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Atonement and Sacrifice

Early Debates and Classical Theories

▼ AbstrAct  The notion of ‘sacrifice’ was both a central tenet in
Christian theological debates and a comparative concept through
which Christian observers interpreted non-Christian religious prac­
tices. Used as a comparative device to analyse other cultures, the
notion of sacrifice played a relevant role in defining religion, but
also in enhancing debates of a theo-political nature. The article
is based on a working hypothesis that aims to provide a prelim­
inary mapping of how notions of sacrifice were conceived and
elaborated in the early modern period against the backdrop of
intra-Christian theological strife and the discovery of new religions
in the Americas. It also highlights perspectives from Jewish authors,
whose voices became increasingly significant in the modern era. It
suggests that some issues engendered by those debates were both
discussed and challenged in the first ‘scientific theories’ of sacrifice,
which appeared between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

▼ Key Words  Bible, Theories of sacrifice, Atonement,
Comparison, Communal meal, Violence

When Christianity Breaks Down

Theories of sacrifice are as old as religions […]
(Hubert & Mauss)

Christianity is a religion that abandoned animal sacrifice as a common ritual practice 
in antiquity. Judaism had probably preceded it, at least in the diaspora, and certainly 
after the destruction of the second Temple.1 The end of sacrifice, however, did 

1 Stroumsa, Guy G., La fin du sacrifice: Les mutations religieuses de l’Antiquité tardive (Paris: Odile Jacob, 
2005).
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not eliminate the thought about sacrifice. Both Judaism and Christianity retained 
theologies of sacrifice which were inscribed in the biblical text, then in rabbinic 
literature and in Christian texts. The Bible (or the Old Testament for Christians) 
describes and supports a complex system of sacrificial rituals.2 It also narrates stories 
of a mythical nature depicting sacrificial acts, whose aim is to provide the setting 
for discussions about a wealth of different theological, social, and cultural themes 
that tackle ethical and emotional questions. One of the most famous stories relates 
to Abraham — a cultural hero of Late Antiquity3 — and the attempt to ritually kill 
his son, Isaac, upon the request of God.4 The story, known as the ‘aqedat Yitzhaq’ 
(Binding of Isaac), has attracted wide commentary for many centuries and indeed 
may be interpreted in many different ways.5 But there are many other stories that 
play a similar role, like the the murder of Abel by his brother Cain and the story of 
‘Jephthah’s daughter’, killed as the result of a misplaced vow, which often transcends 
the normative and ritual frame devoted to the proper act of sacrificial offerings.6

Some of these stories resonate with issues associated with the abominable practice of 
‘human/child’ sacrifice, a topic which is recurrent in the biblical narrative, mostly as a 
‘distortion of historical realities’.7

However, the Bible also criticizes sacrificial acts, especially in the prophetic litera‐
ture, which casts doubts on the effectiveness of these offerings. This criticism, which 
is parallel or consubstantial to the codification of sacrificial rituals in the formation of 
the biblical text is part of a more global attitude of “anti-sacrificial criticism”, which is 
also typical of other religious traditions and that appears in proximity to the so-called 
“Axial Age”, according to the notion introduced by Karl Jaspers.8 The richness of the 
discourses on sacrifice contained in the Bible influenced the way some of the follow‐
ers of Christ reframed his death, through sacrificial imagery and metaphors which, as 
I said, abound in the Bible. Although not all ancient testimonies agreed on Christ’s 
death as a sacrifice, some did, along with the idea that his death had an atoning effect 

2 For a comprehensive analysis of Leviticus, see for instance: Leviticus, 3 vols, ed. by Jacob Milgrom (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2008); Douglas, Mary, Leviticus as Narrative (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1999).

3 Stroumsa, Guy G., The Making of Abrahamic Religions in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2015); Hughes, Aaron W., Abrahamic Religions: On Uses and Abuses of History (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012).

4 Genesis 22. Of note are the interpretations of Kirkegaard and Derrida, who stress the notion of “self-
sacrifice”. On this topic see also Feldman, Yael, Glory and Agony: Isaac’s Sacrifice and National Narrative 
(Los Angeles: Stanford University Press, 2010).

5 See the Sacrifiles website: <https://sacrifiles.unibo.it/>.
6 For some interpretations of Cain and Abel, see: Halbertal, Moshe, On Sacrifice (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2012).
7 Stravrakopoulou, Francesca, King Manasseh and Child Sacrifice: Biblical Distortion of Historical Realities 

(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2004).
8 See also the Ph.D. dissertation of Ratti, Costanza, Il sacrificio nell’Israele antico: evoluzione dei rituali e delle 

credenze dall’età nomade all’epoca persiana (IV sec. a.C.) (unpublished doctoral thesis, Università degli Studi 
di Bergamo, a.a. 2014–2015). On the notion of Axial Age, see: Assmann, Jan, Achsenzeit: Eine Archäologie 
der Moderne (Munich: C.H. Beck, 2018).

https://sacrifiles.unibo.it/
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on the sins of humanity, similarly to sacrificial rituals conceived for these purposes.9

More interestingly, as this interpretation of the death of Christ gained momentum 
among the Christian communities and found a systematization in the Middle Ages, 
the ambivalence between the animal sacrifice typical of a vanished ancient world 
and its symbolic power remained through the centuries, and constituted a powerful 
polemical tool deployed against Gentiles and Jews alike.

The instability and ambivalence of the varieties of meanings of the notion of 
sacrifice, especially when associated with animal sacrifice, would resurface in the early 
modern period. To map some interpretations of sacrifice of the time, it is of the 
utmost importance to describe the cultural conditions that contributed to the rise of 
new interpretations of religion. In the early modern period, interest in ritual practices 
abounded and the comparisons between religious groups increased accordingly. The 
reason for this lies on one hand in the global dimension Christianity reached in the 
age of exploration, and on the other in an internal crisis that caused an embattled con‐
flict among Christian groups. Guy Stroumsa, among others, highlighted the following 
points that prompted changes in the notion of religion: 1. ‘The first was the Great 
Discoveries, initially of the Americas and then South and East Asia, which provided 
the laboratories where new categories were invented by Spanish and Italian mission‐
aries to describe and analyze hitherto unknown phenomena’; 2. ‘The second major 
event was the Renaissance itself, or rather some of its direct consequences, such as 
the new interest in antiquity and the growth of modern philology’; 3. The third event 
related to the Reformation and the already mentioned subsequent impactful religious 
strife.10 Pointing to the early modern period as the starting point for the rise of a 
new kind of study of religion is one of the main arguments of Stroumsa’s book, and 
rightly so. Indeed, scholars focusing on the formation of modern theories of religion 
have often started with the early modern period, favouring changes in philosophy 
and theology stemming from the context of the early or radical Enlightenment. For 
instance, Hans Kippenberg begins with Hobbes, and Samuel Preus with Bodin, to 
mention a couple of some relevant points of reference.11

Hence, it is logical to ask how the notion of sacrifice has been treated accordingly. 
How did these changes influence the representation of sacrifice, a topic which is ‘as 
old as religions’, and as I stated above, at the core of the biblical narrative and the 
central symbol of Christian ritual?

In contrast to other approaches, in this contribution I will map these questions to 
shed more light on the early classical theories of sacrifice, which appeared between 
the end of the nineteenth- and beginning of twentieth centuries.12

9 Possibly the sacrificial ideology of Leviticus.
10 Stroumsa, Guy G., A New Science: The Discovery of Religion in the Age of Reason (Cambridge MA: Harvard 

University Press, 2010), p. 5.
11 Kippenberg, Hans, Discovering Religious History in the Modern Age (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2002 [1997]); Preus, J. Samuel, Explaining Religion: Criticism and Theory from Bodin to Freud (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1996).

