
an aesthetic movement whose driving ambition is the recovery of a prehis- 
torical authenticity that will stand in for one's own self-sameness.

Despite his agreement with Deleuze that "fetishes exist in the world 
as material objects that 'naturally' embody socially significant values that 
touch one or more individuals in an intensely personal way" ("Fi," 4), much 
of Pietz's analysis focuses on the difficulty of producing such totalization 
and self-evident coherence. Historical distance (and dialectical materialism) 
alone allows him to discern a relatively integrated set of attributes circling 
around the concept, or, as he says, "problem-idea," of the fetish as it emerged 
out of and traversed the myriad texts in which the term circulates, across 
a vast period of time—even before adducing the fourfold attributes named 
above.“^ These are summarized by Pietz as follows; an "irreducible mate
riality; a fixed power to repeat an original event of singular synthesis or 
ordering; the institutional construction of consciousness of the social value 
of things; and the material fetish as an object established in the intense rela
tion to and with power over the desires, actions, health, and self-identity of 
individuals whose personhood is conceived as inseparable from their bod
ies" ("Fi," 10). The latter element, which assumes additional significance 
in the narrative of the artist's traumatic labor to bring a singular inner expe
rience into relation with an external materiality and the social forms of leg-
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worship do not posit any psychic interiority, nor any crisis of encounter be
tween a subject's innermost being and the external world. To the contrary 
the fetish discourse of the Enlightenment seems concerned to describe the 
absolute sociality of everything in Africa and indeed the absence of a space 
that might be ealled private, interior, subjective. The result is a subject that 
IS not one.^'’ It is the presumed absence of psychic interiority and thus pri
vate morality that makes the Afriean fetishist an enigma and a negative ex
ample for the liberal philosophers of Reason's religions. For the traders, this 
lack meant a blockage on the pathway to unregulated deal-making, thanks 
to what they perceived to be veritable monopolies on consciousness by lo
cal power holders, and thus a lack of individuated self-interest.

Now, if Freud's invention consists in positing a domain interior to the 
subjeet that is itself unfree, captated by objects and images that stand in for 
what would be normatively desired thanks to the history of sexual differen
tiation, it rests on the prior invention of a terrain that he will analogize to 
Afnca, m the idiom of the dark continent of the unconscious. In "The Ques
tion of Lay Analysis," he states that the "sexual life of adult women is a dark 
contment for psychology." It is possible to argue that the link between the 
uneonscious and sexuality is the task of his entire psychoanalytic project, 
but It IS revealed here by the simple contiguity of the metaphors rooted in 
the exploration of new worlds, but mainly Africa.^* (Freud was in fact quot- 
mg Henry Morton Stanley when he spoke of women's sexual lives). But his 
theory depends on the postulation not only of an interior psychic differentia
tion but also on a conception of that difference or split as something that is 
produced at the intersection of both radically singular (personal) experiences 
and general or normative (social) structures, and as mediated in and through 
specific languages. This is why Freud argues that dream analysis cannot be 
reduced to the pursuit of either archetypes or codes that can be deciphered 
with a single key.^^ In eontrast, the claim to an irreducible corporeality of 
identity among African fetishists displaces the question of psychic splitting 
onto an opposition between individual and society. In my opinion, it is a cru
cial aspect of the discourse of fetishism as a discourse on Africanity in Africa 
the presence of fetishes is not the mark of a split in the subjeet but of a sub
ject too coherent, too integrated, too self-same, and thus without capacities 
or reflexivity. The fetishist either is entirely in agreement with the norms 

of the surrounding society and obedient to its rulers or, as Hegel will say, is 
'beside" himself m trance states that leave him insensible to the world. This 

IS why so many early writers on fetishism belabor the fact that, when a fetish 
IS violated—as opposed to discarded-the deed must be punished without
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urse to questions about motive and with the most severe violence. What 
tters is not the secret intention but the public effect of the act.
Again and again, the immediacy of the powers said to reside in African 

'shes is linked to a social structure of law without lawfulness, obedi- 
' ce without freedom. Pietz is surely correct in finding nothing but wish 
Ifillment in Bosman's recourse to an ostensibly African myth about God's 
jstribution of gifts to the black and white races, according to which the 
ord gave gold to blacks and letters or literacy to whites and then, displeased 

vith black avarice, allowed whites to enslave them.^^ But we should add a 
ccognition that the Freudian analytic of the dream depends on the introjec- 
!on of the fetish on the basis of a process that simultaneously emphasized 
be internal division of the white subject and rendered blacks as matter 
ndivided (this was also the essence of Herodotus's perplexed observation 
lat there are people in Africa who do not dream).^'*

It is not, therefore, incidental that Pietz speaks of the impossible inte- 
iority of the fetishistic subject as a "body without organs," quoting De- 

^euze and Guattari, who derive the phase from Marx. Marx was writing 
: precapitalist societies in the idiom of a body whose social functions are 

yet undifferentiated, but Deleuze and Guattari use this phrase to designate a 
'state at once primordial and utopian. In Anti-Oedipus, they argue that those 
two moments, primordial and utopian, are held apart by the historical pro- 

' cesses that culminate in capitalism. And, they argue, capitalism is a social 
I form that works through fetishism to link the phaUocentrism of an Oedi- 
; palized society with the operations of an exchange-oriented economy that 
codes surplus as value. Pietz does not pursue this aspect of their argument.

: Instead, he proffers a "theory of the fetish" composed of four "fundamental 
. categories: historicization, territorialization, reification, and personahza- 
, tion."^* Haunted by Lacan's four fundamental concepts, the disavowed fig- 
: ure against which Deleuze and Guattari arraigned schizoanalysis, Pietz none
theless quotes Deleuze's Difference and Repetition and avers, "The fetish 
is the natural object of social consciousness as common sense or recognition 
of value" ("Fi," 13). It is not merely an object, nor a concretization of an 
imconscious impulse. It is the "site of both the formation and revelation of 
ideology and value-consciousness." This is why Pietz concludes, in respect
ful but antagonistic conversation with Maurice Merleau-Ponty, that it is 
not enough to say that "tout objet historique est fetiche" (every historical 
object is a fetish). Rather, he claims, "the fetish is a special type of collective 
object that reveals the truth of all historical objects, just as for Heidegger 
the work of art reveals and hence is the truth of 'the thing'" ("Fi," 14)-^^
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Clearly, this enlarged concept of the fetish is something very different 
from the object venerated as the locus of a power at once compulsive and 
transitory. Pietz's fetish, as "problem-idea," is the function of the discourse 
of fetishism, albeit one that is neither proper nor exclusive to any other dis
course or disciplinary institution. It is the fetish seen from afar. Its revela
tory potential depends on a certain alienation and, moreover, a kind of dou
ble consciousness. The temporary fixity of the fetish (whether a talisman or 
a flag), its apparently natural capacity to solicit investments, its historical 
specificity (what can function as a fetish here cannot work there), provides a 
"primary and carnal rhetoric of identification and disavowal," Pietz claims. 
And it is this ambivalence that lies at the base of "fetish discourse's" es
sential capacity to enable value judgments premised on the exteriority of 
the one who judges from the world of the one who invests the fetish.^^ As 
we will see below, in a fuller account of Kant's use of the term, the fetish as 
concept-metaphor emerged in the Enlightenment to function as that which 
sustains the capacities for judgment precisely by providing in its object the 
silhouetted form of the one who cannot achieve that distanced perspective, 
either in relation to the external world or in relation to her own sensations 
and intuitions.

The future history of fetishism's discourse in the West consists in en
abling the introjection of the fetish, in the form of a recognition that the 
psyche is vulnerable to a law experienced as an alien force within, one that 
demands its object forms but remains unknowable nonetheless. This recog
nition, to repeat, entails the concept of the unconscious, as opposed to the 
merely nonconscious. It was produced within one of two main critical tradi
tions, political economic and psychoanalytic, both of which are grounded 
in a gesture that reproduces the "discovery" of fetishism in a critical way: 
as the symptom of either ideology or pathology, where both are subjected 
to the processes of normativization by being excluded from the norm by 
the discourses of knowledge about them. In the first, the violence of the 
social discerned in African priestcraft is rediscovered in the operations of 
the capitalized commodity economy, wherein the capitalist benefits from 
a false universalization of his interests. The result is a distorted sociality. 
In the second, it is seen to be a diversion of properly social aims via a per
verted sexuality, which obstructs relations structured by the presumptive 
telos of reproductivity. For these distinct critical discourses to become pos
sible, however, the fetish concept had to be both unified and reappropri
ated within philosophical and theological discourse. The symptoms of the 
difficulty of that unification and reappropriation are to be found in the 
compulsiveness with which the subject of fetishism was revisited by writers
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; the next two and a half centuries, if only (and not without irony) to 
avow the utility of the term altogether.
Since the 1990s, largely in the wake of Bruno Latour's intervention, an 

emative reading of this compulsion has emerged. Most notably, Hartmut 
hme has recently argued that the proliferation of references to fetishes 
d fetishism in Europe during the nineteenth century was less a function of 
e intercultural conflict on the Guinea Coast, as Pietz claims, than it was 

■ consequence of the proliferation of objects in the industrializing world. In 
at context, he argues, fetishism was a mechanism of self-enchantment in 
d of European modernity: an appropriate—and necessary—response to the 
__^lcation of the world, as well as a mechanism for mediating and sustain- 

^ social relations. His reading depends on two moves, both of which nm 
-unter to both Pietz's and my own approach. First, he ehdes the difference 
tween fetishism and idolatry, finding a continuous thread linking Ter- 

.ftillian's (155 BCE-240 CE) condemnation of idolatry as the false worship of 
tiages, to Saint Augustine's (354-430) disavowal of the confusion of hierar- 
hy in the worship of fabricated things, to Thomas Aquinas's (1225-1274) re
action of the enjoyment of "representational images" and Nicholas of Cusa's 
1401-1464) advocacy of negative theology.^® Second, he repeats but revalues 
■-e attribution of magic and fetishism to rehc worship and the cults of pohti- 

. imagery in the theater of monarchical succession. The latter two tradi- 
;ons, he says, revealed "the African in us, long before it was discovered. 

nd it is the purpose of his book Fetishism and Culture (which never falters 
I its presumption of a readership united in Eurocentric opposition to Afri- 

lity) to demonstrate that fetishism is both archaic and modern, the residue 
*f previous histories and the response to modernity's explosive production 
and the increasing significance of images in its operations. It is instructive 
to observe in this context the stubbornness with which Bohme returns to 
Africa for the guarantee of his analysis of what constitutes fetishism, even 
though the term has now expanded to include idolatry and both therapeutic 
and malevolent magic: "The word fetishism really does have referents in Af
rican cultiu"e."“ He then proceeds to describe the Congolese nkisi traditions. 
Bohme's gesture is the culmination of a long history, whose unfolding from 
the moment Pietz identifies is the purpose of this essay. Within that history, 
anthropology, and the more ethnologically oriented comparative religious 
studies, became the custodian of fetishism's reality, constantly replenishing 
the archive with ostensibly more and more accurate accoimts of fetish objects 
and practices and a narrower and narrower sphere of reference.

This effort to fix or circumscribe the domain of fetishism's proper referent
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history, which is continually captivated by the instability of the term and 
by the desire to overcome it. As we have seen, that instability incited ety 
mological fantasies in an effort to stabilize the words with which the con
cept was associated, but these were constantly disturbed by various forms 
o rhyming and resembling (visual, auditory, conceptual). The emergent ef
forts to extend and generalize the term, and its concept, were constantly 
threatened by the recognition of its merely linguistic status and could only 
be secured through the displacement of the problem from the word to its 
ostensible referent. It is in this displacement that the fetish becomes not an 
object but the function of a mode of thought, a structure of subjectivity and 
a theological insufficiency, one that will be variously attributed to African- 
ity and femininity.

But this displacement was possible, as I hope to show, only after Kant had 
e aborated an anthropology in which a pragmatic conception of culture—as 
training for cosmopolitical life and rehearsal for moral uprightness—made 
fetishism thinkable as a failed but not always countermoral practice, one 
based m analytic error and affective excess rather than evil or unreality. It 
IS for this reason, and because Kant's epistemology first stages the split in 
the subject that orients Freud's thought, that I have chosen to focus much of 
the next section of this essay on Kant. Hegel's intervention consists at least 
partly m overturning Kantian anthropology and consolidating a more devel- 
opmentalist conception of religion. As we will see, Hegel responds to the 
double bind that emerges in Kant's effort to separate the empirical and the 
transcendental, by rendering them as stages in a historical dialectic. In both 
cases, fetishism functions as a kind of limit case, a threshold before which 
the vety thought of the transcendental seems impossible. After we consider 
the different conceptions of the fetish and fetishism in the writings of Kant 
an Hegel, I hope it will be possible to throw some fresh light on Marx's use 
of the fetish concept as a means to escape an idealist critique of idealism.

RE: KANT AND THE GOOD FETISHISTS AMONG US

In 1793, a little more than thirty years after de Brosses published his text, 
Kant published Religion within the Bounds of Mere Reason. Already he 
could write about sorcery as an improper and overextending ambition to 
gam "God's unmediated favor" through actions aimed at influencing divine 
will and he could argue for the relative merit of the "otherwise familiar 
word fetishism" as a term to describe that aspiration to immediacy. Sorcery 
implied for Kant commerce with the devil, but he was willing to entertain 
the thought that otherwise wrong-minded efforts to solicit divine approval
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■d elicit God's gifts might be undertaken "with good moral intent.It 
as to accommodate this "good moral intent" that he adduced "fetishism" 
preference to "sorcery." Given the caricature of fetishism that demi
ted both popular and scholarly works of the period, where it was often 
lextricable from demonic practice, and given Kant's own use of figures of 
digeneity to function as the stabilizing outside for a definition that cor

relates humanity and Reason,^ this relatively generous recognition of a pos
sible moral intention within fetishism must give us pause, for it discloses 
a pragmatic element in the philosophy of religion that is otherwise often 
overlooked.

The "otherwise familiar term" had not always been so self-evident, even 
in Kant's own writings on religion before the 1790s. We know, thanks to the 
meticulous interpolation and publication of student notes taken in Kant's 
lectures, that de Brosses had been referenced by Kant in his lectures on a 
variety of topics.“ However, the only direct and explicit reference in Kant's 
notes on anthropology for the lectures of 1780-84 and again in 1796-98 
was not to Du culte des dieux fetiches, which was finally translated into 
German by Christian Brandanus Hermann Pistorius in 1785, with an ap
pended article by his father, the theologian Hermann Andreas Pistorius.^ 
Rather, it was to Michael Hifimann's translation of the Ttaite de la forma

tion mecanique des langues (Treatise on the mechanical formation of lan
guages, 1765) into German as Ubei Sprache und Schrift (On language and 
'writing, 1777).“ Werner Stark, Kant's most scrupulous archivist, infers that 
Kant's lectures of 1791-92 also made reference to de Brosses's Histoire des 

navigations aux teiies austiales (1756), which was translated into German 
as Vollstandige Geschichte der Schiffaithen nach dem noch giosthentheils 

unbekanten Sudldndein by Johann Christoph Adelung in 1767.** Kant did 
not read French, and his dependency on translation thus ensured a temporal 
lag in his capacity to respond to de Brosses's thought, but it was a highly 
mediated relation in any case.

As already noted, some notion of fetishes was operative for Kant even 
before he read de Brosses, and it is thus difficult to establish the precise 
influence that the French philosopher had on his work. In the early notes on 
metaphysics (1764—66?), for example, we can already see Kant attempting to 
link various categories that later came to be encompassed by the term "fe
tish." Thus, under the heading "rational beings in other worlds" ("vernunft- 
ige Wesen in anderen Welten"), we find astral spirits and angels, as well as 
"souls or still living beings," otherwise termed "poltergeists." Adjacent to 
poltergeists, a parenthetical list appears with the following terms: "Fetisch,

___ //67 T*** i-Kie
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senes, rather than an encompassing type. However, despite the recurrence 
of terms, the two lists are somewhat incommensurable,- the first refers to 
supernatural beings, the latter to media or technologies that may be used to 
communicate with them. A later set of notes, estimated by Erich Adickes 
to have been made for the lectures of 1785-88, similarly places "Fetisch" 
in a relation of apposition to "Manitou, Talisman or shadows of the dead 
(objects of past experience) Manitou, Talisman oder Schatten der Todten 
(g. Objecte gewesener Erfahrungen)."«« Here, the lists seem blurred, the beings 
and media running one into the other. However, now they are subsumed as 
categories of perceptible phenomena, the shadows of the dead being reduced 
here from their status as possible rational beings to mere concrete concepts.

In this context it is significant that the 1802 compilation of Kant's lec
ture notes titled Physical Geography refers to fetishes but not to fetishism. 
There, remarks on religion in Africa, particularly on the practices of peo
ple from the coast of Sierra Leone and Benin, include an acknowledgment 
of the Portuguese derivation of the term, translated by Kant as "sorcery" 
or magic" (Zauberei) ("von dem portugiesischen Worte Fetisso d.i. Zau- 
berei"), and a list of different forms of fetishes, including fetish trees and 
fishes, and all those fetishes fabricated by priests or "fetishers." The ab
stract noun does not appear.**’ For this reason, and because de Brosses him
self makes no reference to Sierra Leone or Benin, we must assume that Kant 
was also using sources other than de Brosses. Stark suggests that he relied 
for information about Africa on the German translation of Astley's collec
tion, namely Johann Joachim Schwabe's Allgemeine Histone der Reisen zu 

Wasser und zu Lande, published in twenty-one volumes between 1747 and 
1774-^° And it was this series of texts that provided the groundwork for that 
"rhapsody of examples" that Foucault later remarked in his commentary 
on the second, more descriptive section of Kant's Anthropology from a 
Pragmatic Point of View.

Entitled "Characteristic" (which follows the much longer "Didactic"), 
the second section of the Anthropology provides both a typology and a to
pology of social forms. It is written in a self-consciously "popular" idiom, 
and, unlike the preface or the "Didactic," it is marked both by its stereo
typic generalizations and its intransigent particularisms. Although it is of
ten treated as an exception or a departure from the more robustly eritical 
texts of Kant's oeuvre, the Anthropology lays bare, beneath a particularly 
austere light, the aporia that summons Kant's entire critical project, namely 
that cognitions that can be derived from the representations of sensible ex
perience eannot function as evidence for an extrasensible origin (divine in 
essenee) or logic according to which they may be grasped by Reason. That
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inust be adduced on the basis of a regulative principle of another order. 
Accordingly, the example can never provide the terms to ground its status 
as exemplary. In this context, the "rhapsody of examples" has something 
scandalous about it and can only simulate, through an impossibly cumula- 

. tive and asymptotic process, the totality of observable instances of human 
' behavior on which basis the category of humanity might otherwise be pos

ited, and which, in its absence, it can only encompass a priori.
To the extent that Kant's Anthropology anticipates the generic conven

tions of the modern discipline of that name, which did not emerge until a 
century later, it does so in this vacillation between a manic provision of em
pirical detail, on one hand, and the laboriously abstractive gestures aimed at 
the adumbration of universal principles, on the other. This duality, which 
is correlated with Kant's formulation of the question "what is man?" is 
perfectly described by Foucault as an "empirico-transcendental doublet."^' 
In this respect, and perhaps only in this respect, Kant's Anthropology shares 

( something of de Brosses's orientation. But if a generic tradition can be said 
(to have emerged from Kant's Anthropology, and if that tradition suffuses 
the discipline of anthropology even today (as I believe it does), it reached its 
apogee in the works on fetishism, where the litanies of particular instances 
seem to proliferate virtually without limit, precisely by virtue of the a priori 
status of the concept of fetishism—a concept that nonetheless names an 
ostensible incapacity to produce a universal concept. It is not uncommon, 
as we shall see, for texts on fetishism to consist almost exclusively of de
scriptive lists of fetish objects—even in the work of otherwise sophisticated 
ethnographers like Frank Cushing (on whom many anthropologists rely for 
early accounts of Zuni religion, and especially the Ghost Dance).

