
 

My current  book- length research pro ject  - -  Sexual  Heres ies:  
Rel ig ion,  Sc ience and Sexual i ty  in  Modern Br i ta in  –  opens 
wi th  a  chapter  on la te  19 th and ear ly  20 th century  a t tempts to  
exp la in  re l ig ion in  the l ight  o f  the new theor ies o f  human 
evolut ion in t roduced in  Darwin ’s  Orig in  o f  Species  (1859)  
and The Descent  o f  Man  (1871) .   

 

James G. Frazer ’s  The Golden Bough ,  for  example,  f i rs t  
publ ished in  1890 and expanded and rev ised over  the next  
three decades,  la id  out  an evo lu t ionary schema in  which 
cul tures moved f rom an “Age of  Magic”  through an “Age of  
Rel ig ion”  which was in  turn be ing d isp laced by a new age of  
sc ience.  Whi le  Frazer ’s  work is  o f ten understood wi th in  the 
f ramework of  secu lar izat ion,  tak ing own pro ject  as ev idence 
of  the process he descr ibed,  Frazer ’s  account  was actua l ly  
pess imis t ic  in  tone and profoundly  aware of  the l imi ta t ions of  
sc ience and ra t iona l i ty,  and h is  work compl icated and 
undermined even as i t  re i f ied the d iv is ions between pr imi t ive 
and modern or  re l ig ious and secular.  

 

 

 

 

My emphasis  in  my own research pro ject  is  on the ways in  
which sc ient is ts  in  a  d iverse range of  academic d isc ip l ines –   
f rom Si r  James Frazer  in  anthropology to  Havelock El l is  in  
sexology –  began to  character ize re l ig ious exper iences as 
der ived f rom or  a  d isp lacement o f  the sexual  impulse.   In  the 
context  o f  the CERC pro ject ,  my contr ibut ion is  to  rev is i t  
that  mater ia l   and to  exp lore i t  as  a  precursor  to  our  own 
effor ts  to  understand and exp la in  the or ig ins o f  re l ig ious 
be l ie f  and pract ice,  pay ing par t icu lar  a t tent ion to  the ways in  
which our  own pro ject  not  on ly  rev is i ts  and rev ises that  
ear l ie r  e ffor t ,  but  is  a lso shaped by i t  in  impor tant  ways.  

 

 

 

“The theory of the soul is one 
principal part of a system of 
religious philosophy, which 
unites, in an unbroken line of 
mental connexion, the savage 
fetish-worshipper and the 
civilized Christian.” 
 
E. B. Tylor (1832-1917) 

Andew Lang,  “Double Ballade of Primitive Man” (1881) 
 
He worshipp’d the rain and the breeze, 
He worshipp’d the river that flows 
And the Dawn, and the Moon, and the trees, 
And bogies, and serpents, and crows; 
He buried his dead with their toes 
Tucked-up, an original plan, 
Till their knees came right under their nose,-- 
‘Twas the manner of Primitive Man. 

Andrew Lang (1844-1912) 

J. G. Frazer (1854-1941) 