12 This article refers to and also reworks material I previously discussed in the framework of this 
research project (PRIN 2019). See Facchini, Cristiana, ‘L’arte della conversazione: Alla ricerca 
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When observing the theological sphere, sacrifice emerges as one of the principal 
topics of debate between members of the Reformation and of the Catholic Church, 
who strongly redefined Christ’s death as atonement. In recent years, several contribu‐
tions have focused on this topical moment and unearthed plausible lines of sacrificial 
discourses which developed against this background. Jonathan Sheehan, Girolamo 
Imbruglia, and Johannes Zachhuber, to mention but a few, have dealt extensively with 
the “early modern moment”, in some instances covering right up to the nineteenth 
century.13 ‘I want to focus on early modern moments when the practices of legal and 
theological reason worked in tandem on the problem of sacrifice, when sacrifice did 
not (yet) mark an absolute distinction between [the] secular and sacred spheres, but 
was rather a tool for rethinking both the functions of authority and the transactions 
between contingent humanity and the universal demands of law and God’, writes 
Jonathan Sheehan.14 This line of research emphasizes the link between law and 
sacrifice, a significant point of observation. Starting with Machiavelli, his article dwells 
on Harrington, but mostly on Grotius’s 1617 treatise Defensio fidei against Faustus 
Socinus’ reinterpretation of Christ’s death, which undermined the notion of sacrificial 
atonement.15 The article relies on the interpretation of Debora K. Shuger, in her 
Renaissance Bible, to which I want to briefly refer.16 While Shuger’s magisterial reading 
of Grotius’ focuses on the wide use of legal material which Christian theologians had 
incorporated into their interpretation of Christ’s sacrificial death, she also underlines 
that Defensio fidei portrays ‘one of the most important theories in the whole history 
of atonement’.17 Indeed, Shuger writes, one chapter in Defensio fidei is worthy of 

del sacrificio perduto: da Tylor a Freud (1870–1930)’, Storicamente 18 (2022), <https://dx.doi.org/
10.52056/9791254691984/45>.

13 The bibliography is quite extensive. For references, see the Sacrifiles website: <https://sacrifiles.unibo.it/>.
For the purpose of this contribution, see Sheehan, Jonathan, ‘When is a Sacrifice Not a Sacrifice?’, 
in Opfer in Leben und Tod, ed. by Walter Schweidler (Sankt Augustin: AkademiaVerlag, 2009), pp. 83–101; 
Sheehan, Jonathan, ‘Sacrifice Before the Secular’, Representations, 105.1 (2009), 12–36; Sheehan, Jonathan, 
‘Comparison and Christianity: Sacrifice in the Age of the Encyclopedia’, in Regimes of Comparatism: Frame­
works of Comparison in History, Religion and Anthropology, ed. by Renaud Gagné, Simon Goldhill, and 
Geoffrey E. R. Lloyd (Leiden: Brill, 2019), pp. 177–209; Sheehan, Jonathan, ‘In the Christian Archives: 
Sacrifice, the Higher Criticism, and the History of Religion’, Modern Intellectual History, 19 (2021), 1–19; 
Sheehan, Jonathan, ‘Assenting to the Law: Sacrifice and Punishment at the Dawn of Secularism’, in After 
Secular Law, ed. by Winnifred Fallers Sullivan, Robert A. Yelle, and Mateo Taussig-Rubbo (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2011), pp. 62–79; Imbruglia, Girolamo, ‘The Idea of Religion and Sacrifice from 
Grotius to Diderot’s Encyclopedia’, The History of European Ideas, 47 (2021), 1–18; Imbruglia, Girolamo, 
‘I sacrifici e la storia della religione nella Scienza nuova di Vico’, Archivio di Storia della Cultura, 31 (2018), 
231–50; Meszaros, Julia, and Johannes Zachhuber, eds, Sacrifice and Modern Thought (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013).

14 Sheehan, ‘Sacrifice Before the Secular’, p. 16.
15 Hugo Grotius, Defensio fidei catholicae de satisfactione Christi adversus Faustum Socinum, in Opera omnia 

theologica in tres tomos divisa, 4 vols. (Amsterdam: Blaeu, 1679). On this topic see Sheehan, ‘Sacrifice 
Before the Secular’, pp. 20–25; Imbruglia, Girolamo, ‘Religione senza sacrificio: Grozio e Sozzini alle 
origini di un tema illuminista’, Rivista Storica Italiana, 128 (2016), 383–421.

16 For a more detailed discussion on Grotius in relation to Socinus, see also the article in this collection.
17 Shuger, Debora K., The Renaissance Bible: Scholarship, Sacrifice, and Subjectivity (Waco: Baylor University 

Press, 2010 [1994]), p. 56.

https://dx.doi.org
https://sacrifiles.unibo.it/
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mention in that it is particularly revealing and epoch-making. She asks, ‘Why does 
Grotius locate the Crucifixion in the context of primitive scapegoat rituals and human 
sacrifice?’18 And what are the implications of this comparative framework? Shuger 
highlights the apparent similarities between a passage in Grotius and a passage taken 
from James Frazer, which I partly reproduce here.19

Early peoples grasped instinctively that the more valuable the object they offered 
to God, the more easily they might obtain forgiveness, especially if the payment 
were somehow equivalent to the purchase. They therefore began to sacrifice men 
rather than animals for sin offerings. Caesar explains the rationale in his discussion 
of the Gauls: “They thought the immortal gods could not be placated unless the 
life of a man were given for the life of men.” The Canaanites (i.e., the Phoenicians) 
seem to have been the first to practice this; the Bible mentions that they were 
accustomed to placate [sic] Moloch by sacrificing their children. Some of these 
had been Tyrians, among whom it was anciently customary to sacrifice a free-born 
boy to Saturn. […] Carthage, a colony of Tyre, also received this ritual from its 
founders. […] Lactantius, citing Pescennius Festus, reports that the Carthaginians 
immolated two hundred noble children to propitiate the god, whom they believed 
angry at them. […] Similarly, the ancient Egyptians sacrificed people, particularly 
those of exceptional beauty, a practice they maintained up to the time of Amosis, 
who substituted wax images. […] In Cyprus like-wise a man was slain until the age 
of King Diphilus, who replaced this with animal sacrifice.

Human scapegoats […] were well known in classical antiquity, and even in 
mediaeval Europe the custom seems not to have been wholly extinct. […] In the 
Temple of the Moon the Albanians of the Eastern Caucasus kept a number of 
sacred slaves. […] When one of these men exhibited more than usual symptoms 
of inspiration or insanity […] the high priest had him bound with a sacred 
chain and maintained him in luxury for a year. At the end of the year he was 
anointed with unguents and led forth to be sacrificed. […] Then the body was 
carried to a certain spot where all the people stood upon it as a purificatory 
ceremony. This last circumstance clearly indicates that the sins of the people were 
transferred to the victim, just as the Jewish priest transferred the sins of the people 
to the scapegoat by laying his hands on the animal’s head. […] We have here an 
undoubted example of a man-god slain to take away the sins and misfortunes of 
the people.20

18 Shuger, The Renaissance Bible, p. 56.
19 Shuger, The Renaissance Bible. See the beginning of the chapter, pp. 54–56. It is revealing that Grotius’s 

treatise was translated into English twice, the second time in 1889, and was influential for English 
Latitudinarians, although Shuger suggests it was mostly unknown to scholars of the nineteenth century.

20 Grotius, Defensio fidei, 4:335–36. For text number 2, Frazer, James G., The New Golden Bough, ed. by 
Theodor Gaster (New York: Criterion, 1959), pp. 534–41, both quoted in Shuger, Renaissance Bible, 
pp. 54–56.
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The two perspectives are radically different, and yet they share two common 
features: an interest in blood rituals and an extensive comparative mode of analysis, 
although in Grotius the comparison is supported by a strong theological and legal 
argument.21 However, it is worth noting that whilst presenting a theory of atonement 
and a distinctive image of God, Grotius places the death of Christ against a compara‐
tive backdrop, establishing a link with blood sacrifices among the ancients (consensus 
gentium), and acknowledging, albeit unwittingly, that the core ritual of Christianity 
bears similarities with idolatry, both ancient and modern.22

To support his argument against Faustus Socinus, who firmly maintained that 
the death of Christ was not an atoning sacrifice,23 Grotius established a general 
theory of atonement based on blood sacrifice, including that of human beings. This 
interpretation led to the process which, according to Shuger, intensified the histori‐
cization of Christianity, in that it allowed for a disengaged gaze on Christianity’s 
historicity, a gaze which would become typical among some of the representatives of 
the Enlightenment.

