






































19 

Formulating Religious: 
Elementary Forms of 

Religion 

1.3.2   The Ghost Theory

Unlike Max Muller, who was concerned with Indo-European religions, both 

Herbert Spencer and Edward  Tylor  focused  on religious behaviour of 

In a large part of his book, The Principles of Sociology, Spencer (1 876-96) 

discusses  primitive beliefs. He shows the primitives to be rational though with a 

limited 'quantum of knowledge. They make reasonable, though weak, inferences 

with regard to natural phenomena. By observing sun, moon, clouds and stars 

come and go the primitives get the notion of visible and invisible conditions.  

considered as real life-experiences by the primitives. For them, the dream self 

moves about at night while the shadow-self acts by the day. This notion of 

duality is reinf

This idea of duality is extended by them to animals, plants and material objects. 

Such representations as that of spirit child, are quite common among the 

aborigines. 

According   to Spencer, the appearance of dead persons in dreams  is taken  by

conception of a supernatural   being in the form of a ghost.  According   to 

Spencer,  the  idea  of ghosts  grows  into the idea gods and the  ghosts  of 

ancestors   become  divine  beings. Spencer's   (1876-96:440)   conclusion   is

that  worship   is the root of every religion'.

Because  the idea of ghosts of ancestors  or other  superior  beings becoming 

divinities is commonly   found among  the  primitives   in many  parts  of the  

world,  Spencer's theory   may  appear   to  have  some  plausibility.   It is 

however  quite obvious  that Spencer is himself a victim of the false reasoning 

which he attributes to the primitives. Without   ever  going  near  the  primitives,  

he  builds   his  ideas  about  their  way  of reasoning.   He is simply trying to

think on behalf of people in simple societies.

However,  we must keep  in mind  that  early  studies  in the  sociology  of 

religion  and were  instrumental    in creating   interest   in the  area  of  religion  

and  of  pushing  the academic   study  of  the  same  further.

In the  next  subsection,   we  will  see  how  another   scholar  follows  more  or 

less the same  way of building  up his ideas  about  religion.  Rather than 

focusing on the idea of ghost, this scholar emphasises  the idea of soul.  His 

name  is Edward  B. Tylor, whose  theory  of religion  is well  known  by the 

term  'animism'.
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