There are two points to be made here. The first is that we can already 
see in Kant's works the entrenchment of a pattern for which de Brosses's 
work provides the inaugural moment; here, fetishes always precede fetish
ism, and fetishism always exceeds fetishes. The material and the concep
tual cannot be conflated with each other. A stubborn materiality demands 
accounting and resists reduction to the concept. But more than this, we see 
an analytic structure that is itself of the order of magic or sorcery, working 
via what Marcel Mauss later said was the principle of all magic, namely a 

priori synthetic judgments—judgments for which empirical evidence can 
never function as negation (magic is that which cannot be disproven).^^

As already noted, Kant had urged his readers to accept the word fetish
ism" in place of "sorcery" in Religion within the Bounds of Mere Reason, 

a much later text than Physical Geography, despite the delayed publica
tion date of the Geography. Kant had been giving lectures on geography for
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several decades, but over the years, the topic had become bifurcated, with 
p ysical geography mcreasingly restricted to questions of the natural order 
and anthropology functioning as the rubric under which to consider the

together; With regard to this latter task, Kant's interest in the AnthropoJogy 
hes in differentiating between what he terms the "temporarily useful afd 
necessary she] and the thing itself."^3 ^he thing, in this case, is morality 
The temporarily useful and necessary shell is the form of public worship to 
be found m one or another historical and cultural tradition. It is to be differ
entiated from religion, wherein moral concepts are properly located These 
are merely symbolized by forms of public worship, which, though undesir
able from the perspective of pure reason, have their utility, particularly in 
the early histones of peoples. The split here, between private morality and 
religion, on one hand, and public forms and sensorily perceptible signs, on 

e other, runs throughout Kant's entire moral philosophy. If the Anthw 
pofogy IS Ignored, then these material phenomena can appear to be either 
supplementary (at best) aids to virtue, or the contradictory and perhaps (at 
wors ) hypocritical instruments that Kant adduces or concedes to buttress a 
morality that is otherwise impossible to achieve.

If, however the Anthropology is included in a consideration of Kant's 
moral philosophy, and if it is treated as an integral part if not the culmina- 
lon of his cntical project (as Foucault urges), one is led to a reading of Kant 

as a writer whose concern with sociopolitical actualities allows him to ac- 
owledge both the frailties of human beings and their dependence on prac- 

tices that are external to (and even in tension with) morality. He becomes 
a philosopher not of purity but of contamination or, to use a very different
3 ;2lef ' r epistemological self-limitation

coupled with a willingness to ask what can be done in its absence. In my
ea^ng, this pragmatism is central to the Anthropology, one already framed

mat sho' I know?
mat should I do? What can I hope for? mat is a human being/Man^" But
of IT'* T Anthropology with the language
of Iday and more specifically with the acknowledgment that human beings
are TndeT T "" T Pl^V^d by representations, and

, , emselves a play [Spiel] of representations.^® That this play

needs to be negotiated and subordinated is not in question here. That they 
are more common than clear representations in Kant's account is too fre
quently overlooked, and insofar as the fetish and play are linked for Kant, 
we must grant them careful attention.^®

AFTER DE BROSSES I7I

Often, says Kant, human beings play with obscure representations in 
the imagination. "However, more often, we are ourselves a play of obscure 

resentations, and our understanding is unable to save itself from the 
absurdities into which they have placed it, even though it recognizes them 
as illusions." The wryly adduced example here is sexual love and the sub
terfuge that allows the mere desire to enjoy an object (an animal aim) to 
masquerade as benevolence or concern for that same object (in, for example,

_to which Lacan returned, as we shall see). Kant concludes here
with a mature man's warning: "The power of imagination enjoys walking 
in the dark, and it takes uncommon skill, if, in order to avoid cynicism, 
one does not want to run the risk of falling into ridiculous purism."’'^ This 
extraordinary disavowal of purism (not a gesture generally associated with 
Kant) is followed by a recognition that obscure representations are "reluc
tant to vanish even when understanding illuminates them," as when a man, 
anticipating his death, chooses a particular location in which to be buried 
even though he will neither enjoy a good view nor suffer an unpleasant cli
matic environment after his demise. Kant had already, in 1777, taken up the 
problem of false cognitions in his response to the dissertation of Johanne 
Gotlieb Kreutzfeld.^3 that time he had begun to develop an argument 
about the difference between sensory illusion and poetic fiction. Whereas 
sense perceptions inform cognition without enabling understanding, poetic 
fictions are a kind of false cognition that is not rejected despite being recog
nized by the understanding as illusory.^’ In the Anthropology, the illusion, 
and the imagination's playful submission to it, is not confined to the aes
thetic or poetic realm but has become part of everyday life that cannot be 
relinquished except by a "ridiculous purism."

Rebecca Comay reads this vigorous attempt to negotiate the split (be
tween morality and public worship) that Kant himself posited, as a ques
tion of fetishism. She writes: "Kant is nothing if not aware of the problem of 
fetishism. It is the problem of religious fetishism that preoccupies him, of 
course (idolatry, superstition, fanatical delusion) but the challenge is more 
or less the same—how to refuse the escape route [Schleichweg] of natural
ism .. . —the frills, props, and gadgets that keep promising shortcuts to 
freedom and to plug the abyss.What is at stake in the fetish and fetish
ism, as understood by Comay, is not merely the use of "gadgets," or moral 
supplements, but the limits of economy (a closed system of exchange based 
in abstraction but inscribed with finitude) and indeed of every systematicity 
premised on the division of a space into interior and exterior.*'

There are echoes of Pietz in her analysis. And if we recall that the de
scription of fetishism in Africa consolidated by de Brosses entailed both a
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sense of economic incapacity and an absence of interiority, we can better 
grasp why Comay emphasizes Kant's failed labor to preserve the interioritv 
o the interior. But it would be wrong to reduce this to a formal or structural 
question of merely technical supplementarity or a literalizing metaphor 

at makes of morality an economy of limits. Rather, the "inassimilable 
exteriority at work in every moral act" that Comay discerns in Kant's moral 
philosophy (and his discourse on public religion) is linked to a conception 
of the relation between experience, understanding, and Reason, and to an 
opposition at the heart of Kant's critical philosophy, namely that between 
constitutive" and "regulative" principles. Basically, constitutive princi

ples are those that allow us to generate appearances according to rules The 
example Kant uses in the "Transcendental Dialectic" is mathematical rules 
that contain procedures for quantification. These are quite unlike the dis
cursive procedures that Kant calls regulative and that only permit the pro
duction of relations between existences. They provide a rule through which 
a unity of experience (not an experience per se) arises, without at the same 
time providing the means to know the content of experience through intu
itions or sensory perceptions. The regulative principle is thus an "analogy 
of experience" in Kant's idiom.

Now, regulative principles of understanding provide for the interrelation 
of objects, and those of pure reason order the relations between the concepts 
of understanding. In so doing, they point the subject toward a principle of 
unity that exceeds and cannot be derived from experience, and in this very
nos^bT' universality (but not its intuiting) becomes
possible. The regulative principles thus allow us to perceive order among 
the objects of experience (which are representations, recall) and the concepts 

understanding but are not derived from them. They are themselves exte-
turll n r exteriority is of the same order or struc
tural nature as the fetishes of public religion (the prayers and priestcraft), or
even whether they are merely analogous to them. It seems to me that the
riorkrofT' fThe exte- 
ou2 t h ^ hold up what
disS ed u P^^'^'tely sustained-even among the morally
tiofand h '' I “^^titutive of Reason, as that operator of formal rela- 

on and hierarchical subsumption organized by the asymptotic approach to 
he ve-eceding horizon of the absolute. Only a vacuous formalism could 
ay that eve^ relation in which the exterior obtrudes upon the interior is
stl %t C f^tish-

ralk ' ®he points to the double bind (what she
incompatible commitments") that afflicts later readers of Kant and
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most especially Hegel (but also Derridean deconstructionists) That dou e 
Id emerges when they confront both the concept of the regulative which 
is oart of a system of extreme epistemological restraint, and the ambivalent 
concessions to those techniques that are indulged by people precisely in the 
moment that they cannot maintain the rigor of the Kantian analytic.

The categorical involution of the Kantian system sometimes seems to 
defy translation. So it may help to rephrase the problem. Another way o 
conceiving of the relation between the texts focused on the philosophy o 
religion and those of a more anthropological bent is through a recognition 
that Kant stages pedagogy, on one hand, and aesthetics, on the other, as t e 
response (not the solution) to the epistemological crisis that his philosop y 
produces. Because, in his estimation, humans achieve their moral purpose 
only at the collective level, and not individually, he can accommodate t e 
rituals of even fetishistic public worship and the mere artifices of civility 
as forms of rehearsal or performative stop-gaps en route to a fuller morality. 
We might call these forms of pedagogy cultural techniques, and they have 
as their ultimate function the inculcation in human beings of the concept 
of that which they cannot experience or know—the absolute, the divine,

the infinite, deity.In the third critique, Kant gives the name of that capacity to have an 
idea of what cannot be known, the sublime. This capacity is a reflexive one 
and entails a kind of turning back from what exceeds the mind toward t e 
mind itself. Or rather, in the confrontation with the terrifying and abyssal 
prospect of the infinite (or even that which, though finite, is quantitatively 
beyond calculation) or the absolute, the reasoning and reasonable person 
can reflect on the limits of his substantive knowledge and take solace in 
an ostensibly God-given capacity to think what cannot be known and even 
to generate a concept of that unrepresentable force. Thus, a human being 
may produce a representation of the unknowable and indeed of unrepresent- 
ability-of death or nature's enormity, for example. The sublime is conse
quently allied to another capacity, namely that which can distinguish the 
purposiveness of objects, which aesthetic judgment recognizes, both from 
the purposiveness of animals and from that of human beings, who are, of 
course, forbidden to use other humans as the means to realize their pur
pose and who transcend animality in voluntary submission to this latter 
constraint. In Pietz's trenchant formula, Kant's concept of aesthetic ju g- 
ment is "the 'primitive' mentality become self-critical (and thus no longer 
superstitious) after having learned to distinguish between the purposive in- 
tentionality of its own practical subjectivity and the teleological systems of 
the objective world exemplified in biological organisms.



174 after de beosses

Now, It IS the task of culture to make individuals capable of exercising 
on a sublective level what is to be realized by the species on a histonca5 
evel. All people of culture have this capacity, says Kant, but not all peoples < 

o; he therefore adduces the "raw man" (der rohen Mensch) of Australia I and Tierra del Fuego as instances of a humanity before or at the limit of 
ciJture, and thus of rational beings without a capacity for the sublime, beings 
who must live only terrified by the terrible.*^ When Gayatri Spivak refers ' 
to the Raw as the foreclosed native informant, she is attributing some- 

ng like fetishism to Kant, but instead of fetishism's denial and monumen- 
tahzation of loss via the partial object, foreclosure (Verwerfung) entails 

e exclusion of an idea that is incompatible with an ego's affect and is an 
a temative to repression iVerdrangimg).^^ Kant cannot do without the idea of 
^ without culture, and hence he cannot exclude the Raw Man for
which the Tierra del Fuegan and the Australian provide ostensible examples 
but he must include it only in the mode of exclusion. Even so, the structure 
of exclusion is somewhat different in the narrative of fetishism, which as
serts not only fetishism's presence within Western culture, but its potential 
productivity m the development of true religion, a potential that seems to 
threaten Kant's own system with contamination-as Comay reminds us.

the tension or the contaminating traversal of moral and logical bound
aries seems constantly to fray the edges of Kant's analytic, it is also possible 
to understand the more accommodationist tendency in the anthropologi
cal writings as a function of the different concept-metaphors that domi
nate It when compared to the religious and critical philosophical texts.

he crucial term in the Anthropology is "play," not only the play of rep
resentations as discussed above, but play as attunement (or rehearsal) of 
Reason. This is not yet Schiller's concept of play as the reconciliation of 
reason and sensation-it is not a dialectical model and is perhaps even an 
antidialectical model-hut it does imply that the autonomous subject is 
not given and certainly not originary. Rather, it is produced in and through 
culture, or more specifically, it is the result of the subjectification of individ
uals m and through cultural techniques (most especially those of Lutheran 
Christianity).**

The moral principle of the subhme, which is achieved when Reason turns 
the subject away from affect, is addressed in the Anthropology as something 
^at can be developed on the basis of various kinds of play, including chil
drens hstenmg to bedtime stories (which horrify them because they have 
not yet learned to conceive of poetic fiction). Indeed, a certain formal paral
lelism can be discerned between the Critique of Judgment's concern with the 
process of enframement and the techniques by which affect can be contained
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that the subject's autonomy can be established through its distancing from 
e sensible world, on one hand, and the Anthropology's interest in play and 
e traversal of the subject by representations from which distance can pre- 
sely not be kept, on the other hand. The formal parallel is, thus, also an 
position.

} Kant remains ambivalent, his texts vacillating between a generous ac- 
mmodation of supplementary practice and severe anathema. Nonethe- 

*88, it is important to distinguish between the two problems that are other- 
ise conflated in Comay's enormously provocative and compelling reading: 

-hat of fetishes and that of fetishism. The first is of the order of the sensi-
le_of things, even when (and especially when) they are mere part-objectS;
omay includes in this category every material gesture, object, and sensu- 
usly particular element of worship. The second is of the order of the rela- 
'on between interiority and exteriority, and between a system of ordering 

abstractions and the particularizing concepts of matter that are to be thus 
ordered. But for Kant, this is too simple, for it is not a matter of matter, so 

o speak, but of the representations of that to which the faculty of sense is 
eceptive. This is how Kant manages the double bind produced by the apo- 

ietic linkage of the empirical and the transcendental, of the finite elements 
f a positive knowledge and thought about the conditions of possibility for 
eflecting on them, as Michel Foucault has already observed.

Already in his "Inaugural Dissertation," Kant had distinguished be
tween the forms and relations of things in themselves and the forms and 
“elations perceptible by a human subject, with the latter being a function 
not of the things but "a certain law inborn in the mind co-ordinating with 
^bne another the sensa arising from the object." He had further argued that it 
;is the function of "intellectual concepts" to "keep sensitive concepts from 
being applied to noumena." Moreover, he had asserted that "intellection is 
possible to us only through universal concepts in the abstract, not through a 
singular concept in the concrete."®* This is because intellectual activity has 
a double mandate: to provide concepts and to coordinate and subordinate 
them in classes of relative encompassment, to comprehend them logically. 
Fetishes are exterior or other to Reason in the sense that the representation

as the concrete concept is exterior to or other than the abstract universal. 
However, in Kant's analysis, fetishism is the positing of a direct relation be

tween them.
Fetishism, that worship that de Brosses insisted was without figurism 

and thus without representation, works here to provide an impossible cover, 
suturing over the gap between thing and concept, but also between concrete
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concept and abstract universal. We can therefore say that, within the Kant
of the hr “ 1 elaboration, fetishism is the opposite

in a c herselfof wC ^dmjration for the power that allows her to have a concept
subie t ^ between the knowing
it J7h Th ^ otherwise enthrall her, fetishism close!

and holds out the lure of a possible traversal. Kant's occasional, albeit am-
ner^ interesting and
aui!h h — pragmatism never once leads him to relin
quish his insistence on the logical necessity of epistemological restraint In
evil) h?c "" VTT """ distinguished from
evil) because of the duality that confronts the subject of Reason

Admitte^y, it is this irreducible duality and its overcoming that is em-
phasized m Kant's religious and critieal philosophieal writings. They sys-

matically eschew the fantasy of a possible connection between the two
des of every split. It is for this reason that Kant is so careful to differentiate

IS mT T. u\ -ho claimed that the sensible world
m«ely the symbolic manifestation of a truth "hidden in reserve." In

s^bL'iLhr' H “"T' understood as merely
TrconZ! tVf perceptible phenomena,
the ■ T epistemologically illegitimate. It is

SIS ^ y whieh an "ideal" becomes, he says, "an idol."®’
Such "idealism" was later attributed to Schelling on the basis of his

c'deTsilS'rT " “-Gestation of Spirit, and spirit the con-
temnts r r 'his basis that Slavoj Zizek at-
emp s to ar^e for Mane's dependence on Schelling for his concept of com-

TOa, one should bea, „ mind here is dia, -fetishism' is a religious term 
for Ipreviousj idolatry as opposed to (present) true belief.... And the point
s°np*ml»‘■ >’">"‘1“ "■= fetishistic
supplementto offleial spirituality."* The foundation of that spirituality is,

gmfict.on of fetishism on which Man draws is not owed to Schellinf's
wSl tb' “<1 to his anthropology-

, “""'‘“O® “ P“t of an interrelated (though not MIytoM* Nonetheless, the critical utility of "fetishist” actually

inTolhat ^ T‘°® a anthroHofy back
into that of religion. Indeed, it is only in that movement, that stratemc dis-
placement, that fetishism per se becomes visible.
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'That criticality becomes especially visible when we remind ourselves, 
ce again, of de Brosses's firm insistence that fetishism entails something 

Jier tBan symbolization or figurism and that it can in no way be conflated 
'th idolatry. The difference of Kant's position becomes irrefutable in Re- 

’on within the Bounds of Mere Reason, where idolatry is specified as an 
-oneous aspiration to immediacy and a failure to live spiritually: "As re- 
rds moral disposition, everything depends upon the highest concepts to 

•hich the human being subordinates his duties. If reverence for God comes 
St, and the human being therefore subordinates virtue to it, then this ob- 
ct [of reverence] is an idol, i.e. it is thought as a being whom we may hope 
: please not through morally upright conduct in this world but through 
oration and ingratiation; religion is then idolatry."’' In other words, when 
?d is given a name and thus contained. He has become a fetish!

Now, as is well known, Kant believes that to live morally depends on 
cedom and that it can never be reducible to the mere observance of a rule. 

On this basis, he eschews all religions that he believes are defined by stric- 
Tiirla^em and Islam Rut be, also eschews much of Christianity:

Whoever therefore gives precedence to observance of statutory laws, 
requiring a revelation as necessary to religion, nor indeed merely as a 
means to the moral disposition but as the objective condition for be
coming well-pleasing to God directly, and whoever places the striving 
for a good life-conduct behind the historical faith (whereas the latter, as 
something which can only be well-pleasing to God conditionally, ought 
to be directed to the former, which alone pleases God absolutely)— 
whoever does this transforms the service of God into mere fetishism-, he 
engages in a counterfeit service, which sets back all the work leading to 
true religion.’"

Here, in the blanching light of Lutheran piety, Kant has dissociated the term 
"fetishism" from its African origins and made it function as an instrument 
of critique aimed not only at popular forms of enthusiasm, but indeed at vir
tually all institutional practice within Christianity, and not just clericalism.

Kant's deployment of the term marks the beginning of a tradition of 
critique, only latent in de Brosses's treatise, that denounces the failures of 
modernity through the discernment of a residual or structural primitivity 
within it. That tradition reaches its rhetorical apogee in Marx's analysis of 
the commodity form, and it underwrites Freud's theory of sexual pathology, 
but in Kant's context, "fetishism" is a term contained by the discourse of 
religion (and reclaimed from anthropology), and it functions as a mode of
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condemnation strictly within its terms: "Every beginning in religious mat
ters, when not undertaken in a purely moral spirit but as a means in itself 

capable of propitiating God and thus, through him, of satisfying all our wishes, 
is a fetish-faith," he writes, and adds that "Praying, conceived as an inna 

ritual service of God and hence as a means of grace, is a superstitious delusion 
(a fetish-making).Priestcraft too is rendered as "fetish-service," and its 
proliferation within churches is said to overwhelm morality, and hence true 
religion (which is otherwise supposed to be an "unconditional binding force 
in everyone's consciousness"). When that happens, Kant claims that religion 
threatens to degenerate into mere "paganism."’'' It is here, in the move from 
the exemplary instance to the critical analytic work, that fetishes become 
fetishism and fetishism is generalized. Africa has provided the paradigmatic 
but particular instance. Europe is the scene of its generalization.