That said, following into the footsteps of antitrinitarian attitudes, it is possible 
to outline another type of historicization which includes the interpretation of the 
Bible itself. A fine example can be found in Martin Seidel’s Origo et fundamenta 
religionis christianae, composed around the last quarter of the sixteenth-century.24

Here, the anti-trinitarian and peripatetic Seidel offers a deconstructive reading of 
the Old Testament in which biblical sacrifices are analysed in their own cultural 
settings. His aim is to prepare the ground to formalize a new utopian and rational 
form of Christianity, requiring a process of fine biblical exegesis to redefine the 
plausible historical context of the life of Jesus, and offering an interpretation of his 
life and death independent from the alleged sacrificial meaning attached to it by later 
generations of theologians.25 In the first part, Seidel sets out a systematic critique of 
the notion of the messiah, which includes, by implication, a partial historicization of 
the Jewish context in which Jesus lived. One of the targets of his polemical gaze is 
constituted by the Christological reading of the prophets. Moreover, according to 
Seidel, both the dogma of the trinity and the doctrine of the original sin are to be 
considered arcane and irrational. The historical interpretation of the numerous types 
of sacrifices contained in the Hebrew Bible do not explain a sacrificial interpretation 
of the death of Christ. It is worth briefly looking at Seidel’s arguments. He underlines 
that Christians claim, with John 1.29, that the sacrifices of the Hebrew Bible explain 

21 On comparison, see: Smith, Jonathan Z., Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianities and the 
Religions of Late Antiquity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), esp. Chapter 4.

22 Shuger, Renaissance Bible, p. 71; see also Imbruglia on the analogy between Christianity and idolatry.
23 Imbruglia, Girolamo, ‘Fausto Sozzini, la teoria del sacrificio e il socinianesimo’, Bruniana e Campanel­

liana, 27 (2021), 195–210; Imbruglia, Girolamo, ‘La religione sociniana: Culto e comunità’, Quellen und 
Forschungen aus Italienischen Archiven und Bibliotheken, 102 (2022), 69–85.

24 Martin Seidel, Origo et fundamenta religionis christianae: un tratado clandestino del siglo XVII, ed. and 
translated by Francisco Socas and Pablo Toribio (Madrid: CSIC, 2017).

25 Bermejo Rubio, Fernando, ‘A New Historical Sensitivity in the Sixteenth Century: Martin Seidel on 
Christian Origins’, Bruniana & Campanelliana, 25 (2019), 33–49.
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the death of Jesus, who is called ‘agnus Dei, qui tollit peccata mundi’,26 but in his 
interpretation, the many sacrifices established by Moses were not rituals aimed to 
atone for sins but especially acts of grace towards God. God, according to Seidel, does 
not require the sacrifice of innocent human beings.27

In this sense, perspectives from groups on the margins might be eloquent. The 
above-mentioned exegetical approach to the Bible shows arguments similar to those 
we detect in Jewish anti-Christian polemics, dealing with analogous questions, such as 
the christological interpretation of Jesus, his messiahship, or the notion of original sin, 
the basis for the idea of Christ’s atoning death. A systematic analysis of this literature 
would probably be useful to better understand the polemical deconstruction of 
theological notions, and given Christians’ curiosity about Jewish literature, it would 
also throw light on the circulation of themes that to some extent became embedded in 
the Enlightenment culture.28

This literature circulated in different forms, in Hebrew and other languages since 
the Middle Ages. Moreover, especially in Amsterdam, former Iberian conversos who 
returned to Judaism, wrote numerous polemical treatises, some of which were eagerly 
sought after.29 When the insidious Karaite text penned by Isaac of Troki, reached 
Amsterdam from the Polish Commonwealth, Menasseh ben Israel, a famed rabbi 
acquainted with many Christians, refrained from printing it, for fear of censorship.30

However, its clandestine circulation was quite widespread allowing it to reach Jewish 
and Christian communities alike, not to mention the watchful eye of Catholic censor‐
ship.31

26 Seidel, Origo et fundamenta, p. 49: ‘Ista omnia sacrificia non fiebant pro peccatis, sed erant sacrificia 
gratiarum actionis, atque ideo maxima pars sacrificiorum non potuit significare mactationem seu mortem 
Jesu’.

27 It is no surprise to find this text discussed among the intellectuals discussing Socianism in seventeenth-
century Amsterdam. Seidel, Origo et fundamenta, p. xx.

28 Paganini, Gianni, ‘Orobio e i suoi lettori dall’ebraismo all’Illuminismo’, in Isaac Orobio de Castro, Preven­
ciones divinas contra la vana idolatría de las Gentes, ed. by Myriam Silvera (Florence: Olschki, 2013), 
pp. v–xv; Popkin, Richard, ‘Jewish Anti-Christian Arguments as a Source of Irreligion from the 17th to the 
Early 19th Century’, in Atheism from the Reformation to the Enlightenment, ed. by Michael Hunter and David 
Wootton (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), pp. 159–81; Israel, Jonathan, Radical Enlightenment: 
Philosophy and the Making of Modernity 1650–1750 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); Sutcliffe, 
Adam, Judaism and Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Wilke, Carsten, 
‘Apologetics to Polemics: Isaac Orobio’s Defences of Judaism and their Uses in the French Enlightenment’, 
in Isaac Orobio: The Jewish Argument with Dogma and Doubt, ed. by Carsten Wilke (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 
pp. 93–104.

29 Mulsow, Martin, Enlightenment Underground: Radical Germany, 1680–1720 (Charlottesville: University of 
Virginia Press, 2015 [2002]), Chapter 1.

30 See the recent Nadler, Steven, Menasseh ben Israel: Rabbi of Amsterdam (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2018).

31 Benfatto, Miriam, ‘Choosing the Lesser Evil: The Holy Office, the Jews and Voltaire: Censorship Notes 
on La difesa de’ libri santi e della religione giudaica (Venice, 1770)’, Cromohs - Cyber Review of Modern 
Historiography, 26 (2023), 8–23; Benfatto, Miriam, ‘La discrezione come strategia inquisitoriale alla fine 
del XVIII secolo: Il caso dell’Histoire critique de Jésus Christ (1770) del barone d’Holbach’, Annali di Storia 
dell’Esegesi, 40/1 (2023), 167–88.
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Very often, anti-Christian polemical literature discusses in detail the notion of 
“original sin”. I will briefly describe arguments from a few examples taken from 
this literature, which is yet to be properly assessed within the broader cultural and 
religious picture of the time. The first is a text composed in the 1640s by the 
renown Italian rabbi, Leon Modena.32 Magen ve-herev was written around 1643, and 
it belongs to an established literary tradition of anti-Christian polemical texts that 
had been penned by Jews since the Middle Ages.33 Modena’s treatise is divided into 
five sections or mahanot (literally fields, a term taken from the semantic sphere of 
war), each in turn sub-divided into chapters or ma’arakot. The five sections bear 
enlightening headings indicating their polemical theme: 1. On original sin; 2. On 
the trinity; 3. On the incarnation; 4. On the virginity of Mary; 5. On the Messiah. 
Three sections mentioned by the author are missing. They were to have tackled 
the themes of Christ’s death and resurrection, of the eternity of the Torah, and the 
interpretation of miracles. A brief description of the first part, ‘On original sin’, will 
suffice to showcase some arguments of interest for this contribution. After discussing 
at some length the notion of original sin, rooted in Adam’s action, and discussed in 
Christian theology, Modena responds primarily by arguing through textual exegesis 
and rational arguments, according to which, at least from a Jewish perspective, Jesus 
did not come to atone for humankind’s sin, because his prime role was to save the 
Jews and not the whole of humanity. The chapter on original sin engages in some 
fascinating arguments, some of which revolve around the idea of a merciful God.34

A second instructive example from the same type of literature is provided by a 
text compiled by a noted Iberian converso, the physician Elijah Montalto.35 A recent 
contribution analyses Montalto’s arguments against the Christian interpretation of 
Genesis 2.17 the basis for the notion of original sin.36 Using philological renderings 
of the Hebrew formula ‘mot lamut’, which literally means ‘you shall indeed die’, along 
with rational and medical arguments, revolving around the moisture of the body of 
Adam, Montalto systematically criticized the theological rendering of this passage.

32 See for instance the polemical text composed by the Italian rabbi Leon Modena, Magen wa-herev: Hibbur 
neged ha-natsrut, ed. by Shlomo Simonsohn ( Jerusalem: Mekize Nidamin, 1960).

33 On some of these texts, see: Benfatto, Miriam, Gesù e la polemica ebraica: Una antologia (secoli XII–XIV) 
(Rome: Carocci, 2024).

