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Session I: Introduction (pp. 4-21), Conclusion (pp. 310-43)

What is the methodology Durkheim is employing in this book? What is his “well-designed experiment?” What is he trying to figure out? Why does he think his approach is the right one?

What does he mean by his assertion “there are no false religions?” (p. 4)

 How does his approach help resolve the long-standing debate empiricists and “apriorists?” In other words, what kind of epistemology does Durkheim propose?

What are the basic elements of religion, according to Durkheim?

What does he think is the basic function of religion?

What does Durkheim mean by his claim that religion is eminently social?

How does Durkheim explain the relationship between religion and science? Why does he understand it this way?

What does Durkheim think is the future of religion?

Session II:  Book I: Preliminary Questions (pp. 25-83)

What are the characteristics of the “supernatural” or “mystical” definition of religion? Why does Durkheim reject this?

What were Reville’s and Tylor’s defintions of religion? Why does Durkheim reject them?

What does Durkheim mean by the fundamental distinction between the sacred and the profane? Why does he think this is so important?

What is Durkheim’s definition of religion? What is the significance of the word “church” in this definition? How is religion different from magic, according to Durkheim?

Explain Tylor’s conception of religion (animism)? What are Durkheim’s objections to it?

Explain Muller’s conception of religion (naturism)? What are Durkheim’s objections to it?

Why does Durkheim turn to Australia for his exploration of religion?

Session III: Book II ELEMENTRY BELIEFS. (pp. [87-139] 140-218)

What does Durkheim mean by the “Totemic Principle” and how is it related to other concepts like wakan and mana?

How does he understand the role of a “god” and its relationship to society?

What does Durkheim think is the main function and purpose of religion? How is it related to the totemic principle? In what sense is this an “outside” force?

What are the characteristics of the “soul,” according to Durkheim? How does the idea of the soul emerge? What does it represent? How does it relate to the idea of the person and/or personality?

What are the characteristics of a “supreme god?” According to Durkheim, how did this idea develop?

Session IV: Book III PRINCIPAL RITUAL CONDUCT

What does Durkheim mean by the “negative cult” and its functions? What are its main features? What does it accomplish?

What is the origin, according to Durkheim, of ascetic practices?

What is the function of temples?

What is the origin and function of holidays?

What is the principle of contagion?

What is the origin and function of basic sacrificial rites?

What are mimetic rites? What is their relationship to faith? What is their relationship to scientific notions of causality?

What are commemorative rites and how do they differ from other rituals?

What is the origin of piacular rites? What is their function? 