Fetishism thus construed is the failure of Reason, and thus, for Kant, of 
true religion, but not its impossibility or its inaccessibility. Hegel will go 
further and postulate fetishism as the failure of the concept and of religion 
as universal concept. And like Kant, he will describe it as a problem of me
diation, but where Hegel reads fetishism as a failure to achieve mediation, 
and thus as a kind of prehistory of religion proper, Kant reads the fetishist 
as one who posits the fetish as both the medium and the effect of fetishism, 
and as a phenomenon internal to human history and indeed to the history of 
religions. The symptomatic attributes of fetishism are, for Kant, as they will 
be for Hegel, immediacy, literality, and compulsiveness or force. But above 
all, Kant defines fetishism as a mode of analytic error. It may be practiced 
by those with good moral intent, but it does not make moral uprightness 
a condition of possibility for the pursuit of "divine blessedness." If there 
IS sin, this is it. For morality is an unconditional and constitutive element 
of true religion for Kant, albeit one that must be premised on free submis
sion to the laws of divinity. Inverting the relation between the conditional 
and the unconditional, Kant's fetishist makes his first mistake. His second, 
which IS also the medium of the first, is to treat means as sufficient ends 
m themselves (not conditioned by morality). De Brosses, too, insisted on 
t e fetish as the object treated as power in itself, but he imagined this as a 
necessary early stage in the gradual development of a religious conscious
ness subordinated to a more absolute alterity and a political consciousness 
defined by a more abstract commonality. His fetishists, recall, were doomed 
to mimic nature's antagonisms precisely because they reverenced its forms 
in themselves. A contradictory term, even in Kant's stringent efforts at sys
tematization, fetishism names the fact of contradiction, particularly that
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between the empirical and the conceptual. But it also designates a misrecog- 
nition that overestimates the autonomy of the empirical and, at the same 
time, the possibility of transcending it conceptually. If, however, we could 
read in de Brosses's text the anticipation of a new kind of dialecticism—one 
that ironically anticipated Kant's repudiation of the transcendental dialec
tic—we must also acknowledge the effort to overturn de Brosses that is at 
the heart of Kant's philosophy. For whereas de Brosses's fetishist remains 
subjected to natural necessity, Kant's fetishist perversely subjects religion 
to ritual, denying his own autonomy—that freely willed submission that 
constituted for him religion's proper form.

In many ways, Hegel's lectures in Determinate Religion restore de Bross
es's more developmentalist conception of fetishism (though not his differ
entiation of fetishism and idolatry), while robbing the term of much of the 
critical utility discerned by Kant. Partly, this entails a negation of Kant's am
bivalent conception of play, and partly it entails a reaffirmation of the con
cept of culture as the training of the subject in the practices of objectification. 
At the same time, Hegel's reading of fetishism performs a more radical revi
sion, by identifying the fetish and fetishism not merely as substitutes for (or 
as failures to achieve) true religion, but as the names of a logic of infinite 
substitutability for truth and what will come to be thought of (many decades 
later) as the arbitrariness of the sign. Most importantly, Hegel's intervention 
establishes the terms by which the fetish and fetishism are made to symp- 
tomatize a crisis of the subject. And this is why later critics influenced by 
structural linguists and Lacanian psychoanalysis, from Baudrillard to Zizek, 
so frequently advocate a return to Hegel in their efforts to think the problem 
of the fetish in political economic terms, an issue to which I turn below.

HEGEL: BACK TO THE HEART OF DARKNESS

Hegel makes brief and passing reference to the fetish in The Phenomenology 

of Spirit (1807) when he adduces the Black Stone of Mecca as an instance 
of Nature Religion raised to the level of artifice. The fetish in this passage is 
one of two examples of spirit "producing itself as object, but without having 
as yet grasped the thought of itself" and is likened by Hegel to the work
ing ... [of]... bees building their cells."’'' In the first, the artificer takes the 
animal form, "the form of self-existence in general," and, alienating himself 
from that animal life against which he now stands in opposition, he feels 
himself the bearer of a power that consists, first and foremost, in rendering 
the animal as a sign, and indeed as the "hieroglyphic of a thought." In the
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second, nature itself "degrades its multiplicity of life" into a single indis
tinct and "unessential encasing shell," which is a mere vessel for inner be
ing.*** It is this latter form that Hegel discerns in the Black Stone of Mecca, 
which de Brosses had commented upon as a likely residue of older forms of 
the stone fetish in Asia and Egypt (77).®^ In any case, Hegel maintains that 
the two "representations [the animal form as hieroglyph and the formless 
stone as sign] contain inwardness and outwardness" but need reconciliation 
and remain without spirit.’® It is a stage en route to religion as the unfolding 
of Spirit. It exhibits a necessary moment of objectification, but not one in 
which the dialectic of the subject is fully operative. At the point where spirit 
actually enters into the object, Hegel speaks no longer of artifice, a category 
that he has limited to the discussion of Egyptian and Near Eastern religion, 
but of art, and introduces the Religion of Art, namely Greek religion. (Roman 
religion constitutes for Hegel a degeneration, its concern with expediency 
Hmiting its capacity to function in the service of Spirit.)

This basic progression was followed in the later Lectures on the Philoso

phy of Religion, and especially in the series Determinate Religion (section 1 

of the lectures), and nowhere does Hegel deviate from the historical narra
tive that posits Nature Religion as the origin of a development culminating 
in the Revealed Religion of Christianity, although the lectures have a much 
more capacious account of historical rehgions than does the Phenomenology, 
and they include accounts of Chinese Buddhist, Indian Hindu, and Jewish 
and Roman traditions as transitional stages. Moreover, in the lectures, the 
religion of art ^wherein the fetish is transformed into a properly aesthetic 
object—loses its status as the penultimate moment in the telos of consum
mate rehgion-as-Chnstianity. For this reason, it is worth considering the in
novations of the lectures in some detail.

Peter Hodgson, in his efforts to identify the likely sources on which He
gel drew for the lectures, lists some 240 primary texts, only a few of which 
refer to African, Native American, or other traditions treated in the sections 
on Nature Religion and the "religion of magic." On the question of the 
fetish, Hodgson suggests that Hegel relied mainly on T. Edward Bowdich's 
Mission from Cape Coast Castle to Ashantee (published in 1819) and J. K 
Tuckey's Narrative of an Expedition to Explore the River Zaire, as well as 
Johannes Antonius Cavazzi's much earlier (1694) Historische Beschreibung 

der in dem unteren occidentalischen Mohrenland hgenden [sic] drey Konig- 

reichen Congo, Matamba, und Angola. And he believes that Hegel derived 
his etymology of the term "fetish" in particular from the Journal of Profes

sor Smith, added as a postscript to the Tuckey travelogue.” De Brosses's 
name does not appear in the Hodgson bibliography, either in French or in
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e German translation, which, as noted above, contained the first system
atic treatment of fetishism from a German author, namely the essay by 
istorius.
j If it is true that Hegel had attempted to obtain a copy of the Tuckey voi

le in 1824, "presumably for the lectures on the philosophy of religion," 
is also the case that Smith was largely recycling what was by the time a 
-ritable cliche about fetishism, namely that, owing to its arbitrariness- 

resuming that it functioned as a sign of something else—it could be dis- 
rded at will. Certainly, Hegel reiterates these points: "This is what is 
eant... by fetishism. A fetish can be anything, a carving, piece of wood, 
limal, river tree, and so on, even a grasshopper or locust one has shut in 
box; and there are fetishes for whole tribes, ethnic fetishes, and also fe- 

' hes for individuals. (Fetish and idol are the same, the word 'fetish' being 
'-e corrupt form of a Portuguese word signifying an idol.) And fetishism is 
' e arbitrary replacement by something else."‘“ But these statements were 
Ted and recited as a matter of common sense by the historians of religion 
y the time of Hegel's lecturing, and even if he had not read de Brosses, he 
ad read Kant's Religion within the Bounds of Mere Reason.

By 1814, halfway between the Phenomenology of Spirit and the lectures 
on determinate religion, even a poet like Coleridge could assume enough 
familiarity with the stereotypical fetish that he could deride the fashionable 
ladies (and a lew men) of his era for "securing a constancy as to the object of 
their devotion" by investing the first thing they encovmtered each morning— 
not the animals beloved of Africans, but the images in their "looking- 
glasses."““ Nonetheless, Hegel's fascinated references to the specificities of 
West African snake fetishes also suggest a familiarity with either de Bross
es's very elaborated account of that tradition or the earlier travelogues, and 
especially Bosman's, on which it was based. Indeed, the "serpent fetish" had 
also been the subject of an entry in the Encyclopedie in 1765,*°^ not long 
after de Brosses's text was published, and it had come to occupy the place 
of synecdoche for virtually all African fetishism [Dra, 289/i93)-*°^ with 
so much of the writing on fetishes and fetishism, it is nearly impossible to 

; identify an original textual moment.
The simultaneous veneration of animals and apparently arbitrary as

signation of determinative force to creaturely life on the basis of random 
encounters—the only ground on which Hegel could admit of the veneration 
of snakes—makes the snake fetish, famous from de Brosses s account of 
Juidah, both repugnant and enigmatically compelling for the philosopher. 
Others had simply derided the cult, but with deliberate and cautious effort.

__
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some [kind of] objectivity. And living things generally do furnish such an 
object, in which one has before oneself a [kind of] independence." Wherever

umanity, the spiritual element, has not yet grasped itself in its genuine 
essentiality," he avers, there are animal cults. But such cults are also evi- 
dence of humanity's exception in the natural world. Thought is the con 
stitutive element of the human and thus of religion: "It is only thinking 
hunian beings who have religion,- animals have none because they do not 
think" 255/160).

Hegel thus inserts fetishism into the early history of religion, indeed into 
Its prehistory, at the point where humanity has finally separated itself from 
animality. Fetishism constitutes something like an operator and signifier of 
that separation, functioning like the "incest taboo" in Levi-Strauss's later 
anthropological work. What religion requires and enables is thought's pro
gression from finite to infinite, a transition that is also a mediation {DRa, 

255/161). In this sense, Hegel's response to the Kantian double bind is an ex
treme (if oddly ahistorical) developmentalization, for it is in the History of 
pint, or rather its unfolding in negation, that the incompatibility between 

the empirical and the transcendental are supposedly overcome. In one of 
the more lucid passages of the 1824 lectures, Hegel writes, "Humanity rises 
rom the finite to the infinite, rises above the singular and raises itself to 

the universal, to being-in-and-for-itself. His religions consists in this, that 
human beings have before them in their consciousness the nothingness of 
t e mte, are aware of their dependence, and seek the ground of this noth
ingness, of this dependence" (Dra, 254/159).

In fact, Hegel found the "primitive locus of the spiritual element"—that 
before any unfolding and before any kind of objectification-in those forms 
of magic wherein human beings simply attempt to exert power over nature, 
and to do so via "words and gestures" {DRa, 274/178). He was ambivalent 
about whether such activity was eligible for the category of religion and vac
illated between calling it the "oldest, rawest, crudest form of religion" and 
the very first religion, if we are willing to call it that" {DRa, 273/177) In
sofar as it constituted a mode of freedom-originating, he writes, not in fear 
but in the u^ree freedom that consists in the singular self-consciousness 

nowing Itself as power, as higher than natural things"-it was religion.
ough mediations were "already coming into play," the early religion of 

magic as power over nature, remained largely "unmediated," and indeed it 
stretched the limits of the category itself, being "more magic than religion"

Empirical but unmediated, the first form of "Nature Religion" was dis
cerned by Hegel via the reportage of Captain Parry, primarily among the so-
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called Eskimos of the Arctic, but also in Africa and among the Mongols and 
the Chinese in Asia. The formal objectification that Hegel made the "essen
tial" element of religion, in which a general other appears to consciousness 
by virtue of reflection, was to be found, by contrast, in the fetish. Magic in 
the mode of mediation, what he terms indirect magic, is nonetheless not 
without its detriments, and Hegel remarks that this conjoining of an aspira
tion to immediacy with a valorization of means admits a "monstrous tide 
of what we call superstition." The problem is not merely that the subject 
assumes power only over the means and thus tends to hypostatize them, 
but that in magic, the connection between means and ends remains ob
scure, and consequently every empirical object becomes a potential locus of 
investment. An indiscriminate veneration of the material world seems to 
follow. Thus, a power is discerned that transcends particularity, but because 
"its determinate character is still unknown, there is this contingency and 
arbitrariness in regard to the means" [DRa, 285/189). Quite remarkably, 
Hegel insists that the premise of mediated magic is "correct," but because 
this determinate aspect remains unfixed, the practitioner is without any 
capacity for a judgment of ends. He therefore can concern himself only with 
means. The result is that an animal as base as a snake or a grasshopper can 
become the object of reverence, at least temporarily.

Hegel divides the history of magic into stages, with the first being de
fined by only practical behavior relative to contingent needs. This stage is 
associated with the veneration of putatively inanimate objects and forces— 
the sun, the moon, the stars, and earthly phenomena (he cannot conceive 
that such entities might be deemed animate in a different cosmology). A sub- 

! sequent stage sees the veneration of animal forms, those entities in which, 
he says, independence and inwardness are perceived, and it is this stage that 
Hegel ties most specifically to fetishism in the 1824 lectures. Finally, as 
spiritual power itself becomes representable, there emerges in his account 
an institutionalized authority through which the power of the human being 
is both deified in the form of an idol and given its agent, in the form of a 
priest [DRa, 292/196).

The priest whom Hegel seems to have in mind is not Kant's Catholic, 
but resembles instead the archetypical image of Siberia's shaman. In the 
concluding paragraphs of the section on the Religion of Magic in the 1824 
lectures, we find a remarkable distillation of the previous century's ethnol
ogy and perhaps, too, a prescient anticipation of the next century s account
ing of rituals associated with those forms of religion that Hegel describes 
as magically oriented. Here, the implications of the concept of unfree 
freedom" can be seen in full, for the societies in which immediate magic
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dominates are said to be characterized by lordship reduced to the command
ment of nature, and to the domination of the many hy a few ritual techni
cians (in The Philosophy of History, this will be reconstrued as a comfort 
with slavery). What this means, for Hegel, is that the Religion of Magic has 
no cultus." It has ritual forms, for sure—those words and gestures previ
ously alluded to—but it has no "free unforced veneration of the essentially 
spiritual element" [DRa, 298/202).

A religion without cultus is a veritable oxymoron. Hegel's tripartite 
category of religion otherwise includes three elements: the concept of the 
divine and absolute, which is fundamentally abstract; the representations of 
God; and the social forms in which the first two are manifested. The latter 
IS the cultus. These three elements are associated, analogically, with three 
moments of logic, namely, being, essence, and concept" and with three 

dominant principles, including "immediacy, necessity and external purpo
siveness. The reverence for the dead, in which Hegel discerned the intu
ition of immortality and the absolute, is, in the case of religions of magic, 
limited to a fear of the dead's capacity to inflict harm, and hence it is accom
panied by a desire and indeed a belief in the capacity of humans to contain it 
through placatory gestures or exorcism.In this sense, Hegel's acknowledg
ment of fear at the base of fetishism was somewhat different from Hume's 
conception of it at the origin of natural religion (note the terminological 
distinction between natural and Nature Religion).The dominant feature 
in Hegel's account was not fear but the efforts at mastery that they incited. 
However, in such contexts, the spirit is deprived of any signification of free
dom and independence. It has only been anthropomorphized.

Not incidentally, this reading of fetishism as anthropomorphism was 
central to Auguste Comte's staged typology of religions, with the assigna
tion of will to objects being the crucial marker, in his analysis, of religion's 
earliest emergence.‘°^ But in Hegel's account, the emphasis is on freedom (as 
it was in Kant's philosophy). Once again, magic is the religion of unfreedom, 
and hence not proper religion at all. Thus, Hegel laments that the "common 
cultus (which is not really a cultus in the proper and indeed proprietary 
sense of the term) associated with fetishism is "a condition of being beside 
oneself, even being out of one's senses, a deadening of the senses, in which 
the particular consciousness, the particular will, is forgotten, extinguished, 
and the abstract sensuous consciousness is exalted as high as it can be." 
Once again, he draws on the ethnological common sense of his era and notes 
the means by which sensory restriction is achieved in societies said to be 
under the sway of Nature Religion, magic, and fetishism: "dance, music, 
shouting, eating voraciously, even sexual orgies" [DRa, 298/202). This lit
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any has been repeated in virtually every study of shamanic ritual and spirit 
possession since he wrote. And if it is redolent of racist condescension, the 

i notion of "being beside oneself" has nonetheless proved to be an apt de- 
Iscription of trance states by more scrupulous ethnographers. But we will 
Iteturn to the modern anthropological tradition of representing fetishism 

I below. In the meantime, it is necessary to grapple with the apparent dimi- ' nution of Africa and of fetishism in Hegel's lectures on both religion and 
philosophy after 1824.

If the notion of an abstract sensuous consciousness, which is the corol
lary of sensory deprivation in the above account, appears to be a contradic
tion in terms (and not merely the effect of a hallucinatory inwardness), this 
is because, for Hegel, it is misconstrued as positivitity. In his analysis, the 
sensible ought to be understood as the effect of a negation, which is itself 
in need of negation: "It is not because the finite exists that infinite being 

, exists but because the finite does not exist; it is the negation of it that is 
absolute being."'™ Only through such negation can the absolute autonomy 
of Spirit be achieved, and only through its recognition can religion be con
summated. So the shaman and the fetishist (whom Hegel calls a Singhili), in 
their thrall to the sensible world, are captured there as in aspic, in a region 
that is famously as immune to history as to religion, precisely because its 
inhabitants are said to lack a consciousness of their own freedom.''” As is 
well known. The Philosophy of History makes reference not to fetishism 
but to Africa, in toto, and makes the lack of freedom the basis for excluding 
Africa (or at least that part south of the Sahara) from the very category of 
the historical. We need not pursue the loquacious critiques of Hegel's posi- 

‘ tion on Africanity. They find their most strident proponent in Karl Popper, 
who posited a direct link between Hegel's race discourse and National So
cialist ideology, but many others have echoed this reading."'' Even if there 
is reason to doubt the directness of the link between Hegelianism and the 

' race discourse of Nazism, there appears to be an intensifying focus on the 
linkage between religious and social form in Hegel's account of African fe- 

! tishism, especially in the later lectures of 1827 and 1831, when the lack of 
freedom assumes its full significance.

The more limited transcriptions of the lectures of 1827 and 1831 cast 
/a shadow of doubt over any conclusive assessment of changes in Hegel's 
thought in the decade that preceded his final lectures on determinate reli
gion. Nonetheless, the expansive discussions of Nature Religion, the religions 
of magic, and African fetishism in the earlier lectures have been replaced by 
sharper and more dismissive accounts in the recordings of the latter. What 
is most remarked of Nature Rehgion in 1827 is the lack of division in regard
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to willing." Those who practice Nature Religion are said to be "in a state of 
immediate desire, force, and action, behaving in accord with their immedi
ate will" and without "theoretical questions." Their fear is not yet directed 
toward the "Lord," but is rather "a fear of contingency, of the forces of 
natme." As such. Nature ReUgion does not grasp that the Lord is, in Hegel's 
analysis, "a spiritually self-sufficient being opposed to arbitrariness" \DRb 

537/434-35)- The analysis is familiar from the 1824 lectures, and Hegel 
turns again to Captain Ross and the Italian missionary Cavazzi, but the ex
amples are barely more than asides, instances of a general structure whose 
allmark is the failure of differentiation and whose effect is a barbaric chaos. 