34 Modena, Magen wa-herev, pp. 7–20.
35 On Montalto’s fame as a physician, see Ruderman, David, Jewish Thought and Scientific Discovery in 

Early Modern Europe (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995). On this polemical treatise see: Coop­
erman, Bernard, ‘Eliahu Montalto’s Suitable and Incontrovertible Prepositions: A Seventeenth-Century 
Anti-Christian Polemic’, in Jewish Thought in the Seventeenth Century, ed. by Isadore Twersky and Bernard 
Septimus (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1986), pp. 469–97; Dobos, Karoly D., ‘The Impact 
of Conversos on Jewish Polemical Activity in Baroque Italy: Was Yehuda Aryeh me-Modena’s Magen 
we-Herev destined for a Converso Audience?’, Annali di Storia dell’ Esegesi, 33.2 (2016), 413–34; Testa, 
Francesco, ‘“You Shall Surely Die”: Elijah Montalto’s Tratado and the Critique of Original Sin’, Hamsa. 
Journal of Judaic and Islamic Studies, 10 (2024), <https://doi.org/10.4000/12jj7>.

36 ‘But you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat from it you will 
certainly die’.

https://doi.org/10.4000/12jj7
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Aligned with the prevailing viewpoint often found in Jewish polemical literature, 
Montalto’s critique of the doctrine of original sin tends to lessen the gravity of 
Adam’s transgression. Contrary to the Christian readings of Gen 2:17, which 
interprets it as implying the onset of both physical and spiritual mortality, 
Montalto construes the death’s warning ‘you shall surely die’ within a juridical 
context, regarding it as a decree based on empirical observation. Consequently, 
the expiation of sins requires solely adherence to the commandments delineated 
in the Torah and repentance observed during the Day of Atonement, thus 
obviating the need for Christ’s redemption.37

Albeit polemical, these sources bear important historical insights and deploy 
powerful exegetical methodology, bolstering a rational interpretation of the Scripture 
and encouraging a process of ‘de-mythologization’ of the Bible.38 Although Jewish 
polemicists attempted to set value by the role of Jewish law and countered its 
Christian devaluation by Christians, they also suggested alternative interpretations for 
theological and ritual questions that Christians were eager to discuss, that is, the real 
meaning of the Last Supper or the death of Christ.39

Sacrifice as Othering Device

I conceive there is more barbarity in eating a man alive,
than when he is dead; in tearing a body limb from limb

by racks and torments, that is yet in perfect sense;
in roasting it by degrees; in causing it to be bitten

and worried by dogs and swine […]
(Montaigne)

The notion of sacrifice highlighted by Grotius carries a structurally ambivalent 
meaning, being both a venerable and a despicable religious practice. The grammar 
of sacrifice — at least as Grotius presented it — had multiple meanings, as it 

37 Testa, ‘“You Shall Surely Die”’, p. 13.
38 Especially in the work of Profiat Duran, see Wilke, Carsten, ‘Historicizing Christianity and Profiat Duran’s 

Kelimat ha-Goyim (1397)’, Medieval Encounters, 22 (2016), 140–64; for a different perspective: Ben 
Shalom, Ram, ‘Paul in the Eyes of Profayt Duran: Constructing the Jewish Paul’, AJS Review: The Journal 
of the Association of Jewish Studies, 44.2 (2020), 246–68. Increased interest in the Jewish Paul has made the 
figure a significant topic of research.

39 See Grafton, Anthony, ‘Christianity’s Jewish Origins Rediscovered: The Roles of Comparison in Early 
Modern Ecclesiastical Scholarship’, Erudition and the Republic of Letters, 1 (2016), 13–42. It is however 
necessary to compare these polemical arguments, meant to positively value the ceremonial and ritual 
structure of the Law of Moses, against readings like that of Baruch Spinoza, according to which the 
rituals and ceremonies of the Jews were valid only in the past, when Jews held political autonomy. It 
is not possible to pursue this line of inquiry here. Nevertheless, see: Lemmens, Wilhelm, ‘Spinoza on 
Ceremonial Observances and the Moral Function of Religion’, Bijdragen. International Journal in Philosophy 
and Theology, 1 (2010), 51–64.
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conveyed both the sublime and the abhorrent, especially when the former implied 
the ultimate sacrifice of Christ, which is symbolically celebrated through the liturgical 
re-enactment of the Supper of the Lord and the sacrament of the Eucharist, while the 
latter refers to the widespread practice, depicted by numerous ancient sources and 
reports from the Americas, of human sacrifice.40

In this section of my contribution, I aim to focus on a very distinctive tradition 
of “sacrificial imagination”, which, in my reading, should be associated with the 
widespread discourse about “human sacrifice”, cannibalism, and devilish practices 
that were widely described in the early modern period. However, although “human 
sacrifice” and “cannibalism” or practices of anthropophagy were found widely in 
ancient sources, the impact of the new world prompted a new global interest in these 
stories and rituals.41

The New World revealed itself to Europeans with all its wonders, offering an 
extraordinary variety of cultures, social structures, and vastly different forms of civi‐
lization. What most captured the imagination of Europeans were the nudity of some 
populations, the practices of human sacrifice, and cannibalism.42 Cannibalism, human 
sacrifice, and anthropophagy were extensively discussed and visually represented, 
undoubtedly contributing to later philosophical reflection on the state of nature. In a 
text destined to become a classic of anthropological thought, the Huguenot Jean de 
Léry described with astonishment and yet detachment the cultural practices, nudity, 
and cannibalism of the Brazilian Tupinambá.43

Typically, “human sacrifice” implied a series of beliefs and rituals that, although 
quite different from each other, shared recurring elements, such as the killing of 
a person and the ritual use of flesh, organs, blood, or bones.44 Christian Europe 
already had at its disposal a tradition in which similar discourses converged, blending 
beliefs about human sacrifice and anthropophagy. These beliefs crystallized over the 
centuries into what became known as the “blood libel”, also referred to by the term of 
“ritual murder”, addressed to marginal groups, but mainly Jews.45

40 On the ensuing debate see Padgen, Anthony, European Encounters with the New World: From Renaissance to 
Romanticism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993).

41 Arens, William, The Man-Eating Myth (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981). The famous essay of 
Montaigne is just one example of the impact of these new practices: Montaigne, Michel de, The Essays, 
trans. by Charles Cotton (ebook: Gutenberg Version, 2006), Chapter 30.

42 For an illustrative example, see: von Wyss-Giacosa, Paola, Religionsbilder der frühen Aufklärung: Bernard 
Picarts Tafeln für die “Ceremonies et Coutumes religieuses de tous les Peuples du Monde” (Wabern: Benteli, 
2006); Hunt Lynn, Margaret C. Jacob, and Wijnand Mijnhardt, The Book that Changed Europe (Cambridge 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2010), pp. 211–46; Hunt, Lynn, Margaret C. Jacob, and Wijnand Mijn­
hardt, eds, Bernard Picart and the First Global Vision of Religion (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2010).

43 Jean de Léry, Histoire d’un voyage faict en la terre du Brésil, 2 vols (Paris: 1580). See Maria Berbara in this 
volume.

44 Carrasco, David, ‘Human Sacrifice’, in The Encyclopaedia of Religion, 6 (New York: MacMillan, 1987), 
pp. 515–23. See also Brelich, Angelo, Presupposti del sacrificio umano, ed. by Andrea Alessandri (Milan: 
Editori Riuniti, 2006).

45 On the marginal groups: Ginzburg, Carlo, Storia notturna: Una decifrazione del sabba (Turin: Einaudi, 
1989).
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The success of the blood libel is linked to certain changes in Christian culture, 
specifically the spread of the cult of the child Christ and the doctrine of transubstanti‐
ation.46 Moreover, there is no doubt that the association with the death of Christ and 
the Passion narratives played a role in this accusation taking shape, and therefore also 
in the topics discussed above. Nonetheless, in this contribution I wish to explore a 
different theme, which is partly linked to the above-mentioned text of Hugo Grotius’ 
Defensio fidei.

It is undeniable that the Reformation allowed for a different approach to blood 
libels. While Luther did not abandon his hostility towards the Jews, Ronnie Po-chia 
Hsia has shown how the process of “de-magification” set out by the reformers bol‐
stered criticism of the accusation.47 Although Christian confutations of the blood libel 
appeared even before the Reformation, stemming from sceptical attitudes penned 
by ecclesiastical observers, it was during the Reformation that criticism of the cult 
of saints, Marian piety, and the belief in relics started to downplay those elements 
that had sustained the formation of cults based on “martyred children”. By the 
seventeenth century critical responses to the blood libel increasingly appeared also 
among Catholics and Jews too, many of whom were of former converso heritage.48

In this contribution I wish to focus on a defence narrative published in 1681 
whose aim was to counter the accusation of ‘human sacrifice’ among the Jews, which 
had appeared in Chapter 21 of a publication titled Victimae humanae (1675), where 
Jacobus Geusius claimed that Jews sacrificed children.49 It is worth mentioning that, 
despite its “antiquarian mood”, this text contained numerous references to ancient au‐
thors and medieval cases associated with blood libel accusations. The defence against 
these claims is relevant as it was the first time, in contrast to other similar defences, 
that the sacrificial nature of this accusation was openly discussed. Vindex sanguinis, 
published in 1681 under the pseudonym of Isaac Viva, is a short treatise aimed mostly 
at countering blood libel accusations.50 However, there are two interesting arguments 
worth mentioning. On the one hand, Viva writes that the book of Geusius,

[…] treats of this inhuman sacrifice and immolation peculiar to the Jews, [about 
which] in the first place I will say with good grace to the writer, that these 
accusations of infanticide are incorrectly called sacrifices; for them to be so they 

46 Rubin, Miri, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1991); Rubin, Miri, Gentile Tales: The Narrative Assault on Late Medieval Jews (Philadelphia: Univer­
sity of Pennsylvania Press, 2004).

47 Hsia, Ronnie Po-chia, The Myth of Ritual Murder: Jews and Magic in Reformation Germany (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1988); Hsia, Ronnie Po-chia, Trent 1475: Stories of a Ritual Murder Trial (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1992).

48 See Facchini, Cristiana, Infamanti dicerie: la prima autodifesa ebraica dall’accusa del sangue (Bologna: EDB, 
2014).

49 Jacobus Geusius, Victimae Humanae, complexa Modos, Ceremonias et Tempora quibus olim Homines Diis suis 
immolabant et humanum sanguinem libabant (Groningen: typis Dominici Lens, 1675).

50 Isaac Viva, Vindex sanguinis, sive Vindiciae secundum veritatem, quibus Judaei ab infanticidiis, & victima 
humana (Amsterdam: Adam Jongbloet, 1681 [reprinted: Nurenberg, 1681]). For a first assessment of this 
treatise see Facchini, Infamanti dicerie.
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should be burned on an altar, or at least be placed on it, and become sacred; for 
this is where the term sacrifice comes from, which means to consecrate on an altar 
or to make offerings or victims sacred to the gods; nor does the term immolation, 
which means to place salted flour on the head of the victim, fit for them; we do not 
read that either of these things was ever performed by the Jews, nor is it conveyed 
to memory by any of the authors who report these infanticides that ceremonies of 
this kind were instituted; they rave at length about crucifixion, piercing, beating, 
and throat-cutting; but there is profound silence about the imposition on an altar 
and the sprinkling of salted flour; thus they are incorrectly counted by Geusius 
among human sacrifices; they are in fact according to all the authors cited by him, 
murders, not sacrifices.51

The image conveyed in the text refers to the iconography of the blood libel accusa‐
tions, which merges pictures of the crucifixion and the mutilation of the body of 
Christ, with the implicit association of the death of Christ as a sacrifice. However, the 
author claims that these accusations do not describe sacrificial rituals, and with regard 
to blood libel charges (murder, use of blood for ritual food, and so forth), Jewish 
law forbids both killing and the ingestion of blood through food (exactly what the 
Eucharist symbolically allows). Therefore, if murderous acts have been conceived as 
such, this must be proven in front of a court, but they should never be associated with 
‘sacred acts’, and therefore never attributed to “Jewish rituals”.52

A final remark is worth noting. In Victimae humanae, Geusius mentions a fifth-
century Christian source, namely the Ecclesiastical History of Socrates, according to 
which, on certain occasions, Jews killed Christian children.53 This information is 
discussed by Isaac Viva, but would be increasingly quoted by Christian Hebraists, 
to be eventually incorporated into James Frazer’s controversial hypothesis of the 
association between the Passion narratives and the feast of Purim.54 These unknown 
sources cross a wider debate over sacrifices and (human) sacrifices, which is part and 
parcel of a broader attitude of construction of the Other, as ascribed to the European 

51 Viva, Vindex, pp. 6–7.
52 For the devalutation of Jewish rituals and ceremonies, and the ethnographic gaze, see Hsia, Ronnie 

Po-chia, ‘Christian Ethnographies of Jews in Early Modern Germany’, in The Expulsion of the Jews: 1492 and 
After, ed. by Raymond B. Waddington and Arthur H. Williamson (New York: Garland, 1994), pp. 223–35; 
Deutsch, Yaacov, Judaism in Christian Eyes: Ethnographic Descriptions of Jews and Judaism in Early Modern 
Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012).

53 Geusius, Victimae humanae, p. 358. The counterargument is in Viva, Vindex sanguinis, pp. 12–13. According 
to Socrates, the Jews in a Syrian town, ‘were amusing themselves in their usual way with a variety of sports. 
[…] In this way they indulged in many absurdities, and at length impelled by drunkenness they were guilty 
of scoffing at Christians and even Christ himself; and in derision of the cross and those who put their trust 
in the Crucified One, they seized a Christian boy, and having bound him to a cross, began to laugh and 
sneer at him. But in a little while, becoming so transported with fury, they scourged the child until he died 
under their hands’. The reference may be found in A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the 
Christian Church, 2nd ser., ed. by Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (reprint, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 
2:161. I quote from Horowitz, Elliot, Reckless Rites: Purim and the Legacy of Jewish Violence (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2006), p. 215.

54 See infra.
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imagination. This example is a useful case-study that intersects the comparative effort 
of Grotius but also delves into the ritual imagination of the early modern period. In 
general, these examples are a good point of departure to observe the afterlives of both 
the theory of atonement and the comparative method developed among scholars who 
launched a critical study of religion at the end of the nineteenth century.

‘Sacrum Facere’: Challenging Christian Narratives

The victim represents death as well as life, illness as well as
health, sin as well as virtue, falsity as well as truth. It is

the means of concentration of religious feeling; it expresses
it, it incarnates it, it carries it along.

(Hubert & Mauss)

By the end of the nineteenth century, the notion of sacrifice rose to be one of the 
focal themes for innovative interpretations of religion, supported by the impact of 
newly established scholarly disciplines and the rise of modern science in many Euro‐
pean countries. In 1920, Alfred Loisy, the famous French excommunicated Catholic 
priest, published a book devoted to the study of sacrifice to establish himself as an 
accomplished historian of religion.55 More precisely, Essai historique sur le sacrifice 
(1920) might be paralleled to the influential text that Marcel Mauss and Henri 
Hubert had published in 1899 in the newly established academic journal founded 
by Émile Durkheim. Even the choice of the title of Loisy’s lengthy book echoed the 
much shorter text of the pupils of Durkheim, the Essai sur la nature et la fonction du 
sacrifice.56 ‘To this day, the Essai, which first appeared as an article in the Annales 
de sociologie [sic], remains perhaps the most influential work on sacrifice in the 
comparative study of religion’, states Guy G. Stroumsa.57 Ivan Strenski defined the 
Essai the ‘first theory of sacrifice’, whereas Edward Evans-Pritchard, who edited the 
English version in the 1960s, spoke of a ‘superb grammar of sacrifice’.58

55 Lannoy, Annelies, Alfred Loisy and the Making of History of Religions (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2020), Chapter 5.
56 Hubert, Henri, and Marcel Mauss, ‘Essai sur la nature et fonction du sacrifice’, Année sociologique, 2 (1899), 

29–138. The text was republished in Mauss, Marcel, Oeuvres. 1. Les fonctions sociales du sacré (Paris: Les 
Éditions de Minuit, 1968), pp. 193–307. For this article I use the English translation: Sacrifice: Its Nature 
and Function (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1964).

57 Stroumsa, Guy G., The Idea of Semitic Monotheism: The Rise and Fall of a Scholarly Myth (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press 2021). The title of the journal founded by Émile Durkheim is Année sociologique. One 
section of the journal was fully devoted to analysing religious phenomena. Mauss and Hubert were the 
ones responsible for this section, which was also accompanied by a systematic attention to all publications 
on religion through the book review section.