The shouting of the 1824 text becomes, in the 1831 lectures, "fearsome 
shouting" (fiirchterliches Geschrei), and the trance state is less a matter of

emg beside oneself" than of curing through murderous sacrifice: not only 
murder but "murdering persons according to chance" {DRb 544-5/442).''' 
The arbitrariness of the signification of power (in the randomly chosen and 
easily replaced fetish) now has its corollary in the arbitrary exercise of force 
and the randomly selected sacrificial victim.

Hegel concludes the lectures on magic in 1827 by stating, "The use of 
charms and fetishes among these people does, of course, lead to the repre
sentation of power outside of empirical consciousness, or of the ill and pas
sion of the living and the dead; but this power is set forth only as something 
external and sensible, and remains completely within the caprice of those 
who have raised things of this sort to such power" {DRb 547/444). He ends 
the 1831 lectures even more severely, by noting simply that "the Negroes 
also make themselves gods, fetishes," and he refers to such activity as "this 
owest form of religion." Its pervasiveness in Africa is linked, for Hegel, to a 
debasement of eonsciousness ... that shows itself also in social life in the 

form of cannibalism and slavery" {DRc 725/614).

By now, the Hegelian turn has become a veritable reversal, and the op
position between freedom and fetishism has been sedimented in a manner 
that far exceeds Kant's earlier linkage of the two. There is nothing in Hegel's 
analysis that can brook the pragmatic tolerance of something like fetishism, 
which Kant (perhaps against his better judgment) had been forced to con
template in the Anthropology, if only in the form of child's play. Everything 
t at threatens the autonomy of the subject, everything that confuses the 
movement toward Spirit's realization via the objectifications of conscious
ness, IS disavowed by the end of the lectures in Determinate Religion, and 
the name of that confusion—by which objectification is reduced to a duel 
with objects or a duel with the world via objects-has been given the name 
of fetishism.
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At the same time, the isomorphism between fetishism and despotic rule 
B been elaborated as the mirror image of a relation in which the individu- 

■ #i's labors to access the transcendental are realized in ever-more-expansive 
;.^heres: the family, civil society, the church, and an authoritarian bureau- 
'cratic state. In Hegel's writings, the aspiration to objectivity is somehow 
aborted or displaced in fetishism, and in the society of the fetishist, this 
displacement allows for the priestly classes to effect a transferential rela
tion. They absorb into themselves a fear that ought to have been directed 
to the Lord and thus to the absolute. They are thus the architects of a false 
4»ncretization, or, to use Hegel's language, a positive concretization rather 
ytmi a negation. By contrast, Hegel's model of the modern liberal state func- 
■fions as a custodian of the aspiration to the transcendental and of the move
ment toward the absolute. The family provides a concrete experience of 
self-transcendence in reproduction, and the couplet of Christian church and 
nation-state provides the means for an abstract transcendence of interests 
(otherwise materialized and limited in civil society)."^ As is well known, 
Hegel's elevation of the state to the function of universal representative 
(and representative of the universal) was termed state fetishism by later 
critics. We want now to turn to that renewal of the discourse of the fetish as 
a medium of critique, and most especially the work of Karl Marx.

FETISHISM AGAINST ITSELF; OR, MARX'S 
TWO FETISHISMS

Perhaps the most quoted passage in the annals of fetishism's critical dis
course is that which appears in volume i of Karl Marx's Capital.

A commodity appears at first sight as an extremely obvious, trivial thing.
But its analysis brings out that it is a very strange thing, abounding in 
metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties. [... ]

The mysterious character of the commodity-form consists [... ] in the 
fact that the commodity reflects the social characteristics of men's own 
labour as objective characteristics of the products of labour themselves, 
as the social-natural properties of these things. Hence it also reflects 
the social relation of the producers to the sum total of labour as a social 
relation between objects, a relation which exists apart from and outside 
the producers. Through this substitution, the products of labour become 
commodities, sensuous things which are at the same time suprasensible 
or social [sinnlich ubersinnliche oder gesellschaftliche Dinge]. . . . The 
commodity-form, and the value-relation of the products of labour within
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which It appears, have absolutely no connection with the physical na
ture of the commodity and the thing-like [dinglich] relations arising out 
of them. It IS nothing but the definite social relation between men them
selves which assumes here, for them, the fantastic form of a relation 
between things."^

The analysis of labor and the value-relation as that which is material 
but inaccessible to a merely empirical observation owes much to Kant, who 
msisted on the epistemological inaccessibility of both things in themselves 
and the transcendental. But Marx displaces the question of epistemology with 
that of histoncal justice, while preserving Kant's own argument that the es
sence of the human is achieved only at the collective level. For Marx, too, jus
tice and the realization of species being is a collective task. However, this is 
because the socialization of labor is itself an instrument of both alienation 
and Its possible transcendence via socialization. The argument is complex, par
ticularly m Its dramaturgy of form and appearance and in the concept of the 
value-form. Nonetheless, it is not given that Marx would turn to the rhetoric 
and the metaphoricity of the fetish to clarify his analysis. Yet it is here that he 
invokes the concept most memorably: "In order, therefore, to find an analogy 
we must take flight into the misty realm of religion. There the products of the 
uman brain appear as autonomous figures [selbstandige Gestalten] endowed 

with a life of their own, which enter into relations both with each other and 
with the human race. So it is in the world of commodities with the products 
of men's hands. This I call the fetishism [Fetischismus] which attaches itself 
to the products of labour as soon as they are produced as commodities, and 
which IS therefore inseparable from the production of commodities.

The English translation of Capital by Ben Fowkes (the most widely read 
one) continues to refer to "this fetishism of the world of commodities" 
and even titles that section of the book "The Fetishism of Commodities and 
Its Secret," where a more exact translation would parse it as "The Fetish- 
Character of the Commodity and Its Secret" (Der Fetischcharakter der 
Ware und sein Ceheimnis). In fact, Marx rarely used the term "fetishism" 
(Fetischismus), except in explicit reference to religion. More often, when 
discussing the operations of capital, he refers to commodities as having a 
fetish-character" (fetischcharakter), and he reserves the concept of fetish

ism proper for finance or especially interest-bearing capital. The assiduity 
of these formulations repeatedly underlines the metaphoricity of the term 
fetish" and tends to represent its function as that of analogy.

There are, I believe, two main reasons for this tendency to speak of the 
fetish-character of the commodity economy and the fetishism of religion
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proper—although the division is by no means absolute. The first is consis
tent with the rigorous historicization that subtends all of Marx's economic 
analysis. As is well known, Marx reads the capitalist system as a mode of 
production in which the economy functions as the determining cause in a 
multiplicity of fields and relations, enabling the extraction of surplus value 
and ensuring the alienation of workers from their own creative capacities, 
in other epochs, other institutions assume this ultimate role. Thus, for ex- 
mnple, it is politics that enables the extraction of surplus value under feu
dalism, where the serf still owns his own means of production. Economi- 

ly speaking, there is no reason for the peasant to surrender part of his 
lily's product to the feudal lord: "Under such conditions the surplus for 

“e nominal owner of the land can only be extorted by other than economic 
'lessuie, whatever the form may be . . . [:] personal conditions of personal 
ependence are requisite, a lack of personal freedom, no matter to what 
xtent, and being tied to the soil as its accessory, bondage in the true sense 

of the world.""* In capitalism, the violent freeing of workers from their 
own means of production (via originary accumulation) ensures that they 
Will sell and indeed must sell their labor as a matter of necessity internal 
to the economy. Accordingly, there is neither need for personal dependency 
between capitalist and worker, nor any necessary expectation of a perduring 
relation between them.

Secondly, insofar as he maintained the developmentalism that he in
herited from Hegel and others, Marx could read fetishism as a force within 
capitalist societies only by imagining it to be something like a remainder, 
or perhaps a ghostly trace (as Derrida has suggested). This is because, as we 
have seen, fetishism had been effectively purified by philosophers and made 
a concept proper to the discourse of religion, despite having arisen, as Pietz 
shows, at the point where a culture dominated by politico-religious institu- 

r tions (rather than economic relations, from which they were distinguished), 
that of Portuguese merchants, met one in which religion and economic life 
were inseparable. Nonetheless, the attribution of a mere fetish-character to 

; the commodity implies that there is something else in the system of com
modity exchange that differentiates it from the fetish of religion.

In Louis Althusser's 1968 reading (in Reading Capital), this something 
; else is the concept of the economic—not the economic per se, but its con
cept. The economic, he reminds us, is not self-evident in so-called precapi
talist societies. Where kinship or personalistic politics dominate, writes Al
thusser, "the economic is not directly and clearly visible," and, moreover, 
"there is no immediate grasp of the economic." His point is not that the 
economic becomes immediately visible under capitalism, but rather that
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"fetishism affects the economic region pai excellence" and that the "mas- 
sive'obviousness' of the economic 'given' in the capitalist mode of produc- 
tion" is precisely what demands a concept that will permit us to understand 
where the economic is situated in the social totality."^ The economic given 
is a deceiving visibility, a perceptual density hiding a multiplicity of pro
cesses, institutions, distributions, and positions whose unity depends on 
conceptual elucidation and, indeed, abstraction. Some time later, under the 
influence of structuralist anthropology and Lacanian psychoanalysis, Al
thusser attempted to retract this "theoreticist" position, but a certain hesi
tation is already apparent in Reading Capital.'^^ Indeed, it is when Althusser 
IS discussing fetishism that he makes his strongest and most antihumanist 
argument for a structuralist concept of the relations of production, one in 
which the distribution of positions and functions is irreducible to a matter 
o mtersubjectivity. It is also at this point where the link between fetishism 
and economic determination arises.

The visibility of the economy under capitalism is linked, for Althusser's 
coauthor Etienne Balibar, to the fact that it is the mode of production in 
which the economy is least understood in its "essence." Balibar also revis
its the text from Capital cited above and summarizes it as follows: "The 
capitalist mode of production is the only one in which exploitation (the 
extortion of surplus-value) ... is 'mystified,' 'fetishized' into the form of a 
relation between the things themselves."”^ Fetishism in precapitalist soci
eties also entails a displacement, but onto religious or political phenomena 
rather than economic ones. It is the displacement onto the commodity, in 
a system organized by relations structuring production for exchange, that 
constitutes the folded and enigmatic element of capitalist fetishism' that 
Balibar discerns in Marx's Capital.

Lamenting the lack of Marx's development of his own insights, Balibar 
nonetheless makes the remarkable observation that, for Marx, "whenever 
the place of determination is occupied by a single instance, the relationship 
of the agents will reveal phenomena analogous to 'fetishism.'"”o Balibar's 
explicit recourse to the language of analogy, which comes after Althusser's 
much less self-conscious usage, should be noted, as should his larger ar- 
^ment, namely that fetishism makes surplus value appear "in itself" to 
belong to and to be the product of capital (rather than labor). In this sense, 
capital occupies the place of the "higher unity" that elsewhere and in other 
times might be the state, the church, or, indeed, the sorcerer. The "in-itself"
IS the mark of fetishism here, just as it was in de Brosses's account.

In The Philosophy of Maix, Balibar famously argued that fetishism dis
places ideology as the operative critical term for Marx in the mature writ-
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of Capital, where a phenomenological impulse is sutured into an 
ilytic project. And he claims that the concept of fetishism is intended 
think "both the real and the imaginary within ideology."'^* Somewhat 

-s famously, William Pietz has asserted that Balibar is "simply wrong" in 
ng this claim, and he adduces Marx's early writings on fetishism and 

ligion as evidence for a much longer engagement with the problematic 
Balibar admits.*^ There is perhaps a space between the two, one that 

acknowledges the earlier concern with religion as well as the shifting terrain 
and expanding signification that Marx granted the term "fetishism," which 
certainly came to provide the dominant concept-metaphor for thinking the 
delusion of financialized industrial capitahsm after about 1857. We wiU there
fore want to now consider that concept's trajectory within Marx's oeuvre.

Pietz's argument is that Marx was trying to grasp the relationship be
tween belief and monetary relations, religion and economy, from the earli
est moment. He cites Marx's own doctoral dissertation, where, contra Kant, 
Marx argues that real money [talers) and "imaginary" money are equally 
efficacious if everyone in the society grants them that status and permits 
them to function in economic transactions. In any case, the efficacy of the 
imaginary coin is vacated if it is taken to another country or if the consen- 

; sus of one's home society changes (as when people reject paper currency 
or the state cancels a particular bill form). So too for the gods in the coun
try of Reason, says Marx, and he concludes this section of his disserta
tion with the prophecy of divine death on the shores of what we might call 
’"Ratiolandia."*^

Pietz is certainly correct to see a "problematization of religion through 
(economics and of economics through religion" in the dissertation, but the 
structure here is one of comparison and analogy—made possible by differ
ence. It is still a very long way from describing capitalism as itself fetishis- 
tic, a gesture Marx made so much more bluntly only later, in 1861—62, in 
the "Addenda" to "Theories of Surplus Value." It is therefore necessary to 
retrace the movement by which fetishism emerges from the analogizing of 
religion and economy to become the structure of thought determined by a 
materially real social order in which religion has precisely been displaced by 
economy as the determining institution in the organization of exploitation.

In 1842, shortly after completing his dissertation, Marx made two sig
nificant interventions in the debates of his milieu, both of which were ad
dressed to problems of the juridical public sphere. In the first, much cited 
piece of journalism, the "Leading Article of No. 179, Kolnische Zeitung," 

we find these famous lines: "Fetishism is so far from raising man above
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desize."' These lines appear in Marx's rebuttal to H. Hermes's call for in- 
creased press censorship on all but so-called scientific research. What irked 
Marx was Hermes's "own science," namely the philosophy of religion. Ar
guing that religion is the basis of the state and the most necessary condi
tion for every social association which does not aim merely at achieving 
some external aim," Hermes had offered the dubious proof that “childish 
fetishism [... ] to some extent raises man above his sensuous desires which, 
if he allowed himself to be ruled exclusively by them, could degrade him 

to the level of an animal and make him incapable of fulfilling any higher 
aim. And he had traced a historical line from that infantile state to the 
form of Christianity on which the bourgeois state then rested. Marx's acidic 
response was to spurn Hermes's claim that "animal worship" is a higher 
form of religion than fetishism. This was the risible "erudition of a penny 
magazine!" against which he offered the rhetorical question, "Does not ani
mal worship degrade man below the animal, does it not make the animal 
man s god?"*^ And at this point, he makes his famous claim that fetishism 
is not a transcendence of sensuous desire but its sacralization.

In this context, Marx adds an important detail, culled from de Brosses 
and others, and attributes to fetishism a structure of wish-fulfillment whose 
blockage leads to violence; "Fantasy arising from desire deceives the fetish- 
worshipper into believing that an 'inanimate object' will give up its natural 
character in order to comply with his desires. Hence the crude desire of the 
fetish-worshipper smashes the fetish when it ceases to be his most obe
dient servant."'^^ The iconoclasm of the fetishist had its mirror image in 
Hermes's efforts to contain scientific research within the limits prescribed 
by the Christian religion, so that science is reduced to that "from which 
Christianity can only gam." Marx's lacerating critique was, at this point, 
a rather naive form of negation through simple, unflattering analogizing. 
It was not to liberate fetishism from the stigmatizing aura of stupidity that 
he invoked the African example, but to impute a similar stupidity to the 
apologist for science's containment by Christian doctrine. There is not a lit
tle positivism in the argument.

The same basic structure of argumentation can be found in Marx's re
sponse to new legislation criminalizing the "pilfering" of fallen trees from 
public lands, which, he argued, converted a citizen into a thief in a little 
tragedy of the Rhineland commons. The punitive new laws being debated 
with sophistry by the deputies of the Rhineland Assembly led him to in
dulge a deeply ironic mimicry: "It would be impossible to find a more el
egant and at the same time more simple method of making the right of 
human beings give way to that of young trees. [. . . ] Many people not of a
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criminal disposition are cut off from the green tree of morality and cast like 
alien wood into the hell of crime, infamy and misery.... The wooden idols 
“umph and human beings are sacrificed!(This very analogy returned, 

an oblique but potent citation, in Eisenstein's revolutionary film Octo- 

ez, where the filmmaker shows how one man's god appears to another as a 
-ere stick of wood.)'^''

The play of inversion, or what we might call a delegitimation by rever- 
finds its most acute formulation in the well-remarked passage from 
same article in which Marx quotes Herrera and states, "The savages 

-f Cuba regarded gold as a fetish of the Spaniards. They celebrated a feast 
its honour, sang in a circle around it and then threw it into the sea. 
the Cuban savages had been present at the sitting of the Rhine Prov- 

ace Assembly, would they not have regarded wood as the Rhinelanders’ 

fetishl"'^ De Brosses had remarked the same text, as we have already seen.
id once again, the invocation of fetishism occurs through a structure of 

analogy and negation; fetishism remains a sign of crude materialism and 
superstition functioning as the mask and medium of an elite class's pursuit 
,bf self-interest. Insofar as it functions as a mask, the critical procedure is 
one of straightforward demystification. Insofar as it operates as a medium, 
however, the dialectical interrogation of fetishism remains only implicit, 
at best.

Marx grounded his early accusations of fetishism in a studious explora
tion of the extant ethnographic literature, including de Brosses's Worship of 

the Fetish Gods, in the translation by Pistorius, which he read sometime in 
1842.'^’ As with his readings on kinship, he took copious notes on the forms 
of religious practice and their relationship to political structure as they had 
been documented by scholars, missionaries, and imperial agents. But it is 
in Marx's response to Hegel that we can discern the emergence of a more 
robustly dialectical and immanent critique of religion, one that underwrote 
the future development of his analysis of capital and the maturation of his 
approach to fetishism and the fetish-character of commodities. In his "Con
tribution to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right/Law [Recht]," writ
ten only a year after the more editorial essays on Hermes and the Rhineland 
wood crisis, Marx abandons the simple comparison of antiquated supersti
tion with modern disingenuousness and traces the footprint of a new, anti- 
Hegelian critical project, as follows:

The basis of irreligious criticism is: Man makes religion, religion does 
not make man. Religion is the self-consciousness and self-esteem of man 
who has either not yet found himself or has already lost himself again.
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ut man is no abstract being encamped outside the world. Man is the 
world of man, the state, society. This state, this society, produce religion 
^ inverted world-consciousness, because they are an inverted world 

ehgion IS the general theory of that world, its encyclopaedic compen- 
um. Its logic in a popular form, its spiritualistic point d’honneur its 

enthusiasm, its moral sanction, its solemn complement, its universal 
source of consolation and justification. It is the fantastic realisation of 
the human essence because the human essence has no true reality. The 
struck against religion is therefore indirectly a fight against the world 

ot which religion is the spiritual aroma.^^^

It is easy to indulge a reading of this text as advocating a mere strateev 
of .„ve,s.o„ .„d certainly Maty, thetotic of things on tte heS
encourages this interpretation.- But the implications here demand some
thing else. The inverted world consciousness is not a distorted image of the 
world, but a correct reflection of a world that is itself distorted. Hence it 
requires far more than unmasking to penetrate the "veil." This is why Marx
eTl rjet - ‘he same time the cxpresL S

real distress and also the protest against real distress. Religion is the sigh of
the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, just as it is the spirit 
of spiritless conditions. It is the opium of the people." The task, then does 
not require a mere reading of the ideational sphere's dissimulatmns. Rather 
the demand to give up illusions about the existing state of affairs is the 

demand to give up a state of affairs which needs illusions. The criticism of
vuk o,t.rs, theZ:;

ne reads, twenty years later, a considerably different aecount of eapital 
as fetishistic m ''Theories of Surplus Value." There, as in Capital the mark
c1Sa“ imagmation of

pres^on ofT 1 Ifetischargtigsten] exfen e as It ann ^^eir form of exis-
Tnd the int T *e hidden connections
of rentZZT'^ ‘^e source

rent, capital the source of profit, and labour the source of wages ">33 phe
fhTdelfded f "interest-bearing capital," manifested in
the deluded formula of M-M‘, which obliterates even the mediating stage of
money as capital and projects money as its own auto-generative origin

t IS perhaps most startling about this analysis, which imports the 
logtc of fetishism, as analyzed by de Brosses, into the world of modem cap"
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1 is the observation of a crucial difference between religious fetishism 
' er and the fetishistic expression of the relations of eapitalist production 

Marx refers to this latter as "a kind of fiction without fantasy, a religion of 
the vulgar. Recall that, earlier, Marx had spoken of the fantasy born of 
desire which led the primitive fetishist to believe that the inanimate object 
would submit to his will and thereby surrender its natural properties. In the 
absence of superstition, those properties would have entailed an absolute 
indifference to the fetishist, who is conceived as both the bearer of fantasy 
and someone who is entirely subject to his own (socially overdetermmed) 
desire Nonetheless, this natural nature is not the same as the natural value 
projected by tbe physiocrats, who indulge the fiction that things are inher

ently valuable. , ,
What, then, is fiction without fantasy? The phrase expresses Marx s in

sistence that the fetishizations performed within capitalist relations take 
the form of asserting the naturalness of the objects and processes on whic 
capital is premised, and most especially of surplus value. In other words, 
naturalism is the form of appearance of capitalist fetishism and the medium 
of its dissimulation. W. J. T. Mitchell refers to this appearance as a kind o 
double forgetting, whereby the capitalist and "his tribe" project powers o 
productivity into the commodity and forget doing so, and then, in a subse
quent gesture, "quite unknown to primitive fetishism," they repress the 
magicality that they have effected: "The deepest magic of the commodity 
fetish," he writes, "is the denial that there is anything magical about it.'