58 Strenski, Ivan, Theology and the First Theory of Sacrifice (Leiden: Brill, 2003), p. 17; Evans-Pritchard, Ed­
ward E., ‘Introduction’, in Hubert and Mauss Sacrifice, p. viii; Fournier, Marcel, Marcel Mauss (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2005 [1994]), pp. 150–65.
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Indeed, starting around the 1890s, religion became a topic of great interest for 
Émile Durkheim, one of the founders of French sociology.59 Born in Épinal in 1858 
into an Ashkenazi family of strict Jewish observance, Durkheim was initially set to 
become a rabbi. He studied Hebrew, the Bible, and the Talmud while attending 
secular school, later enrolling in the École normale supérieure in Paris. Les formes 
élémentaires de la vie religieuse, printed in 1912, is his theoretical masterpiece on 
religion. In his correspondence with his nephew Marcel Mauss, Durkheim wrote:

You are one of the linchpins of the operation and altogether essential, not only 
because you’re in Paris but also because, as I anticipate and hope, a theory will 
emerge from Année Sociologique. That theory, the exact opposite of historical 
materialism, which is so crude and simplistic despite its objectivist current, will 
make religion rather than economics the matrix of social facts. The role of the 
person involved in religious studies — even though, or rather because, religion is 
now to be found everywhere — will thus be significant.60

Mauss and Hubert began developing their theory of sacrifice for the second vol‐
ume of the Année sociologique. Mauss was certainly influenced by one of his teachers, 
the Indologist Sylvain Lévi, who had published a notable book on Vedic sacrifice (Le 
sacrifice chez les Brahmanas, 1898). Regarding the selection of data, it is noteworthy 
that Hubert and Mauss used a wealth of textual evidence, although they primarily 
focused on a selection of material from Vedic and Hebrew sources. The selection is 
particularly relevant, as these textual traditions were representative of two distinctive 
religious traditions, with textual corpora relatively structured around the theme, and 
representing Judaism and Hinduism which, according to the science of the time, 
belonged to divergent language families and types of religion.61

During the preparation of this essay, Durkheim suggested a working definition 
according to which sacrifice is ‘an operation, or set of operations, that is part of 
a system of religious rites and whose result is to destroy (through manducation, 
punishment, sacrifice by fire, etc.) or to put out of common use (offering) one or 
several animate or inanimate objects’.62 Durkheim emphasizes two distinctive types of 
actions: the destruction and the removal of objects and/or animals from the circulation 
of common goods.63

59 On Durkheim, see at least Fournier, Marcel, Émile Durkheim: A Biography (Cambridge; Cambridge 
University Press, 2012 [2007]); Lukes, Steven, Émile Durkheim: His Life and Work (London: Penguin 
Press, 1973); Strenski, Ivan, Durkheim and the Jews of France (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1997); Birnbaum, Pierre, Géographie de l’espoir (Paris: Gallimard, 2004).

60 Durkheim quoted in Fournier, Marcel Mauss, p. 69.
61 Hubert and Mauss, Sacrifice, p. 8. ‘Lastly, because the two religions that are to form the centre of our 

investigations are very different, since one leads to monotheism and the other to pantheism, we may hope 
by comparing them to arrive at conclusions that are sufficiently general’.

62 Durkheim quoted in Fournier, Marcel Mauss, p. 75.
63 Durkheim, Émile, Les formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse (Paris: Félix Alcain, 1912).
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In the final composition of the article, Hubert and Mauss provide several defini‐
tions of sacrifice, as well as a full schema and a general structure. The schema includes 
‘a prelude, the entrée; a drama, the destruction of the victim; a conclusion, the exit’.64

The first definition focuses on two types of action: (a) the process of consecra‐
tion; (b) the communication between the human and extra-human spheres. In this 
dynamism, animate and inanimate objects are transformed and destroyed. However, 
the novelty lies in highlighting the relevance of sacredness. A second definition posits 
that sacrifice is a ‘religious act which, through the consecration of a victim, modifies 
the condition of the moral person who accomplishes it or that of certain objects with 
which he is concerned’.65

Based on this definition, the tenets that Hubert and Mauss consider structurally 
relevant can be identified: the victim and the person performing the sacrifice undergo 
a metamorphosis that prepares them to enter the realm of the sacred. The schema 
allows room for the mechanics of sacrifice, also conceived as a dynamic performance. 
The actors are crucial: (a) The sacrificer and the sacrifier indicate that the sacrifice 
is not accessible to anyone; therefore, the persons who are involved need to become 
properly consecrated. Moreover, the sacrifiers are the beneficiaries of the ritual act. 
The person who performs the sacrifice undergoes rites of transformation that allow 
him or her to enter the sacred sphere (these rites aim to transform the body and 
provide it with appropriate attire, in terms of colour, fabric, and shape). These 
rites are also rites of initiation.66 (b) Sacrifice requires appropriate spaces and tools, 
properly prepared for the occasion, as well as a calendar regulating access to sacrificial 
activities. Space and time determine the regularity and legitimacy of the ritual action, 
as does the proper use of tools and objects. (c) The victim (typically an animal) 
must possess certain characteristics and is often treated with special attention because 
of the need to modify its profane nature. Like the sacrificer, the animal or object 
subjected to the rite undergoes significant treatment that help transfer divine power 
(even a divine spirit) to the victim. Its consecration alters the meaning of the killing, 
which, according to Hubert and Mauss, does not lose its criminal nature, being 
de facto a murder. Ritual killing weakens the guilt embedded in the murderous act 
and therefore requires distinctive techniques, namely, silence and repentance, and 
de-polluting rituals.

If the divine force released from the killing of the sacred victim passes to the 
otherworldly realm, the material remains of the victim serve as tangible evidence of 
the ritual and must be treated accordingly. The “sacred matter” — blood, fat, skin, 
and other bodily parts — must be properly dealt with. These remains are either 
consumed in communion between humans and the deity or used in special ways, 
namely burned or scattered. (d) The final phase (exit) closes the sacrificial ritual, 
and those who have entered must properly prepare to return to a state of normality. 

64 Hubert and Mauss, Sacrifice.
65 Hubert and Mauss, Essai, p. 13.
66 On rites of initiation cf. Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires, Book III, Chapter 1; Van Gennep, Arnold, Les 

rites de passage: Etude systématique des rites (Paris: Émile Nourry, 1909).
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Ablutions, disposal of sacred garments, and purification rites (equally attested in 
Vedic and Jewish sources) are transitional actions from the state of sacredness back to 
the profane realm.

The Essai is a dense text, which leads in many theoretical and methodological 
directions, especially when linked to other works of the Durkheimians, most notably, 
for instance, the works of Mauss on gift and prayer, or Durkheim’s treatise itself.67

Suffice it to observe, however, that the framework described above can be further 
explored in connection with the functions of sacrificial rites and the effects they 
produce on individuals and objects. Of note is the treatment of the victim, or the 
importance attributed to the relationship between murder and ritual killing, although 
there is no clear theory of violence.

The final chapter needs a special mention, because of its different content and 
nature. Devoted to the “the sacrifice of God”, this chapter leaves aside the structural 
analysis and focuses on historical development.68 According to Fhima and Lardinnois 
this section ‘pose question par la différence qu’elle introduit quant à la structure 
générale de l’étude et par les idées que les auteurs développent’.69 According to 
Fournier, this was the theme of interest of Henri Hubert.70 However, it clearly 
refers to the work of James Frazer, whose sacrificial template, a recurrent structural 
pattern detectable in many cultures, connects the dots of his encyclopedic work.71

Nonetheless, the logic of the argument they expose in the first part of the Essai does 
point to an explanation of the “sacrifice of god”, given the consecrated nature of the 
victim and the potential analogy with the sacredness of the gods. In this section, 
various sources are taken into consideration, mostly mythological narratives drawn 
from different cultures, following the methodology and the suggestions deployed by 
Frazer in his Golden Bough. ‘The myths preserve traces of their origin: a sacrifice in 
more or less distorted form constitutes the central episode and, so to speak, the heart 
of the legendary life of the gods that arose from sacrifice. Sylvain Lévi has explained 
the part that sacrificial rites play in Brahmanic mythology’, they write.72 It is also 
a theme we find in Durkheim’s Elementary Forms, where he describes — using the 
ethnographic material from Australia — legends that narrate the violent death of the 

67 See the English edition with a foreword by Mary Douglas: Mauss, Marcel, The Gift: The Form and Reason 
for Exchange in Archaic Societies (London: Routledge, 2002).