We may observe, in respectful disagreement with Mitchell, that the at
tribution to commodities of a fetish-character is not merely the product of a 
capitalist's (and his tribe's) projection, it works independently of any subject 
and precisely by holding all in its thrall, including exploited laborers and 
those on the formal economy's periphery—even when they are aware of the 
structures of exploitation.This is why a theory of "commodity fetish
ism" without an analysis of subjectification or, to use Althusser's termmo - 
ogy, ideological interpellation, cannot succeed. But the point about a doub e 
forgetting is well taken. In Marx's analysis, what enables that double forget
ting is the juridicalization of capital, the rendering of the capitalist as the 
owner of the interest that comes to him via the collective consensus that 
money, in time, becomes more money.-^ Marx calls this pure form of capi
tal, in which there is no trace of value's origin in labor, "the consummate 
automatic fetish."'^^ Later, in what has come to us as Capital, volume 3, he 
refers to interest-bearing capital as an "automaton.

Perhaps, given Marx's frequent turn to the language of necromancy, one 
should say that this labor has been buried in tbe thing. But m "Revenue and
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Its Sources," the process of secreting is itself called "transubstantiation," 
and the full force of Christological and specifically eucharistic attitudes to 
the sacred is summoned in that lexical choice.’^ The oscillation between 
the rhetorics of the machinic and those of the sacral is woven throughout 
all of the mature writings, with the metaphorization of the social in the 
idiom of the machinic becoming more and more predominant (as Deleuze 
and Guattari have noted). But both share the implication that the human- 
made is the socially produced. This is Marx's intervention, and the basis 
of his departure from Smith's economics: to add to the notion of the social
division of labor the concept of the "average socially necessary labor"_a
mystified quality quite beyond the empirically observable assignation of 
roles or functions. From the earliest moment, however, the dyad of the ma
chinic and the sacral functions as a displacement of a more naive opposition 
(favored by vulgar materialists) between the natural and the ideal or illusory 
and a repudiation of the corollary methods of empiricism and hermeneutics 
that attend that doublet.

Much has been written about the divide between Marx's earlier and 
later writings and about the apparent epistemic break that rends his oeuvre, 
particularly following the events of 1848. As already noted, one form of 
that narrative comes in Balibar's claim for the displacement of the concept 
of ideology by that of fetishism. The question of where to locate the break 
becomes increasingly difficult, however, if we are tracing the itineraries of 
Marx s thought on the relationship between religion and economy, the two 
domains in which the fetish is said to be operative, and in which fetishism 
functions as the name of a process for occluding what Marx believed was 
the originary status of socialized labor in the produetion of value. It is none
theless clear that there is a movement and a deepening of thought about the 
force and nature of the fetishizing process and that the result was a more 
complex theorization of the linkage between developments in the politico- 
religious and economic spheres. A crucial development in that process can 
be found, relatively early, in the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 
1844, where, in fact, Marx credits Engels with discerning the affinity be
tween Protestantism and capitalism, both of which may be said to share in a 
kind of iconoclastic universalism, what we might term an antifetishism in 
the form of fetishism.

As part of the long and laborious effort to take leave of Hegelian ideal
ism (in a manner that cannot fully escape it), Marx's notes in the Economic 

and Philosophic Manuscripts already attribute to the political economy of 
Adam Smith both a critical discovery and a eontainment within the sys
tem of private property—the same private property that came to be grasped
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in terms of the separation of the juridical and the economic in "Revenue 
and Its Sources." In the third double-columned notebook of the manuscript, 
Marx writes, "The subjective essence of private property—private property 

as activity for itself, as subject, as person—is labour." In his estimation, 
only the "enlightened political economy" of Adam Smith grasped this fact. 
But in granting labor the status of the real source of productivity and value, 
and in recognizing that, under the conditions of technologized life, private 
property becomes "independent for itself in consciousness—the modern in
dustry as Self—as a product of modern industry," Smith was also recaptured 
by the fetish-character of property. Moreover, his theoretical work actually 
intensified, because it "glorified," the power of industry as a "power in the 
realm of consciousness."'^ One might say that Smith was the Archangel, for 
Marx, of Blake's "dark Satanic Mills," though in this regard he would cer
tainly have competition from Auguste Comte.

Pondering the effectivity of Smith's discourse, Marx continues in an 
analysis that anticipates Max Weber's account of Protestant asceticism at 
the origin of capitalism, while also casting a historical materialist light on 
Want's Religion within the Bounds of Mere Reason:

To this enlightened political economy, which has discovered—within 
private property—the subjective essence of wealth, the adherents of 
the monetary and mercantile system, who look upon private property 
only as an objective substance confronting men, seem therefore to be 
fetishists, Cathohcs. Engels was therefore right to call Adam Smith the 
Luther of Political Economy. Just as Luther recognised religion—faith— 

as the substance of the external world and in consequence stood op
posed to Catholic paganism—just as he superseded external religiosity 
by making religiosity the inner substance of man—just as he negated 
the priests outside the layman because he transplanted the priest into 
laymen's hearts, just so with wealth: wealth as something outside man 
and independent of him, and therefore as something to be maintained 
and asserted only in an external fashion, is done away with; that is, this 
external, mindless objectivity of wealth is done away with, with private 
property being incorporated in man himself and with man himself being 
recognised as its essence. But as a result man is brought within the orbit 
of private property, just as with Luther he is brought within the orbit of 
religion. Under the semblance of recognising man, the political economy 
whose principle is labour rather carries to its logical conclusion the de
nial of man, since man himself no longer stands m an external relation 
of tension to the external substance of private property, but has himself
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become this tense essence of private property. What was previously being 

external to oneself—man's actual externalisation—has merely become 
the act of externalising—the process of alienating. {EPM, 292)

This lengthy quote perhaps needs no gloss. Yet it is worth lingering for 
a moment on the logic of subjective introjection that runs through the text 
and on Marx's appropriation of the Hegelian concept of objectification as 
real mediation, opposed to mere projection (which, recall, was identified 
as mere anthropomorphism in Hegel's history of religion). The discovery of 
fetishism in the works of Smithian political economists consists in finding 
them without any account of the mediations of labor, as social labor, and 
thus without a theory of the relations of production. But the perceived in
timacy between Protestant Christianity and commodity fetishism depends 
on two other moves, the first being a Protestant positing of identity be
tween fetishism and Catholicism and of Catholic fetishism as the ground 
and call for supersession. The second consists in identifying capital as that 
which conceals its own fetishistic operations in the very moment when it 
accuses precapitalist systems of fetishism and claims for itself a purely em
pirical ground (this is the form of its iconoclasm).

Now, Marx understands the Protestant opposition to Catholicism and 
fetishism as being dependent on the ironic synthesis of Christianity and He
braism, a discovery within the Christian of the Jew. It is therefore not inci
dental that Marx's invocation of Engels's analysis of Smith's "Lutheranism" 
takes place in the critical notes on Bruno Bauer. In the same year, also in 
response to Bauer, Marx published "On the Jewish Question" and asserted 
that the only differences between Christian and Jew are those of religion. 
Hence, the elimination of the antagonism and the oppression of one by the 
other requires the elimination of religion as the source of that difference 

Marx's response to the fact that Judaism was, at the time of his writing, 
already overflowing the category of religion and in fact had already been 
ethmcized comes in his argument, much commented upon, that Judaism is 
limited as a religion because it is a religion of "practical need" and, there
fore, "truth is its practice." However, his infamous dismissal of the "nation
ality" of the Jew as a mere mask for the "nationality of the merchant, of the 
man of money" is a denunciation not merely of Jews but also (and perhaps 
even inore pointedly) of the Jewishness of Christianity: "Judaism reaches 
Its highest point with the perfection of civil society, but it is only in the 
Christian world that civil society attains perfection. Only under the domi
nance of Christianity, which makes all national, natural, moral, and theo-
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tical conditions extrinsic to man, could civil society separate itself com
pletely from the life of the state, sever all the species-ties of man, put egoism 
and selfish need in the place of these species-ties, and dissolve the human 
world into a world of atomistic individuals who are inimically opposed to
one another."*''^ In the passages that follow this text, Marx continues and

negate the historical narrative that seems to enframe them: "Christianity 
sprang from Judaism. It has merged again in Judaism.... Christianity is the 
sublime thought of Judaism, Judaism is the common practical application of 
Christianity, but this application could only become general after Christian
ity as a developed religion had completed theoretically the estrangement 
of man from himself and from nature."'^ Whether Smith becomes more 
Christ or Antichrist in this narrative is hard to determine.

It would be wrong, however, to imagine that the solution proposed by 
Marx is a theoretical one. While the earlier writings are often deemed to be 
relatively under the sway of idealism (perhaps most especially when they 
are arguing against the idealism of the young Hegelians), the latter entries of 
the third notebook of the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts (contem
poraneous with "On the Jewish Question") suggest otherwise. Significantly, 
the argument against an idealist response to the demands for antireligion is 
produced through a reconsideration of fetishism, one that now makes fe
tishism the occasion for a historicism far more radical than that hinted at 

: in the journalistic writings on religion or in the response to the Rhineland 
wood laws. "The extent to which the solution of theoretical riddles is the 
task of practice and effected through practice, the extent to which true prac- 

: tice is the condition of a real and positive theory, is shown, for example, in 
fetishism" [EPM, 312).

Recognizing that mature industrial capital functions on the basis of 
credit, and disavowing the belief of the political economists that there is a 
unity of interests among capitalist and workers, Marx commences the sec
tion entitled "Human Requirements and Division of Labour under the Rule 
of Private Property" by invoking two species of fetishists: the modern na-

"fetish-worshippers of metal money," and the classical fetish worshipper 
familiar from de Brosses's treatise and Hegel's Determinate Religion. The 
former is made to appear ridiculously anachronistic, the latter organically 
situated in an epistemic structure entirely different from that of capitalist 
society: "The sensuous consciousness of the fetish-worshipper is different 
from that of the Greek, because his sensuous existence is different. The
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abstract enmity between sense and spirit is necessary so long as the human 
feeling for nature, the human sense of nature, and therefore also the natural 
sense of man, are not yet produced by man's own labour" [EPM, 312).

The historical relativism here is remarkable and is the condition of possi- 
ihty for the immanent critique that follows as a rebuttal to Proudhon. That 

critique is laid out in oblique and schematic form (this is a notebook, after 
all), but the basic contours of the argument can be outlined as follows: es
trangement (alienation), which stands at the origin of exploitation rooted in 
private property, can only be transcended in the terms provided by its form 
o appearance in any society. Hence, German philosophy is concerned with 
self-consciousness," French politics with equality, and so forth. Commu- 

msm, m the manner proposed by Proudhon, is not a solution for Marx at this 
inoment, but rather a necessary stage en route to a more proper socialism. In 
the 1844 manuscript, sociahsm itself commences with the recognition that 
humans produce themselves and that their teleologically realizable nature 
IS to produce nature as that which exists for the human. Accordingly, there 
IS no question of a divine being over and above the human. Socialists thus 
have no need of atheism, which functions merely as the "negation of God." 
Rather, socialism "proceeds from the theoretically and practically sensuous 

consciousness of man and of nature as the essence. Socialism is man's posi
tive self-consciousness, no longer mediated through the abolition of religion, 
just as real life is man's positive reahty, no longer mediated through the abo
lition of private property, through communism" {EPM, 306).

In this account, communism is indeed understood, in Hegel's idiom but 
not in his meaning, as "the negation of the negation," and it is construed 
as an actual and necessary stage in the future history of liberation. But at 
this point in time (he will later revise this narrative of progressive eman
cipation), Marx argues that "communism as such is not the goal of human 
development, the form of human society" [EPM, 306). As though to stave 
off a fetish of political form, and perhaps of political formalism, Marx draws 
back at this moment to reflect, with unrequited amorousness, on the work
ers at rest, offering us a miniature tableau of conviviality in which they can 
be seen Jinking, smoking, and eating together {EPM, 313). If Kant gave us 
the Tischgesellschaft [the dinner party] as the image of ideal civil society 
m a cosmopolitan mode, Marx gives us the worker's tavern as its alterna
tive. The emancipated person arriving at the end of history, he says, will 

scover a need for society; and as the person does so, means will become 
ends, while society and the voluptuous pleasures of copresence will become 
a sufficient goal. Bestowing a verily erotic halo on the concept of the dig
nity of labor, but only in its suspension, he writes that "the nobility of

AFTER DE BROSSES 201

shines upon us from their work-hardened bodies" {EPM, 313). Truly, 
has turned fetishism on its head! It is no longer the fabricated object 

which potency resides and to which human beings submit in abject and 
'staken recognition of that which exceeds them, but rather the fabricator 
hose material being as socially determined now radiates originary power, 
power most potent in the moment when it ceases to exercise itself.

The fetishism that persists in the consciousness of capitalism and in 
”Tt's later writings is thus of a different order from that which, in the third 

iotebook, Marx concedes to be the truth of an existence in which socially dif- 
^entiated labor is not yet the origin of a generalizable value. The latter type of 
letishism depends not only on the division of labor but on a division between 
iving and dead labor in the context of industrialization, where workers are 
educed to the function of operating the technology (that congelation of dead 
sbor) that permits the intensification of productivity. For it is rationalized 
nd technologized intensification that permits and solicits the investment 
f capital into the means of production and allows for the increasing reduc- 
ion of wages relative to the "total socially necessary labor" expended in the 
boduction process. This is not the place to discuss the general formula by 

iWhich Marx understood capitalism to work, such that capital s constant ef
fort to reduce wages is contradicted by the increasing need for markets to 
absorb goods, generating both class contradiction and periodic crises. Nor is 

Ithere space here to recount the processes of originary accumulation by which 
people not yet within the fold of capitalist relations of production are either 
forcibly brought within its system (through enclosures, evictions, taxation, 
and so forth) or kept in states of persistent feudality in processes of so-called 
uneven development.''*^ For our purposes, the present discussion must limit 
itself to the question of Marx's two fetishisms, namely that operative in the 
world dominated by politico-religious forms of displacement and that in soci
eties where the economy constitutes the place of "second nature," as Walter 
Benjamin would call it. Benjamin's own argument that the societies appar
ently determined by economy are themselves enabled by a juridicalization 
that is politico-theological in nature must remain on the distant horizon of 
this discussion. But we can note, with him, that second nature is arrived at 
only through technological mediation. Commodity exchange is a dimension 
of this mediation and functions to socialize otherwise alienated individuals. 
This is why fetishism proper is achieved most perfectly in financial capital, 
where even the mediating function of commodities (as agents of socialization 
and as means for capital's expansion) can appear to be bypassed by interest 
and, later, currency speculation. It is abstraction masquerading as immediacy. 

The fundamental difference between Marx's two fetishisms lies in the
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materiality of the former and the abstractness of the latter. But this abstract
ness is better termed a material immateriality, or, perhaps a productive fic
tion if we hold fast to Marx's perspicacious observation that capital is a fiction 
without fantasy. As we have already seen, the fetish of capital is the belief 
in the realness of exchange value, which is actually only the function of 
abstraction and extraction, of surplus conceived in the value form. The 
principle of general equivalence, by which metal had become money in the 
form of a sign detached from its medium of appearance, lies at the heart of 
this fetishism—even though, as Jean-Joseph Goux says, that very process of 
abstraction sees the sublimation of the fetish in the symbol and the sign.“« 
Indeed, it is for this very reason that Marx refers to the fetishism of the capi
talist, in the 1844 manuscripts, as a "regression," going so far as to summon 
the image of the cave-dweller to match Kant's loheti Mensch [EPM, 314). 
And in fact the entire structure of the analogy, with its persistent bifurca
tion of the world into the fetishisms of the real and the abstract cannot help 
but preserve the Kantian disavowal and the historico-ethnographic typing 
of alterity as non-Western Otherness. Unlike fully financialized capital, in 
which abstraction seems both immaterial and immediate, Marx claims that 
the fetish-character of the commodity depends on the concretization of that 
which must otherwise remain abstract.

Tom Keenan has rightly argued that the point of the commodity as that 
thing produced for exchange is not that the thing itself be valued, but rather 
that value can be achieved in exchange, the true engine of transubstantia- 
tion.'-'^ The hoarder, who is not yet properly the fetishizer of capital, sits on 
his gold and consumes himself in an autoerotic mimesis of so-called primi
tive fetishism precisely because he treats the money-thing, namely gold coin, 
as Itself valuable. What capital needs, however, is fetishism in the mode of 
idolatry, a fetishism of the sign and the symbol. That is what permits circu
lation and, via circulation, the expansion of surplus value.

I do not mean to endorse the reading of those critics who see circulation 
under postmodern conditions as the primary engine of value, relative to la
bor and production, though we will consider those arguments later. By way 
of anticipation, however, Pietz's hostility to such readings can be noted. 
Nonetheless, when he argues against semiotic and psychoanalytic reread- 
ings of fetishism on the grounds that they are insufficiently materialist, 
he himself underestimates the difference in the concept of fetishism that 
emerges m Marx's mature writings—even as he concedes such a matu
ration in the years between 1857 and 1867.*^® That difference lies, quite 
simply, in Marx's recognition of the reality effect of the fictionalization of 
exchange value—of money, credit, and capital. If the African fetishist of
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Brosses's text grants force to the thing itself, the capitalist grants force 
the thingness of his disavowal, to the abstraction through which labor is 

faced. In this sense, fictionalization (fantasy-less abstraction) is the corol- 
and condition of possibility of a process that continually reduces the 

-borer to matter, to a procreating corpse (if we may borrow Pessoa's pro- 
-cative phrase) whose awful burden is to animate that which is truly dead, 
amely the dead labor of technology. In doing so, the corpse becomes the 
astrument that grants the machine its status as the simulacrum of life, the 
utomaton. Finance capital is perhaps the specter in this machine.