68 Hubert and Mauss, Sacrifice, pp. 77–94.
69 Fhima, Catherine, and Roland Lardinois, ‘Émile Durkheim et la sociologie des religions: Une configu­

ration savante singulière autour du sacrifice v. 1900’, Durkheimian Studies/Études durkheimiennes, 26.1 
(2022), 125–58 at 143–44.

70 Fournier, Marcel Mauss, p. 73: ‘As Mauss acknowledged, “[Hubert] wanted to understand the sacrifice of 
the god, which was the aim of his research on the Semitic origins of Christian myth, and I wanted to see if 
the ritual formula of sacrifice really depended so closely on Christian myth that the ritual was derived from 
it”. What led Hubert to the study of sacrifice was his research on the cult of the Syrian Goddess, in which 
the sacrifice of God — the rite and the myth — plays a major role’.

71 The first edition of the Golden Bough was published in 1890. Frazer, James G., The Golden Bough (London: 
Macmillan, 1890).

72 Hubert and Mauss, Sacrifice, p. 82.
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totemic ancestors.73 But what is particularly relevant is that they detect a connection 
between suicide and the death of gods; they indeed write that ‘the death of the god 
is often by suicide’, opening up to a fascinating theme that is not further developed, 
but intersects the relevance of this topic.74 The conclusion of the chapter, however, 
seems to point to questions of a Christian theological nature, which requires some 
explanation and seems somehow to betray the original intent of the essay.

The redemptive sacrifice of the god is perpetuated in the daily Mass. We do not 
claim to examine here how the Christian ritual of sacrifice was constructed or 
how it is linked to earlier rites. However, we believe that in the course of this 
work, we have sometimes been able to compare the ceremonies of the Christian 
sacrifice with those we have studied. It must suffice here to recall their astounding 
likeness and to indicate how the development of rites so similar to those of the 
agrarian sacrifice could give rise to the concept of a sacrifice of redemption and 
communion with the unique and transcendent god. In this respect, the Christian 
sacrifice is one of the most instructive examples in history. By the same ritual 
processes, our priests seek almost the same effects as our most remote ancestors. 
The mechanism of consecration in the Catholic Mass is, in its general form, the 
same as that of the Hindu sacrifices. It shows us, with a clarity leaving nothing 
to be desired, the alternating rhythm of expiation and communion. The Christian 
imagination has built upon ancient models.75

If we analyse the text the pupils of Durkheim published at the turn of the century, 
we may interpret it as the result of several overlapping spheres of cultural production. 
Ivan Strenski suggests that in order to fully understand this influential work, it is of 
the utmost relevance to look at the role of the Catholic Church in the history of 
France and at the interreligious conflicts engendered since the Enlightenment and 
the French Revolution. The different discourses produced by the Catholic Church 
over time were influenced, as for other contexts, by conflicts with the Protestants 
(Huguenots), and above all by the impactful event of the regicide resulting from the 
revolution. Therefore, as aptly suggested, the theory of sacrifice was as much of a 
scientific discourse as a counter-theory aimed against the hegemonic representation 
of Catholic ideologies about sacrifice, which were fuelled by numerous discussions 
about violence and the future of Catholicism. ‘So potent and pervasive, then, was the 
Catholic view of sacrifice that the Durkheimians seemed compelled to produce their 
own version as part of their plan to replace Catholicism at the center of French moral 
life’, writes Strenski. Moreover, Strenski describes how sacrificial imagery became 
a shared language, well exemplified by the debates over the Dreyfus Affair, which 
divided the French public opinion at the turn of the century.76

73 Facchini, Cristiana, ‘Mito e rito nella riflessione teorica di Durkheim e Mauss’, in Filosofie del mito del 
Novecento, ed. by Giovanni Leghissa and Enrico Manera (Rome: Carocci, 2015), pp. 45–51.

74 Hubert and Mauss, Sacrifice, p. 84. Durkheim, Émile, Le suicide: Étude de sociologie (Paris: Félix Alcan, 
1897).

75 Hubert and Mauss, Sacrifice, pp. 93–94.
76 Strenski, Contesting Sacrifice, pp. 95–131.
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Detecting this ritual action beyond Christianity is a strategy meant to provincialize 
Christian language, narratives, and metaphors. The point is whether sacrifice is there, 
before Christianity, or if Christianity defines the template for a wider comparison, as 
clearly indicated in the earlier centuries.

Heart of Darkness: Victorian Anxieties

[…] But to find any [theories] which have a scientific character
we must look to recent years. It is to the anthropological school,

and above all to its English representatives, that the credit
for having elaborated them must go.

(Hubert & Mauss)

The notion of sacrifice, however, was not an interest distinct to French intellectuals. 
Indeed, a quick perusal of the Année sociologique highlights how the Durkheimians 
scrutinized all types of research devoted to religions with great attention. Moreover, 
Durkheim’s pupils engaged in an academic tour that brought them close to centres 
influential in the production of knowledge about religion. Mauss and Hubert were 
trained as scholars of religion and spent considerable time studying with the most 
authoritative scholars of their time, to whom they paid due homage, even when 
diverging from their epistemological paths.77

Victorian England was the intellectual centreof several new interpretations of 
religion.78 As indicated by John Milbank, sacrifice was one of the core concepts 
studied by Victorian scholars, albeit for reasons that might have differed slightly from 
the French context. Although Edward Burnett Tylor, the father of the newly estab‐
lished discipline of anthropology, devoted one chapter of his two-volume masterpiece 
Primitive Religion (1871) to ritual practices,79 the pivotal author around whom a 
theory of sacrifice coalesced was the Scottish biblical scholar and orientalist, William 
Robertson Smith.80 Raised in a family of strict Calvinist observance, Robertson Smith 
became a minister of the Free Church in Aberdeen in 1870. In the same year, he 
was appointed lecturer in Oriental languages and biblical exegesis at the annexed 
college. His church career was short-lived; in 1876, he was accused of heresy, tried, 
and convicted in 1878, although only expelled in 1881. Robertson Smith had to 
seek shelter in university institutions to continue practising his profession: in 1883, 
he moved to Cambridge, where he became reader and then professor of Arabic. 
In Edinburgh, he met the anthropologist John Ferguson McLennan, with whom he 

77 Strenski, Theology, pp. 135–36. Fournier, Marcel Mauss, Chapter 3.
78 Wheeler-Barclay, Marjorie, The Science of Religion in Britain, 1860–1915 (Charlottesville: University of 

Virginia Press, 2010).
79 On his theory of sacrifice, see Facchini, ‘Alla ricerca’.
80 Maier, Bernhard, William Robertson Smith: His Life, His Work and His Times (Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 

2009).
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established a strong friendship and intellectual exchange. The author of a text on the 
origins of marriage based on the theories of Johann J. Bachofen (concerning ancient 
matriarchy), McLennan soon became interested in totemism and published a work 
entitled The Worship of Animals and Plants (1870–1871).