Before communism, the misery generated by this necropolitics could 
d only temporary respite in the pleasures of the flesh that Marx observed 

-ong the working men of the taverns.*^ Prior to the failed revolution of 
' 848, Marx's point was that the fetish of abstraction produces ghosts quite 

dependently of the spectral quality that inheres in abstraction itself. Seen 
'om the 1840s, these were stubbornly material ghosts who might also rise up 
D haunt the future from behind, as the Manifesto somewhat hastily proph- 
-ied ("A spectre is haunting Europe" ).‘5i Seen from the vantage point of the 

i850s, the conjuring trick was somewhat more ambiguous. Pietz correctly 
identifies Marx's accomphshment as "a materialist theory of the dialectical, 
jchiasmic structure of social fetishism," in which labor is understood to be 
material not because it is empirical but because it is social. My own argument 

that Marx's analysis depends on the deployment of the concept of fetishism 
'erived from de Brosses, but also on its splitting and doubling. Accordingly, it 

necessary to recognize in Marx's writings not merely a temporalizable rup
ture, but also a persisting structural opposition between two fetishisms. The 
fetishism of those in a society dominated by the politico-religious is not the 
same as the fetishism of capital, as we have seen. Marx's efforts to maintain a 
lexical difference that would mark and differentiate the two forms (fetish and 
fetishism versus fetish-character and fetishistic) ultimately collapses inward 
onto itself, but the structural difference remains as a trace of the fact that the 
universal value form and the principle of general equivalence are themselves 
unprecedented in human history. Marx's immanent critique (which preserves 
universahsm in the concept of species-being) is summoned by the fact that 
these new forces are at once the expression and the basis for the analogical 
comparativism on which his entire critical project rests.

But we must now take account of the fact that, after Capital, the future 
history of the analysis of fetishism will be split between those who are them
selves caught in the fiction without fantasy and who thereby attempt to 
demystify fetishism by reducing it to empirically verifiable practices and/ 
or deluded beliefs—and those who understand fetishism to be, precisely, a
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relation to the phantasmatic (if not fantastic) space where knowledge loses 
its power to combat illusion. To grasp that itinerary, we must now attend to 
Freud's intervention. It may nonetheless help to pause briefly, to consider 
the first early effort to systematically integrate these two perspectives and 
epistemic dispositions through an actual valorization of fetishism. That ef
fort was proffered by August Comte at precisely the same time when Marx 
was developing his theory, and it took the form not of postulating two fe- 
tishisms, but rather of a fetishism of the One.

THE GREAT FETISH; OR, THE FETISHISM OF THE ONE

August Comte's theory of fetishism was initially part of a naive evolution
ism, homologous with Hegel's stagist History. Fetishism marked for him a 
primordial religiosity, one that was displaced by polytheism. Nonetheless, he 
found in it a respectable intelligence and a recognition of subjective needs that 
could not be dismissed. Like de Brosses, Comte believed that the trace-forms 
of fetishism could be discerned in the positive remnants of contemporary re
ligious phenomena: "Fetichism [is] the basis of the theological philosophy
deifying every substance or phenomenon which attracts the attention of na
scent humanity, and remaining traceable through all its transformations to 
the very last.">52 in the elaboration of the positive science that Comte was 
developing during the 1820s, the theological was posited as the first of three 
stages m human history, followed by the metaphysical and the positive. Until 
1824, he was largely under the sway of Saint-Simon, and his initial enthusi
asm for utopian socialism, as Engels later referred to Saint-Simon's project, 
led him to embrace that adoration of industry that Marx had diseerned in 
Smith. Although Comte took his intellectual leave of Saint-Simon with an 
insinuation of plagiarism (of his own work), he fully assumed his mentor's 
belief that religion is a necessary source of social commitment and the prin
cipal basis for unity in a society that is nonetheless orchestrated and techni
cally coordinated by industrial logics and their infrastructural networks and, 
hence, the division of labor. A century and a half later, this aspiration to find 
m religious traditions the means for achieving secular ideals appropriate to 
technocratieally governed democraeies has returned with surprising force. 
Even Jurgen Habermas has argued that devotion to rationally organized sys
tems of governance requires a source of passionate attachment that cannot be 
supphed by Reason but that must draw upon the umeason of Christianity '53 

As Andrew Wernick has noted well, Comte's notion of industrial society 
had no concept of the economic as an autonomous domain. Economic "phe- 
monena are assimilated instead to technical realities (production, industry)
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on the one side, and to social-moral ones (distribution, coordination) on 
the other. And while Comte took up the categories of social class that 
were already axiomatic in French thought about society at the time, he gave 
them a radically idiosyncratic inflection. The industrial capitalist class is 
for him the Industrial Patriciat. The name does not conceal what remains 
a highly centrist, hierarchical, and authoritarian conception of ideal state 
form, despite the proclaimed affinity for socialism, an affinity that, in any 
case, receded significantly over the next few deeades. The task of the posi
tive sciences to which Comte attached his signature is one of providing the 
basis for a social reorganization in which technical and industrial systems 
can function with maximal efficiency to distribute wealth in a maimer that 
sustains three cardinal values: "Attachment for the affectionate sex. Vener
ation for the Priesthood, and Benevolence towards the proletariat. "'55 None 
of these values would appear to emanate from within industrial society, 
nor seem essential for its management, and it was thus in opposition to the 
specter of anarchism, and as supplement to a terrifying abyss at the heart of 
machinic rationality, that he proposed a nontheistic Religion of Humanity.

Comte developed his thought in several stages. In the first, science be
comes philosophy; in the latter ones, philosophy becomes religion. The first 
stage is internally split between Positive Philosophy, published in six vol
umes between 1832 and 1842, and the System of Positive Polity-, 01, Tieatise 

on Sociology, Instituting the Religion of Humanity, a four-volume sequence 
published between 18 51 and 18 5 4. These were followed by Synthese subjec

tive, wherein Comte finally makes his proposal for a Giand-Fetiche (great 
fetish) as a necessary supplement to technocratic social order and a mecha
nism for inculcating amity and altruism in the citizen-subjects of his ideal 
world. In addition, he authored numerous popular tracts and a catechism 
and corresponded copiously with contemporary intellectuals.

The turn to religion of the later works was reviled by many other posi
tivist philosophers, and especially John Stuart Mill, who referred to the Syn

these as a work of "melancholy decadence. "'=5 But it was embraced by the 
community of lay positivists in France and elsewhere (including in Brazil, 
where it had particular influence), who were developing ritual forms and 
institutions of worship as part of their social experiment. The turn wasn t 
merely formal, however, or even a matter of consolation only. It legitimated 
itself as a need arising from the unprecedented nature of wealth under in
dustrialism. That Comte preserved Adam Smith's idiom of "wealth" marks 
its continuity with earlier political economy, but his works also aimed to 
provide a more systematic account of epochal shifts—not between feudal
ism and capitalism but between military and contractual societies. In the
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writings of his middle years, and especially in the System of Positive Polity, 

Comte argues that wealth, in civilized nations, "can no longer be accumu
lated by violence." Moreover, its "slow accretion by the process of Grant 
or Exchange has given rise to serious social difficulties in securing its due 
distribution." More importantly, "Wealth has acquired an importance in 
the Industrial existence, which it never had in the Military. In the latter. 
Wealth, if it was a symbol of Power, was so only as a consequence of Power, 
and not as being its essential basis."*^^ Precisely the recognition that had led 
Marx to formulate a theory of the autonomization of the economic sphere 
becomes, in Comte's later work, a call for the supplementation of industry 
with religion, of science with poetry—the latter being the means for culti
vating an appreciation of perfection. Moreover, Comte's argument rests on 
the recognition of two additional processes also central in Marx's critical 
project. The first proeess is the production of territory in the form of prop
erty, under the concept of Milieu. Like every principle of industrial soeiety. 
Milieu is one in which generalization was telos. Hence, Comte postulated 
the universalization of Milieu under Industrial conditions in the form of a 
"Grand Milieu," in a gesture that Deleuze and Guattari later exploded.*^® 
The second process is the binarization of social difference oriented along 
the axis of class in the form of the capitalist-proletariat dyad. And here the 
resemblance, already tenuous, ends.

Calling for a radiealization of ownership but not the abolition of prop
erty, Comte gives a meritocratic inflection to the theory of redistribution 
and places it in the hands of the capitalist: "The industrial chiefs, whose 
duty it is to supply the Provisions to the workers more than Instruments, 
ought further to seeure every worthy citizen in the possession of that part 
of his temporal existenee, which is independent of the special service he 
renders to the eommunity." He continues, "Eveiyone at all times should 
be entire owner of everything of which he has the constant and exclusive 

use. This provision is evidently practicable; and, at bottom, it amounts to 
this, that society combines the two ordinary senses of the root, propre, as 
meaning both aptitude and property."

The distribution of private property has as its limit that which is "of 
special service" to the community. Insofar as this collective property is to 
be surrendered, the proletarian must then experience, subjectively, a sense 
of the value of sociality, and he must do so spontaneously. It was in the 
search for a device that could instigate spontaneous love that Comte turned 
back to fetishism, which, in his earliest writings, had been a historically 
appropriate but intelleetually immature mode of religiosity, in which affect 
dominates thought: "The preponderance of the affective over the intellec-
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il life, always conspicuous, was in its full strength in the earliest stages 
of the human mind. The empire of the passions over the reason, is more 
favorable to fetich theology than to any other."‘«> Fetishism was not, how
ever, a stage that had been overcome. To the contrary, in his early theoriz
ing, Comte believed that it was equally operative in the ancient belief in a 
universal "Soul" and in what he termed the "obscure pantheism which is 
so rife among German metaphysicians." And he concluded that "fetichism 
is no theological aberration, but the source of theology itself."*"'

Beginning in the writings of the 1830s, the limitation represented by 
fetishism is also linked to the predominance of metaphor, a linguistic primi- 
tivity that Comte believed was nonetheless residual in his own era, in the 
form of analogy and the techniques of poetry. It was partly m an effort to 
overcome metaphor that he advocated quantification in the physical and 
social sciences. Numeracy and purity are closely alhed in Comte's discourse, 
but quantification is not reducible to mathematics. Number (as relative quan
tity) is a principle and an attribute that is correlated with human thought. It is 
also a quality amenable to the senses and thus the basis of a possible empiri
cal knowledge, one that is nonetheless inevitably partial and incomplete. 
Partiality aside, knowledge is not yet social commitment. It is therefore 
necessary, Comte argues, that a "religious impulse" be brought to bear on 
the faculty of number to ensure that egotism is restricted.'"^ That impulse 
would have as its unifying external support the Grand-Fetiche.

Comte had chastised his contemporaries for hasty condemnations of 
fetishism in the Positive Philosophy. "A man who smiles at the folly of the 
savage in taking the watch for an animal may, if wholly ignorant of watch
making, find himself surprised into a state not so far superior, if any unfore
seen and inexplicable effects should arise from some unperceived derange
ment of the mechanism. But for a widely analogous experience, preparing 
him for such accidents and their interpretation, he could hardly resist the 
impression that the changes were tokens of the affections or caprices of an 
imaginary being."'"^ In the System of Positive Polity, Comte defined the 
fetishist as one who assigns supernatural causative powers to accidental 
events as the result of an inability to differentiate activity from life. This 
distinction had, as already noted, also been central for Kant's development 
of the concept of the aesthetic. Comte adds a twist to the accusation of con
fusion, arguing that this conflation is actually supenor to that which over
invests the opposition between subject and object: "As a philosophy [the 
Fetishist theory] is wrong only, in confusing, as it could not but do, the 
inorganic world with living nature: and the true distinction between them 
is still misconceived by so many of the teachers of the day. At bottom t e
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fetichist reasoner, who fails to distinguish activity from life, is less distant 
from scientific truth than the theological dreamer who in spite of all the 
evidence, persists in taking matter to he passive. The observation of the one 
is doubtless too superficial; but the other admits an exorbitant influence of 
imagination."'^

The redemption of fetishism comes, in Comte's philosophy, at the same 
time as his shift form facobinism to monarchism. The revolution of 1848 
occasioned for him, as for Marx, an intensifying concern with the question 
of how to understand subjective relations to the social field, but in an op
posite direction. Comte endorsed first the coup of Napoleon III and then the 
reign of Czar Nicholas I, even as he sought to produce an alliance with the 
Jesuits. By this point, in 1857, as Marx was beginning to refine his concept 
of the fetish, Saint-Simon and the socialist project had been all but forgot
ten, written off by Comte as the naive pastime of an aristocratic "idler." 
The aristocrat would be redeemed a century later, at which point Saint- 
Simonianism came to eclipse the Religion of Humanity as an exemplary 
instance of utopianism. But at the time of Comte's writing, the "Religion 
of Humanity" had adherents and cults around the world, with significant 
influence in the United States.

Andrew Wemick argues that Comte's project must be grasped as some
thing produced in the traumatized space opened in the aftermath of a crisis 
diagnosed by Nietzsche tmder the banner of the "death of God."*“ But if it is 
partly marked by an emerging posttheistic project, the final formulations of 
the Synthese subjective offer a theory of fetishism that is itself an extreme 
form of fetishism. It was for this reason that Theodor Adorno, chastising Wal
ter Benjamin for an insufficient concept of mediation, urged him to read Lau- 
rin Hawkins's account of the influence of Comtean positivism in the period 
of American industrialization."'^ Not because he thought Benjamin a positiv
ist, but to point out the reactionary tendencies that would come, in Adorno's 
mind, with any effort to "incorporate an element of fetishism" (rather than 
undertake an analysis of fetishism) into an account of industrial modernity. 
As we shall see, below, Adorno came to share some of Benjamin's apprecia
tion for the surreahst appropriation and resignification of the fetish (as prob- 
lematizer of binarism rather than mystificatory object of investment), but 
Comte s effort to redeem patriarchal monarchism and the prerogatives of a 
pnestly class via the idea of a supplementary fetish horrified Adorno.

Comte's fetishism was in fact intended to provide the means for subjec- 
tivizmg the logic of what that other, subtler positivist, Emile Durkheim, 
called "organic solidarity." Avowed as a principle of unity and, moreover, as 
the vehicle by which that unity would become internalized as the ground
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for a spontaneous love not only of society but of patriarchal order, Comte's 
Giand-Fetiche is what psychoanalysts would perhaps diagnose as the part 

, object striving to claim the place of the Other. It was the explicit form of 
i that fetishism of the One that Lacan came to repudiate in the seminars on 

If feminine sexuality." Such a reading depends, of course, on Freud's invention of psychoanalysis (to which Lacan repeatedly claimed he was return- 
;ing) and its revision of the concept of fetishism against the backdrop of the 
"discovery" of the unconscious, to which we now turn.

FREUD AND THE RETURN TO THE DARK CONTINENT: 
THE OTHER FETISH

Across the twentieth century, there has been a vacillation between the puta- 
' lively Marxist and psychoanalytic senses of the term fetishism, not only in 
^ the work of those Marxist scholars, such as Althusser, who avowed psycho
analysis (a by-no-means common commitment among Marxists), but across 
the entire field of cultural analysis. It is as though fetishism is the point of 
convergence in something like a collective unconscious, where Marxism and 
psychoanalysis meet, despite every other apparent divergence. If this is so, 
it is because, as I have tried to suggest throughout this essay, "fetishism" is 
a term through which a process of mirroring and differentiation takes place 
and because, as a concept, it forms a crucial and enabling basis on which to 
think the very possibility of the unconscious. As I have tried to show, the 
formulation of the latter concept was produced only through the consohda- 
tion of a binary opposition between Reason and its others, and between the 
West and the rest, even when, as in the case of Marx, and Kant, and, to a 
lesser degree, de Brosses himself, that bifurcation took the form of an analogy 
between the two. The fact that much of both Marxism and psychoanalysis 
is oriented by the term "fetishism" does not mean, however, that their con
cepts bear the same significations or refer to the same processes and objects. 
Before turning to Freud's own writing, then, it is important to think about 
the grounds for a history that is not reducible either to a resemblance or to a 
chronology: to consider, in other words, the history that encompasses both 
Marxist and psychoanalytic senses of the term "fetishism" as (significantly 
different) expressions of a shared epistemic order and not merely as sequen
tially appearing phenomena or lexically rhyming discourses.

There is a risk in such metahistory: the risk already seen in the writings 
of de Brosses, Kant, and Hegel, namely the misrecognition of a structure 
that is internal to Western philosophy and the projection of it outward into 
a sequence of historical events. In Paul de Man's terms, these writers have
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engaged in a form of analysis that is allegorical but does not recognize itself 
as such.**® Marx labored to discern the function of such allegorizing, but he 
also reproduced it. Psychoanalysis introjects and contains the sequential- 
izing, temporalizing dimension of allegory within the psychic life of the 
individual, Freud's recourse to developmentalist myth notwithstanding.*® 
It is perhaps possible to understand such allegorizing as itself fetishistic, 
entailing both recognition and disavowal, condensation and displacement, 
but that possibility must await a further discussion of the psychoanalytic 
discourse on fetishism.

If Michel Foucault is correct, as I believe he is, Adam Smith's inter
vention—at once praised and rejected by Marx—can function as a synecdo
che for one of three new fields that defined the epistemological rupture at 
the origin of Western modernity, a modernity repeatedly understood from 
within as the transcendence of fetishism. Foucault emphasizes Ricardo's 
contributions (and diminishes Marx's) when he refers to these fields as "la
bor, life and language" and describes them as the novel objects orienting 
three new discourses: economics, biology, and linguistics. The human sci
ences emerge on the ground of these new discourses, marking both their 
productivity and their limits. They reveal, he says, that "European culture 
is inventing for itself a depth in which what matters is no longer identities, 
distinctive characteristics, permanent tables with all their possible paths 
and routes, but great hidden forces developed on the basis of their primitive 
and inaccessible nucleus, origin, causality, and history." Henceforth, the 
human sciences concern themselves with what is "hidden down below."*^** 

Foucault emphasizes that the new sciences were grounded in a funda
mental sense of human finitude, in the recognition that humans are embed
ded in fields that exceed them and their capacities for self-knowledge. In 
this context, the task of the new sciences became the establishment of rela
tions between that which is visible and that which is inaccessible to percep
tion, the result being an ironic confrontation not with a lapidary structure 
of isomorphic resemblances and points of contact, but with discontinuities 
and fragmentations.*^* He traces the emergence of these concerns across a 
variety of fields, paying particular attention to the anatomical sciences and 
new evolutionary discourse. But the theoretical answer to the discovery of 
discontinuity within the world, says Foucault, came in the new linguistics 
and led to the development of a theory of language as neither magical nor 
representational. This was achieved, first and foremost, by displacing the 
Study of the word (such as was practiced by de Brosses and as remains as the 
residual allure of etymology and philology even today) by the study of gram
mar. Yet it begins in the word, like all theories of fetishism.
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Foucault links this development to Franz Bopp's turn away from a con
cept of linguistic roots as primal and primary representations of things 
available to perception, and toward an understanding that roots are, funda
mentally, verbal forms expressing personal "actions, states, and wishes."*^**
In the long shadow of Bopp's intervention, Foucault notes several compen
satory developments, two of which are of interest here. The first is the ten
dency of critical discourse to work via the interrogation of a word and to use 
that analysis of the word as a basis for unfolding the hidden forces against 
which human finitude assumed its particular shape—whether they be the 
social organization of labor, diseases that ensure the body's telos in death, 
or the deep structures of vocalic variation and verb form. Marx's Capital, 

Foucault asserts, can be construed on one level as an exegesis of the word 
"value." Baudrillard would perhaps say it is instead an exploration of the 
concept of "production," but in both cases, it is a word whose sustained 
interrogation provides the architectural outline for the analytic to be per
formed.**'® We are a very long way indeed from John Locke's obsession with 
the ephemerality of words relative to sense perception as the basis of knowl
edge. But the demotion of the word by linguistics was of a different order 
from the mere dismissal of verbal appearances pace Locke, the word became 
newly significant because of the structure of what Foucault, in his analysis 
of anatomy, describes as "visible invisibility."**"* That is to say, the word 
was resignified; no longer the sign of presence, it came to appear as evidence 
of an absence that it marked and supplemented. In compensation for this 
development, linguistics was "brought nearer both to an act of knowing, 
pure of all words, and to the unconscious element in our discourse."**’* In 
effect, says Foucault, the development of linguistics enabled the "discov
ery of the unconscious," the so-called Freudian invention, which took for 
its method the exploration of words as evidence and even symptoms of a 
blockage or a discontinuity rather than as the expression or exteriorization 
of thoughts.*^* As symptoms, these words had also to be read for what was 
both present in and absent from them and for the gaps that they tenuously 

covered over.
Insofar as humans are finite but determined by that which exceeds 

them, the model of the Cogito as bearer of self-knowledge in reflection loses 
its power at this point (by the middle of the nineteenth century). The en
slaved sovereign" who is at once the object of knowledge and the subject 
that knows, is, as we have already seen, anticipated in Kant's Anthropology. 

But for Foucault, the Kantian question "What is Man" only finally begins to 
be answered, albeit in a manner that permanently defers resolution, when 
philosophy (and psychoanalysis) discovers "an element of darkness, ... an
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unthought which it contains entirely, yet in which it is also caught." Fou
cault continues, "The unthought {whatever name we give it) is not lodged 
in man like a shrivelled-up nature or a stratified history; it is, in relation to 
man, the Other: the Other that is not only a brother but a twin, born, not of 
man, nor in man, but beside him and at the same time, in an identical new
ness, in unavoidable duality."*^^ Here, amid a swirl of dense and involuting 
prose, Foucault's turn of phrase, "whatever name we give it," implies the 
identity of the referents or the signifieds of the unconscious, the noncon- 
scious, and the unthought. Leaving aside, for a moment, the extraordinary 
elision of the feminine even from the concept of the Other (where it resides 
for much of psychoanalytic theory), one must beware of this invitation to 
conflation and confusion in what is otherwise a text of incomparable lucidity.

Earlier, I observed, by contrast, the significant difference between the 
notions of the unconscious and of the nonconscious, particularly in the 
early writings on fetishism. In doing so, I tacitly affirmed Freud's argument, 
developed most fully in "Note on a 'Mystic Writing Pad'" (1925), that the 
unconscious, as a historically specific concept-metaphor, is not to be un
derstood as an absolutely primordial and organically prior site from which 
actions, states, and desires arise. Rather, it is a retrospectively induced trace 
structure, the function of both experience in language and repression, and 
thus of historically particular social processes, customary laws, and institu
tional taboos.'^® The nonconscious, on the other hand, encompasses all that 
exceeds the psyche. The distinction between the unconscious and the non
conscious, I suggested, can be seen to emerge in the discourse on fetishism 
(and the attendant philosophy of freedom) at the point where a distinction 
is made between African and European forms of religious practice and self- 
consciousness. It is only on the basis of the difference between the uncon
scious and the merely nonconscious that Freud could develop his method, 
which consists in making an individual disclose the truth of his being (a 
truth at once social and singular) in the act of speaking, for language is that 
in which the subject is spoken. But methodologically speaking, this lan
guage is always "a" language (or perhaps a few languages), not language as 
such. If Freud's therapeutic practice consists in providing individuals with 
a particular history via this method, it is a history profoundly distinct from 
Marxism's history, and perhaps that of every other historicism. For the 
history to be acquired in psychoanalytic therapy is one that acknowledges 
desire as that which has been produced at the point of intersection between 
the nonconscious and the imconscious, which is to say between the social 
and the contingent, singular experiences of the subject, in the linguistically
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'\verdetermined region where they merge. We must now ask role the
concept of fetishism plays in this process, and in the discourse that Freud

‘^^''Irwhh s^mul of Freud's thought, that on fetishism undement si^ 

nificant metamorphoses over the course of his career. In the early first ent^ 
^e Three Essays on the Theory 0/Sexuality (1905), Freud proffers a concjt 
of fetishism as a threshold phenomenon that is both mtemd to sexud n 
malcy and constantly at risk of becoming pathological. In this s^se, fetis^ 
ism Exhibits a more general attribute of all sexual phenomena. The ess^ in 
whic^his discussion appears is entitled "The Sexual Aberrations," but from 
"a^t Freud insists that the norm against which any aberration would 
be measured is itself contaminated. He commences by asserting that there 
is probably no definitive link between the sexual instinct and any 
"proper" of the drive.'- The sexual instinct itself is presumptively aimed at 

' coitus and "the release of tension," but Freud vacillates on whether tins m- 
lease necessarily implies reproductive and heteronormative sexual relations.
A primary bisexuality is adduced instead, making the task of psycho^alysis
theexplanationofhowonebecomeswhatoneostensibly alreadyis.Des my
is reaped it turns out, via circuitous paths and is in no way guaranteed^ 

“"ism is deflned, quite situpl, .. first,»the subs.itu.iou o » ob,ec 
that would othemise be inappropriate to satisfy the "normal s^al mm 
J^ich also resembles the "normal object." The object may be either a part 
of the bldy or an inanimate object, both of which, Freud says, but without 
ex^lli^g further, may he "likened to the fetishes in which savages beheve 
tSt their gods are embodied."'®'’ This concern with the object depends 
fprim separation out of object and aim, something that had not previously

been granted even
d sLITe kdancy), it arises from autoeroticism and
own body for erotic stimulation. But its aberrance consists in the overvalu
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' Ushistic impulse depends on a

this very diminution converges upo P with it '®^ A cer-
valuation of the sexual object" and everything ^ ^
tain lingering a temporary fixation and investmen , pa 
Investment (Lpophili.l, are intrinsic to the sexual game and grve to a love
o,;: “o.Unic zones the allure .hat allows one to —

’ 1 u , onxrc Prpiid In this sense, fetishism suttusesotherwise as easily be horror, says Fre
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the whole field of normalcy. It becomes pathological only in the moment 
when, rather than supplementing the sexual aim, it usurps it, so that the 
amorous but distant appreciation of the object becomes, in and of itself, sat
isfying. At stake is not only the blockage of the so-called normal movement 
toward coitus but the fetish's assumption of the status as "sole" object (we 
see here the origins of Balibar's argument that the postulation of a single de
termining instance in the economy is the mark of capitalist fetishism). This 
autonomization of the fetish is also and at the same time a loss of its rep
resentational function, its capacity to point toward something other than 
Itself. In this regard, Freud has restored something of de Brosses's concept, 
at least in regard to pathological fetishism. And something of Marx's. The 
pervert (Marx's miser) is the one enchanted by the thing itself, not as a sign 
of something else, not as a vehicle of transcendence, but in itself, directly 
and immediately. He has no experience of signification in the full sense.

At the end of the first of the three essays, Freud adumbrates his goal in 
considering the perversions, among which fetishism stands as a special exam
ple (the one that he says merits the most attention). This is to discover the in
nate roots of the perversion. What he finds is that the innateness is universal, 
and not only to be found in "perverts." What determines the manifestation 
of the perversion is the "influences of actual life." There are three possibili
ties structuring the form of appearance of this innate tendency. The first sees 
it materialize directly, the second has it materialize in an indirect manner, 
thanks to being displaced by an insufficient repression, and the third has it 
amve in normal sexual life, thanks to an "effective restriction. Normal 
sexuality, in other words, is achieved through the healthy containment of 
innate perversions, those tendencies to dispersion and polymorphous attach
ment to objects, for which fetishism functions as the exemplary instance. 
This restriction is often termed repression, although it is what Ricoeur calls 
"institution" in his own reading of Freud, and he attributes to it the status of 
the threshold to the historical (and the cultural), in relation to a prehistorical
domain, at once structural and genetic, whose postulation, he says, unites 
Freud and Marx.'®'*

Over time, the fetish came to be increasingly linked in Freud's writings 
to the phallus, even as repression {Veidiangung) receded relative to the con
cept of disavowal {Verleugnung). By 1910, in his essay on Leonardo, Freud 
could assert that the fetish is a substitute for the always already lost mater
nal penis.'®® In the more mature statement of this argument, in the 1927 es
say "Fetishism," fetishism is said to arise following a primal scene in which 
a boy-subject perceives his mother's or a woman's genitalia and, seeing her
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"lack" of a penis, comes to fear his own castration. This crisis, as Lacan later 
emphasized, depends on a prior identification, made possible in and through 
language, of the boy's anatomy with that of other boys and also with that of 
his father.'®® It depends, that is, on a prior process of differentiation, under
stood by Lacan to be the signification of difference. But in Freud's account, 
there is an a priori postulation that the boy would otherwise have fantasized 
an identity between himself and his mother and therefore sought resemblance 
between their bodies. The discovery of difference is thus already the origin 
of something like a trauma. Indeed, Freud says quite explicitly that fetishism 
operates much like the "stopping of memory in traumatic amnesia."'®^ The 
difference is that fetishism is not experienced as ailment; it is, to the contrary, 
pathology as pleasure. The fetishist who covets a woman's shoe, who adores 
the undergarments of his beloved, or who, in a word, loves what was next to 
and what obstructed the vision of the "missing phallus," takes pleasure there 
and has no need to convert his disappointment into aggressivity. This does 
not mean that the fetishist is without aggressivity, which occurs in all love 
relations. As many feminist cultural critics later argued, fetishism is easily 
conjoined to other more violent tendencies, including the social structural 
one that renders the woman's supposed "lack" as her dissimulation and holds 
her culpable for moral inadequacy as well as physiological msufficiency.

The trauma that is occasioned by the confrontation with a difference 
that appears, from the perspective of the male subject, to constitute the 
oracle of his own future loss generates, in Freud's account, a very complex 
response. The subject does not repress [veidiangen] the event entirely, does 
not efface it from the depths of his being (that would be scotomization, and 
Freud rejects the term). Rather, he disavows [veileugnen] it, and thus simul
taneously rejects and memorializes the event of (or at least the specular en
counter with) the fantasized absent penis: "It is not true that, after the child 
has made his observation of the woman, he has preserved unaltered his be
lief that women have a phallus. He has retained that belief, but he has also 
given it up. In the conflict between the weight of the unwelcome perception 
and the force of his counter-wish, a compromise has been reached, as is only 
possible under the dominance of the unconscious laws of thought—the pri

mary processes.'"®®
This brief statement reveals what is at stake in thinking about fetish

ism for Freud: not only the tenuous and porous border between perversion 
and normalcy, but the very status of the unconscious and, equally impor
tant, the different place of the affects and ideas in it. In The Inteipietation 
of Dreams, published five years before the Three Essays on the Theory of
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Sexuality, Freud had argued that dreams may be read on analogy with a 
text, providing that the "sign-effect" of the dream-image is acknowledged 
as being of a mixed nature.'*’ Dreams are, for Freud, "a substitute for an 

infantile scene modified by being transferred on to a recent experience. The 
infantile scene is unable to bring about its own revival and has to be content 
with returning as a dream.'"’® But if it is the trace of an infantile perception, 
which, as Ricoeur notes, Freud cannot yet distinguish from fantasies, the 
dream does not disclose that origin (let alone its status as perception or fan
tasy) in a transparent manner. The dream-image is a function of distortion 
structured by the principles of condensation and displacement. Moreover, 
it is an effect of both repressions and disavowals. It is also a function of re
gression, of the descent beneath memory images occasioned by the infantile 
scene's wish for fulfillment. Regression is what produces dream images, but 
the dream-images appear to the analyst in the form of representations that 
are themselves distorted, transposed, or translated. Unlike symbols, which 
are culturally overdetermined and whose pursuit by dream analysis Freud 
rejects in The Interpretation of Dreams, the representations are a function 
of personal experiences (what he terms "accidental circumstances") and 
must therefore be treated in their singularity—even if, increasingly, Freud 
was also concerned to read personal history as a recapitulation of cultural 
history and civilizational development as a process that can be analogized 
to personal life history.

A key methodological task of psychoanalysis is, of course, to gain access 
to the repressed infantile perception and/or fantasy. But the task is fraught 
insofar as unconscious representations are themselves distorted, even prior 
to bemg wrenched into the discontinuous state of consciousness. Moreover, 
the analyst is always battling repression, the function of which is "prevent
ing [an idea] from becoming conscious.'"’' By 1927 Freud could state, suc
cinctly, that the idea "represents an instinct." But this also demanded that 
he differentiate the ways in which representations express ideas and affects, 
respectively. In "The Unconscious," he schematizes the opposition between 
affect and ideas, while maintaining that both are attached to instincts. It is 
m fact only through the cathexes to either affective states or ideas that in
stincts can be "known" at all, though such knowledge is an inference. Only 
through ideas can the unconscious make itself felt. Affects themselves are 
never unconscious, he says; their ideas have merely been repressed.'’^

The entire purpose of repression, then, is to contain affect, but repres
sion does not work on affect in any immediate sense. "The whole difference 
arises from the fact that ideas are cathexes—basically of memory-traces— 
whilst affects and feelings correspond to processes of discharge, the final
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ilifestations of which are perceived as sensations." One gets a sense in 
'-ese few lines that there are at least two systems operating and that the one 

ip which the affect appears is one of positivity. Affect is the material effect of 
■a presence whose destiny is dissipation. The idea is rather more complex, a 
jwrduring phenomenon that nonetheless is neither a positivity nor an origi- 

’ force. It is a trace. We can now return to the complex phenomenon of 
etishism and understand better what it represents for Freudian analysis. For 
Wshism resembles dreaming for Freud, in that it is a "compromise formed 
^th the help of displacement.'"’* This displacement leads the fetishist to 
Want to invest in a concrete object precisely to the extent that he is afflicted 

‘‘y anxiety (about castration).
Alan Bass calls this "negative hallucination," by which he means to im- 

ly a "concretion" that "makes every hallucinatory wish fulfillment seem 
eal." He is elaborating on Edith Jacobson's important insistence that fetish- 
-m depends on the misidentification of the woman's lack of a penis with 
er castration, which is to say: it entails a confusion of a real perception 

^ith fantasy. For her part, Jacobson argues that fetishism is both a recogni
tion and displacement onto concrete objects of all sexual differentiation, and 
■that this is an effort to evade sexual difference.'’" Bass extrapolates, in an 
ieffort to realize the generalizability of fetishism that he believes is already 
• implicit in Freud, and asserts that "negative hallucination used as a primary 
.’disavowal of differentiation is possible at any stage of development. He 
Continues, "Every possibility of differentiating between internal and exter
nal, self and objects, to use Jacobson's terms, can be experienced as too trau- 
. matically tension-raising and can be replaced with a fetishistic structure of 
’Opposed fantasies.'"’*

It may be that fetishism arises every time that differentiation is dis- 
i avowed—registered and repudiated unconsciously. Nonetheless, the burden 
I of psychoanalysis remains its privileged figuration of this disavowal via sex- 
f ual difference, via its privileged signifiers of the feminine and the primitive.
‘ It is important, in this regard, to realize that, at the moment when the femi
nine and the primitive are conceived in terms of the structural homology 
linking psychic and civilizational life, at the very point where the process 
of figuration assumes its most generalized form, the concept of disavowal 
is eclipsed, and that of repression returns. Not that disavowal implied the 

; absence of repression in the psyche—the two processes continue to operate, 
and to define different domains. Rather, repression reemerges as the domi
nant term of discourse because the analysis of civilization is, for Freud, the 
analysis of normativity. Insufficient repression produces the kind of psyche 
that is doomed to disavowal.
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In Freud's late writings, both the feminine and the primitive are defined 
as lacking in repression, but insofar as the primitive is signified by its mas
culine representative, the model is also split. On the one hand is the woman 
whose libido is said to be naturally invested in her child rather than her 
(normatively male) lover and who depends on a patriarchal authority to bear 
the force of law, but who is relatively lacking in conscience.*’* Her sociality 
moves along a vertical axis, the axis of descent and reproduction. Compared 
to men, who must distribute their libido according to an economy of scar
city, while conserving the opportunity for the ecstatic discharge enabled 
by sexual intimacy, women do not need to sublimate or otherwise restrict 
their energies, according to Freud. By nature, their libido can overflow in 
the direction of a single preordained object, and there is no need for them 
to exit the realm of family; hence, the female subject also has no need for 
the violent separations from paternal or patriarchal law that the Oedipus 
complex would have demanded and produced.*’*^

On the other hand is Freud's primitive, who invests the force of law in 
his fetish, but who also makes his fetish bear culpability for every failure to 
conform to the law it incarnates. Conscious that much Christian theory has 
attempted to encompass Judaism by analogizing it with primitivity (with the 
adoration of law being read as a devotion to the immaterial, hut on analogy 
with the material), Freud is careful to differentiate what he deems the primi
tive mode of investing sacral power in an objective form from that which 
characterizes Judaism. When misfortune befell the Israelites, he says, "they 
produced the prophets, who held up their sinfulness before them; and out 
of their sense of guilt they created the over-strict commandments of their 
pnestly religion. It is remarkable how differently a primitive man behaves. If 
he has met with a misfortune, he does not throw the blame on himself but on 
his fetish, which has obviously not done its duty, and he gives it a thrashing 
instead of punishing himself."*’* Freud's analysis might be read as a strident 
rebuttal of Kierkegaard's (and Marx's) identification of Judaism with "pagan 
fetishism." As John Vignaux Smith has argued, Kierkegaard's effort to equate 
the two ("To the oracle of paganism corresponds the sacrifice of Judaism") 
depended on his postulation of a radical distinction between mimetic media
tion and real mediation, of the sacrifice that must be ritually repeated (and 
IS thus evidence of inefficaciousness) and the absolutizing sacrifice of Jesus. 
Kierkegaard wanted to distinguish between real guilt and the fear of being 
thou^t guilty—the latter being corollary with mimetic mediation and the 
fetishistic substitute. Freud, by contrast, makes the moment of socialization 
(the fear of being thought guilty) the origin of that which cannot exist in a 
merely ersatz form.*” Without repression and without introjection of the
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law as conscience, civilization fails to arise, says Freud. And so does guilt. 
But within the painful order of guilt, the risk of regression—whether in 
genetic, topographical, or economic forms—will not subside. Dreams are one 
symptom of that regression and so is fetishism, and both entail a concreti- 
zation and transposition of the wish, which they preserve even as they are 
evidence of a psychic force aiming at its nullification. This is the essence of 
disavowal, to both commemorate and reject the causal event, and it is the 
concept of disavowal that Freud himself claims is enabled by thought about 
fetishism. Only art, the function of a sublimation that is both parallel and 
alternative to perversion, relieves the bound and doubled predicament that 
leads to fetishism. Otherwise, there is the symptomatic transposition that 
occurs within the unconscious and between the unconscious and the con
scious. Its form of appearance is the consciousness that says, "Yes, I know, 
but nonetheless I believe." In other words, disavowal in fetishism is the per
verse form of what Kant had described as the fictive sensibility, what Sloter- 
dijk would call cynical reason, and what Zizek attributes to ideology.

In the essay "Fetishism," that transposition is rendered in the idiom of 
translation; and it is not incidental, given the previous discussion of the 
force of homonymy in the early development of the term, that Freud em
phasizes a homonymic displacement between languages as the mechanism 
by which the fetish is produced for the patient in question. In the famous 
analysis of the boy obsessed with a certain "shine on the nose," Freud de
termines that the explanation derives from the boy's forgotten maternal 
tongue, namely English. Accordingly, the Glanz auf dei Nase (shine on the 
nose), as the now-grown man recalled his attraction, was really a "glance 
at the nose."****® His fetishism was thus actually a form of scopophilia, but 
the visual pleasure had an aural origin.**®* The sonic resemblance between 
"Glanz" and "glance" permitted a displacement while preserving the plea
sure obtained in the adoring observation of a penis substitute. What is inter
esting here is the double resemblance. Freud emphasizes that between the 
morphology of the two organs (as well as the importance of smell in fetish
ism) more than he does the sonic rhyme (a function of his own repression?). 
But the point is that, in Freud's account, the transposition is achieved by a 
"translation" at the level of form only. The movement between English and 
German is not one of semantic equivalence, but of a sensuous resemblance 
partly severed from reference and the broader the question of meaning. This 
severance from referentiality is itself a symptom of the very concept of fe
tishism, as we have seen in the work of de Brosses. And, as we shall see, it is 
this same severance from referentiality that lies at the heart of both Lacan s 
and Baudrillard's efforts to rethink the Marxist conception of fetishism.
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If the nose had been a "symbol" of the penis, according to the lexicon 
developed in The Interpretation of Dreams, it would have been so by virtue 
of convention and a culturally overdetermined linking of two otherwise 
unrelated phenomena. But Freud believes that "accidental circumstances 
have contributed to the choice of a fetish. It is a claim redolent of the 
early obsession with caprice that we saw in de Brosses's original theory, 
where random encounters were thought to lead to a purely arbitrary choice 
of fetish among African cultists. It is, of course, doubtful that the "acciden
tal circumstances" are entirely immune to cultural determination, but in 
Freud's model, the opposition is stmctmrally necessary for the concept of 
symptom to remain distinct from that of symbol. We may wonder, on this 
very basis, whether the accusation of randomness and caprice made against 
African fetishists was not itself a misrecognition or indeed a disavowal of 
African cultures, and not only a dismissal of African historicality, as in 
Hegel's formulation.

CONJUNCTURE: FREUD AND MARX, VIA LACAN

Despite considerable opposition to Freudianism within Marxist circles, the 
sequence of Marx and then Freud has become the discursive doublet "Marx 
and Freud" in much critical theory. The conjunction of Freud and Marx, 
as Laura Mulvey has said, became a self-conscious agenda for much cul
tural criticism during the 1970s and 1980s, particularly that generated by 
feminist theorists, for whom the return to Freud often entailed consider
able ambivalence. It had earlier incarnations, in the works of Otto Fenichel, 
Erich Fromm, Herbert Marcuse, and Wilhelm Reich, among others in the 
Frankfurt School tradition.«« And Althusser had insisted on the relevance 
of psychoanalysis for structural Marxism.^<>* However, Mulvey rightly ob
serves that the turn in the 1970s was different, in both provenance (it was 
a phenomenon mainly of Anglophonic criticism, even when reliant upon 
French structuralism) and political conception (it was inseparable from fem
inist emancipatory struggles). The "Freudo-Marxists," especially Reich and 
Marcuse, had been mainly concerned to understand the burdens of sexual 
repression on the working classes and the differential potential of sublima
tion, depending on class position. Believing that a creative force inheres in 
sexuality, they also thought sexual liberation would overcome alienation 
and thereby sustain broader emancipatory political projects.^® The new rap
prochement between Marx and Freud was, by contrast, specifically anchored 
m a reconceptualization of fetishism, and as such, it ought to have been 
concerned less with the problem of repression than with that of disavowal.
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especially that form of disavowal that appears proper to and constitutive 
of the masculine subject of capitalist modernity. Yet it was the concept of 
disavowal, says Mulvey, that was most overlooked in this new conjuncture.

Feminist critics frequently bracketed, if they did not reject outright, 
Freud's theory of castration anxiety (and the representation of the female 
as inherently castrated) in analyses that simultaneously deployed Freud and 
read him against the grain of his own text. Sometimes, this bracketing took 
the form of historicizing his theory through reference to the milieu of its 
production: Viennese bourgeois society and the circle of German-Jewish 
intellectuals who inhabited the strangulating sphere of growing Christian 
intolerance.^'’* In other cases it meant taking up Melanie Klein's argument 
for the relative significance of the mother and the importance of the breast 
as an object in the child's psychic development.^^ Still others attempted to 
mobilize the recognition of primary bisexuality or polymorphous perversity 

! against Freud's tendency to biologism, and this became the basis of a great 
deal of queer theory. Fetishism nonetheless remained a powerful concept in 
the feminist repertoire.

Indeed, Mulvey refers to the concept of fetishism as providing some
thing like an "alchemical link" between the kinds of analytic opportunities 
enabled by Freudian and Marxist perspectives, and her own text. Fetishism 

and Curiosity, enacts that fusion and transformation in its transposition 
of terms from one discourse to the other, such that commodity fetishism 

’ comes to appear as a "political symptom." Although her most immediate 
reference is Frederic Jameson,™ it was, in fact, Lacan who attributed to Marx 

' the invention of the very concept of the symptom, which he (Lacan) defined 
: as a "return of truth as such into the gap of a certain knowledge." Samo 
TomSiC has helpfully summarized this difficult formulation as follows: 
"The symptom . . . manifests the incompatibility of and conflictuality of 
truth and knowledge, pointing beyond the field of positive science which 
supports, for instance, the medical notion of the symptom. The truth of cog
nition remains factual and comes in pair with error. Speaking truth, by con
trast, disrupts the regime of knowledge by introducing an enunciation that 
goes beyond the enunciated and uncovers the detachment of the signifier 
from its seemingly adequate relation to the signified."™ There is, in other 
words, knowledge that does not know itself, and for this reason Lacan ar
gues that the "truth has no other form than that of the symptom."'*"’ This 
enables Lacan to read fetishism as the refusal of the negative and not merely 
of castration, but that is to get ahead of the story. Let us return to Mulvey.

Many of the critics indexed by Mulvey, including those who claimed 
a debt to both Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis, implicitly accepted



222 AFTER DE BROSSES

Lacan's attribution to Marx of the invention of the symptom, hut they also 
often treated the symptom as identical to the sign conceived as an index, 
and on this basis they attempted to restore referentiality to the theory of 
language on which its critical analysis could be based. Lacan was adamant 
that such a restoration is premised on a misunderstanding of both truth and 
signification; Unlike a sign—or smoke which is never found in the absence
of fire, a fire that smoke indicates with the possible call to put it out_a
S3miptom can only be interpreted in the signifying order. The material
ity of which he writes (the example is smoke from a crematorium) is that 
of the signifier, and what he terms the real is similarly an irruption made 
possible only within signification. Mulvey is thus correct to observe an in
ternal and possibly ironic contradiction in the work of those theorists of 
the 1970S and 1980s who relied upon Lacan's radicalization of the concept 
of the unconscious, and on the desubstantialization and decentering of the 
subject that was its corollary, in their efforts to overcome the ideologically 
naturalized basis for social asymmetry and inecjuality.^^^ For they were also 
compelled by questions of materiality (where is it? is it the thing itself or 
the signifier as thing?) and reference (is the symptom true in itself, or is it 
caused by something else, to which we can have access?). The lure of posi
tive knowledge offered itself to them, just as it has always offered itself to 
the theorists of fetishism. It is to this conflict between a conception of the 
subject as split and decentered, on one hand, and the aspiration to read the 
political symptomatically that Mulvey addresses her argument—not always 
without tension. In the process, she makes visible the profundity of the 
change in the concept of fetishism that Lacan's writing introduced, for both 
Marxist and Freudian traditions. Her argument, which sometimes tends to 
conflate Freud and Lacan (and even Hegel)^'^ nonetheless focuses on the fact 
that much of the cultural criticism that took the Hollywood system as its 
primary object and problem underestimated the most significant dimension 
of Freud s mature concept of fetishism, namely the concept of disavowal. 
Bypassing disavowal means, for her, losing the force of Marx's materialist 
critique.

Insofar as disavowal entails a rejection and commemoration of the origi
nary event, it remains in her analysis tethered to historical actuality. The 
eventful stimulus of disavowal is typically the loss of an object, which may 
also be an object of fantasy, but fantasy is itself productive of (and struc
tured by) social reality and is thus also a material actuality. It is to this ma
terial actuality that Mulvey wants criticism to refer. Thus, she writes, "the 
aesthetic of disavowal can easily provide a formal basis for a displacement 
which moves signification considerably further away from the problem of
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reference."^''* So a gap opens between disavowal and its aesthetic form of 
appearance. The latter makes the former hard to discern. As in the Euro- 
American nineteenth century, whence emerged commodity aesthetics and 
the economy of display, the aesthetic of which Mulvey writes is character
ized by an investment in visual surfaces, a love of the sheen of things, in
cluding both the specularized commodities of mass culture and the woman 
as a luminous surface on the celluloid screen.^'® The implication is that 
what appears to be most sensuously immediate is actually the most alien
ated. Feminist film criticism of the 1970s and 1980s was concerned to dem
onstrate that these sites of investment were not merely linked by apposition 
in Hollywood cinema. Rather, they were sutured together in and through 
the figure of the woman who consumed commodities (largely in the form 
of fashion) to intensify her to-be-looked-at-ness; she desired only in order to 
be desired, and the eroticization of her consumption fueled the more gen
eral consumerism on which mass production depended.^** The desire to be 
looked at (as one looking at, or consuming things) could then be read as a 
symptom revealing a productive system based in abstraction. Commodity 
fetishism in this sense becomes a symptom of industrial capitalism, as it 
was for Marx—but the simplicity of this formula is somewhat deceiving.

The lost opportunity that Mulvey wants to recuperate for materialist 
criticism derives not from a failure to discern the ideology of the system 
but from the fact that the new criticism partook of the totalizing and literal- 
izing force that it sought to overcome. What Mannoni (and later Sloterdijk 
and ^izek) had emphasized, namely the duality of belief and knowledge, 
crystalized in Mannoni's phrase "je sais bien, mais quand meme/I know 
very well, but just the same . ■ ■was overlooked, she says, by those who 
"argued that cinematic illusion worked as a total belief system at the ex
pense of its ability to balance belief with knowledge."^'^ Mulvey's claim 
rests on the observation of a historical irony: in the very moment when 
cinema generated an alternative to the hyperbolic spectacle of the studio 
System (with its glamorous stars and its fantastical sets adorned by tiers of 
dancing girls), in the very moment when realist cinema emerged to com
pete with and undermine the apparent totalization of Hollywood's dream 
machine,^'* social theory was overwhelmed by structuralist analyses of the 
sign and the displacement of referential theories of representation. The re
sult was confusion and a splitting of critical thought about the problems of 
capitalist society. A somewhat reduced account of this split runs as follows: 
the filmic work of this era, despite its recovery of "referentiality," lacked a 
feminist critique of fetishism, and the new theoretical analysis of fetishism 
abandoned the critique of capitalist relations, often valorizing consumption
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and the aesthetic play it enabled as a vehicle for personal emancipation. As 
Mulvey pointedly puts it, "Under the need to destabilize signification, the 
problem of reference was lost." What was lost, even to feminists for whom 
the project of destabilization promised emancipation, according to Mulvey, 
was the recognition that the "image refers, though displacements of the 
signifier, to vulnerable or highly charged areas in the social fantasy that 
produced it."^'®’

Already in 1955, Roland Barthes's essay on the face of Greta Garbo had 
discerned the elements of a transformation associated with the rise of cine
matic realism. But he understood it as the displacement of myth by event, of 
totality by historicity. Long before narratological or structuralist film criti
cism arose in the United States and the United Kingdom, he read the Garbo 
phenomenon to show how a feminine visage, reduced to the function of a 
mask, provided a surface onto which the myth of Woman could be projected 
in and through the technical apparatus of cinema, which also and simulta
neously projected whiteness as the object of desire.^“ Contrasted to Audrey 
Hepburn, who constituted for him the (then) endpoint in a movement from 
terror to charm and from mythic ideal to event, Barthes implied that the 
fetishization of Woman had given way to something blander: a pacifying 
enchantment and narrative thralldom. Less sublime and more mollifying, 
but also—though he did not note the fact then—more infantilizing, the new 
woman of cinema was more doll than mask. Her femininity was childlike 
even when attired in a little black dress.

Barthes s argument tacitly assumes that the cinema's achievement of 
media specificity entailed its abandonment of theatrical archetypicality. 
But this begs the question of whether there is something particular about (at 
least Hollywood) cinema, as so many feminists claim, that links it to com
modity fetishism and makes it a privileged vehicle for rendering Woman as 
its vehicle while also making its analysis so difficult and, at the same time, 
so necessary. It begs the question of whether cinema is merely a site for the 
aesthetic convergence of sexual and commodity fetishism or a medium for 
its articulation and an agent of its ideological reproduction. By extension, 
we may ask. Is there something about cinema and the society dominated 
by it that makes it the appropriate and not merely incidental vehicle for an 
exploration of the relationship between Freud's and Marx's concepts of the 
fetish? To answer this question properly would entail a distinction between 
at least three understandings of fetishism in cinema, each of which bears 
the mark of Lacan s intervention. The first, allied to Barthes's conception of 
the mythic, is visible on the surface of narrative operations even as it takes 
off from them. This would be the phenomenon of the filmic stereotype that.
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4 Homi Bhabha narrates it, provides a figure through which the subject, 
who is otherwise tom between the recognition and disavowal of sexual and 
racial difference, indulges the illusion of being able to restore a lost iden
tity (whether whiteness or masculine wholeness).^^* In his reading, the cine
matic fetish enables and solicits identification either with the stereotypical 
figure or in opposition to it. Moreover, it makes processes of identification 
appear to be the mere discovery and revelation of a pregiven identity—with 
a presumptive telos embedded in object desire.

In the second, as grasped by theorists like Christian Metz, fetishism is 
a dimension of the technical apparatus itself, regardless of the semantic con
tent of its narratives, the erotic relations between characters, or the sexual
ity of the viewers. It is a function of the scopophilia and voyeurisim that 
cinema solicits, and the cinematic apparatus is characterized by a constitu
tive asymmetry between the viewer and the cinematic signifier. The latter 
is defined by Metz as that which is seen without seeing, regardless of the 
sexual position of the spectator. If this mechanism of asymmetry reinforces 
tendencies toward the fetishization of women in patriarchy, this is a tech
nological coincidence as much as an ideological overdetermination, in his 

analysis.^“
Other film critics, such as Stephen Heath and Teresa de Lauretis, took 

some distance from Metz's formalism, offering a critical revision but also a 
theoretical bridge between the positions just described, the one addressed 
to narrative content, the other to structural and technological operations. 
Heath, for example, argues that the reduction of difference, per se, to bi
nary sexual difference is enabled by the distribution of pleasure in looking 
(for the masculine subjeet) and the pleasure in being seen (for the feminine 
figure).^“ In a distinct but related vein, Teresa de Lauretis claims that the 
narratological emplotment of Woman as object of desire but also boundary 
to be transgressed is constitutive of cinematic fetishism and inserts specta
tors into an aggressive relation to that which they enjoy looking at. that 
which is, by definition, incapable of returning their look.^'* The result is a 
constitutive blockage for the heterosexual female viewer, who is asked to 
identify with the cinematic female, even as the possibilities for her desire 
are foreclosed. Once again, cinema is read as a vehicle for redoubling the 
logics of patriarchy, and in the terms of its system, fetishism is the form of a 
relation to things (including the woman-figure-thing, as well as the woman 
who loves things) that operates sexual normativity.

Mulvey's concern with disavowal does something different. She wants 
to grasp how the "investment in visual excess and displacement of sigmfiers 
produces a very strong texture that can come to conceal the need to conceal



226 AFTER DE BROSSES

the relations between cause and effect. . .. The disavowal of the processes 
of industrial production now disguises the collapse of industrial production 
itself." If her account appears to recapitulate William Pietz's critique of the 
poststructuralist theories of the fetish (see above), it finds its theoretical 
justification in Fredric Jameson's claim that the real of history is inacces
sible as such but not nonexistent. Because the historical real is textual- 
ized and narrativized in a "political unconscious," says Jameson, it is like 
Freud's dream-as-text: amenable to reading.This inaccessible but existent 
historical real maps incompletely onto Mulvey's lost referent, defined as 
the "vulnerable or highly charged areas in the social fantasy that produced 
it."“« And it is far from Lacan's understanding of the real as the point at 
which "discourse faces its own inconsistency.For this reason, we must 
return and consider, more briefly than is desirable, Lacan's own contribu
tion to the theory of fetishism, if we are to understand how and why the 
concept returned as the vehicle for the analytic amalgam that was indeed 
produced during the period of which Mulvey writes, especially in film the
ory. So, Marx and Freud. Via Lacan. After the fact.

In the 1956 essay cowritten with Wladimir Granoff, "Fetishism: The 
Symbolic, the Imaginary and the Real," Lacan returns to Freud's 1927 text 
to remind readers of Freud's belief that the fetish could be deciphered in the 
manner of a symptom or a message.^^^ On this basis, the authors reiterate 
what we observed in the previous section, namely the centrality of language, 
addressed via the metaphor of translation, in Freud's understanding of fe
tishism, and perversion more generally. The reason for this is that language, 
which for Lacan implies the system of signifiers as producers of meaning- 
effects,^^* is the only site at which displacement can occur. Properly speak- 
ing, these displacements occur in lalangue, a neologism that Lacan later 
coined in order to emphasize that polysemy is linked to the acoustic realm, 
where homonymy becomes possible.“° If one were to speak of visual im
ages or symbols, displacement would be prohibited by the referentiality of 
the image or symbol, namely its conventional bond to the thing or concept, 
which it nonetheless can evoke only on the condition of absence.^' Only 
because signifiers function in a field that is discontinuous from an (always 
unknowable) actuality, via relations of difference analogized to value (as 
Saussure has it), can one signifier abut, slide into, displace and indeed give 
itself up to another. Nonetheless, Lacan and Granoff emphasize that in fe
tishism, displacement does not occur in the realm of the Symbolic, which 
would be organized by a single master signifier. Rather, it takes place in 
the Imaginary. What is this Imaginary? It is, ironically, that realm which 
can be analyzed only by being transposed into symbols. And yet, according
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to Lacan and Granoff, the fetishist "does not imagine the symbol, he gives 
reality to the image.

"Captation by the image" is the very essence of the Imaginary in the es
say cowritten by Granoff: "Behavior can be called imaginary when its direc
tion to an image, and its own value as an image for another person, renders 
it displaceable out of the cycle within which a natural need is satisfied." 
There follows in this discussion the elaboration of a homology between the 
Imaginary and anxiety on one hand, and the Symbolic and guilt on the other 
(one that is reminiscent of Freud's text in Civilization and Its Discontents, 

but without the cross-cultural element). This is made possible because cap
tation by the image is also blockage vis-a-vis a more properly social rela
tion, even if that relation appears to be merely dyadic, as sexual intimacy 
could seem, on the surface, to be. In the Lacanian schema, anxiety is caused 
when a dyadic relation appears to be withdrawing, but when knowing this 
caimot mitigate the suffering caused by that withdrawal. Guilt is caused 
when the subject conceives of himself as being seen by a third party. "As 
soon as a third person is introduced into the narcissistic relationship, there 
arises the possibility of real mediation, through the intermediary of the 
transcendental personage, of someone through whom one's desire and its 
accomplishment can be symbolically realized. At this moment, another reg
ister appears, that of law—in other words, of guilt.

Lacan repeatedly reiterates the importance of fetishism for understand
ing the co-implication of sexuality and the unconscious, and he empha
sizes the conclusions of Freud's later writings, namely that sexuation is the 
means by which human subjectivity is produced and that it is absolutely 
irreducible to the question of innate biological difference. The crucial con
cept in this linkage of sexuality and the unconscious was, for the mature 
Freud, the castration complex, which came to be seen as the origin of law 
and of the subject's entry into social life. According to a certain functional
ism, the perception of the woman as lacking a phallus provides the force, 
so to speak, that backs up the law through which the father can prohibit 
the boy-child's aspirations to satisfy his desire in and through the mother. 
In this scenario, the woman stands as monumental evidence of the father s 
capacity to respond to the breach of law with violence. Lacan insists that 
this primal scene need not occur in actuality, but rather that later experi
ences can be coded in terms of the castration complex because the phallus 
is a signifier, and not an organ of the body. The phallus and castration are 
mapped onto other objects and "severances," to be sure, but it is because 
they can all be signified in terms of the phallus (within patriarchal systems) 
that it is eligible for the status of master signifier. This is what is meant by