Robertson Smith’s Lectures on the Religion of the Semites is usually praised as one 
of the first theories of religion whose focus is on social structures and ritual.81 Despite 
containing numerous references to both Tylor’s Primitive Culture and Frazer’s contri‐
butions, including themes that became part of his Golden Bough, it was to German 
scholars that he was particularly indebted as a biblical scholar. Between 1867 and 
1870, he had the opportunity to study in Bonn and Göttingen, where he acquired 
knowledge of the complex debates that had characterized German biblical criticism. 
During this period, he befriended biblical scholar and orientalist Julius Wellhausen, 
who, like him, was a scholar of Islam and Arabic.82

According to Robert Alun Jones, to understand the evolution of the notion of 
sacrifice and biblical religion, it is essential to briefly examine the so-called “Docu‐
mentary Hypothesis” attributed to Julius Wellhausen. This hypothesis posits that 
the Pentateuch — the set of the first five books of the Bible — is not a revealed 
text authored by Moses but rather a compilation of distinctive materials reflecting 
four layers of textual traditions, each representing different religious forms and his‐
torical periods. In Geschichte Israels (1878) and Prolegomena zur Geschichte Israels 
(1883), Wellhausen argues that the Bible emerged from a lengthy process of textual 
composition involving at least four theologically distinct schools: the Yahwist (J), the 
Elohist (E), the Deuteronomist (D) — dating back to the period of Josiah’s religious 
reforms — and the Priestly source (P), developed after the Babylonian exile. The 
chronology of these sources allowed Wellhausen to trace the evolution of ancient 
Israelite religion: the earliest layer reflects a natural, theistic religion, succeeded by a 
religious phase shaped by the prophets and the centralization of worship in Jerusalem. 
The third phase, marking the definitive decline of Israel’s religion, corresponds to 
the Priestly redaction, which focused on establishing a religion dominated by ritual 
norms. Thus, the Levitical laws were not received by Moses, and the Bible was 
not a sacred, revealed text but the product of an extensive history of rewritings — 
a palimpsest of differing theological conceptions crafted by Jewish religious elites 
in response to major systemic crises (war, deportation, and the destruction of the 
first Temple).83 According to Wellhausen, the Priestly source nurtured a sectarian 
community (later evolving into Rabbinic Judaism), while the religious orientations 
of Deuteronomy, inspired by prophetic religion and marked by universalistic and 
justice-oriented practices, contributed to the formation of the Jesus movement and 

81 As for the name of William Robertson Smith, he is either referred to as Robertson Smith or sometimes just 
Smith. In this article I have used the first. Robertson Smith, William, Lectures on the Religion of the Semites 
(London: Adam and Charles Black, 1894); Kippenberg, The Discovery, Chapter 5; Stroumsa, The Idea of 
Semitic Monotheism, pp. 191–218.

82 Maier, William Robertson Smith, Chapter 4.
83 Jones, Robert Alun, ‘Robertson Smith, Durkheim, and Sacrifice: An Historical Context for The Elemen­

tary Forms of the Religious Life’, Journal of the History of the Behavioural Sciences, 17 (1981), 184–205.
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Pauline Christianity. Wellhausen’s application of a Hegelian philosophy of history 
enabled him to describe the historical transformation of biblical religion within a 
complex evolutionary framework, which retained elements of Lutheran anti-Jewish 
preconceptions, the ancient Pauline anti-nomistic polemic, and a considerable degree 
of supersessionist theology.84

Without focusing on the reception or Jewish and Catholic responses to this 
theory, my discussion will centre on Robert Alun Jones’s interpretation of Robertson 
Smith’s collection of lectures. Building on the evolutionary structure of biblical reli‐
gion developed by proponents of German higher criticism, Wellhausen established 
an evolutionary theory of sacrifice, positing that, in the ancient phase, sacrifice was 
practised as a domestic rite during festive occasions.85 Two types of sacrifice were 
prevalent: the communion sacrifice and the burnt offering. The second period coin‐
cided with the centralization of worship in the Temple of Jerusalem, which became 
the only place where sacrifice was performed. This shift led to an increased ritualiza‐
tion of the practice and a differentiation between sacred and profane spaces. Finally, 
in the phase characterized by Priestly editorship, both sacrificial and non-sacrificial 
ritual practices took central prominence. This is evident in the Book of Ezekiel, which 
reveals a robust conception of the notion of atonement. According to Wellhausen, 
two new types of sacrifice were introduced: the sin offering and the guilt offering. 
Jones argues that this evolutionary model influenced the organization of Robertson 
Smith’s materials.86 However, Milbanks claims that Robertson Smith’s evolutionary 
framework relies more on Darwin’s theory, which helps explain some hypotheses he 
suggested.87

Robertson Smith’s Religion of the Semites is a complex and fascinating work, likely 
influenced by a Protestant theology, as is particularly evident in his radical distinction 
between ancient (if not archaic) religion and modern religion, generally understood 
as Reformed Christianity. Robertson Smith’s analysis of textual sources is intertwined 
with ethnographic materials drawn from his observations of various Arab tribes, as 

84 Jewish criticism of Protestant biblical exegesis is summarized by the famous phrase of Solomon Schechter, 
‘Higher Criticism, Higher Antisemitism’: see Schechter, Solomon, ‘Higher Criticism — Higher Anti-
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(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2018).
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detailed in Kinship and Marriage in Early Arabia (1885). During his period under trial, 
Robertson Smith travelled extensively through the Middle East and North Africa, 
where he gathered significant information on kinship systems.88 This ethnographic 
study became a guiding framework for interpreting Semitic and biblical materials.

According to Robertson Smith, the defining traits of this archaic “Semitic reli‐
gion”89 were rooted in its tribal social structure. From this perspective, the religion 
does not coalesce around abstract forms of thought but emerges from the interaction 
between individuals; it is inherited at birth, along with the obligations and duties of 
social life. ‘Religion did not exist’, he writes, ‘for the saving of souls but for the preser‐
vation and welfare of society’.90 Thus, the ritual revealed some features of biblical and 
Semitic religion, prior to the revolution brought about by the prophets of Israel or the 
revelation generating charismatic personalities.91 This ancient religion, sharing some 
of the characteristics of other groups, can be understood through a detailed analysis 
of the evolution of the institution of sacrifice. Robertson Smith’s expertise as a biblical 
scholar and orientalist allowed him to focus on a specific collection of materials and 
data, particularly biblical sources, complemented by a substantial number of sources 
from the classical, Arab, and Semitic worlds. The discussion of sacrifice is complex 
but it revolves around the notion of totemism, developed by his friend McLennan.92

According to McLennan, totemism (a term that had entered scientific discourse) 
described forms of plant and animal worship, wherein (a) there is an identification 
between totem and tribe; (b) the totem is transmitted patrilineally; and (c) it estab‐
lishes a prohibition against endogamy.93 ‘Robertson Smith’s article entitled Animal 
Worship and Animal Tribes among the Arabs and in the Old Testament, published in the 
Journal of Philology for 1880, was his first attempt to marry anthropological theory 
and methods to the study of the Old Testament’. 94

The relevance of the ritual of sacrifice was framed in clear ways:

Why sacrifice is the typical form of all complete acts of worship in the antique 
religions, and what the sacrificial act means, is an involved and difficult problem. 
The problem does not belong to any one religion, for sacrifice is equally important 

88 Maier, William Robertson Smith, pp. 163–80; Wheeler-Barclay, The Science of Religion, p. 161.
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among all early peoples in all parts of the world where religious ritual has reached 
any considerable development. Here, therefore, we have to deal with an institution 
that must have been shaped by the action of general causes, operating very 
widely and under conditions that were common in primitive times to all races of 
mankind.95

In contrast to theories of sacrifice that emphasize atonement or sacrifice as an 
act of economic exchange (Tylor), Robertson Smith’s analysis framed this ritual 
action as a communal meal shared with a benevolent deity, following an evolutionary 
pattern according to which the ancient Semites, and the Hebrews among them, were 
nomadic and, as such, offered animals to God rather than plants, which he viewed as 
belonging to a different evolutionary stage. ‘The predominance assigned in ancient 
ritual to animal sacrifice corresponds’ — he claims — ‘to the predominance of the 
type of sacrifice which is not a mere payment of tribute but an act of social fellow‐
ship between the deity and his worshippers’.96 The consumption of sacrificial food 
ultimately strengthens collective solidarity, with the gods being integral members of 
the community.

The identity of religious occasions and festal seasons may indeed be taken 
as the determining characteristic of the type of ancient religion generally; when 
men meet their god they feast and are glad together, and whenever they feast 
and are glad they desire that the god should be of the party. This view is proper 
to religions in which the habitual temper of the worshippers is one of joyous 
confidence in their god, untroubled by any habitual sense of human guilt, and 
resting on the firm conviction that they and the deity they adore are good friends, 
who understand each other perfectly and are united by bonds not easily broken. 
The basis of this confidence lies of course in the view that the gods are part and 
parcel of the same natural community with their worshippers.97

The most archaic foundation of this ritual could be traced back to an ancient rite 
among Arab tribes, which involved the killing of a camel — an animal that, according 
to Robertson Smith, had a totemic function in the earliest phases.98 Robertson 
Smith’s inquiry into the “religion of the Semites” is a refined and complex treatise, 
whose methodology uses ancient sources, including texts from Greek and Roman 
literature, as well as ethnographical reports available at his time, some of which date 
back to the early modern period. Reserving high praise for comparison, he is indebted 
to methods widely discussed among scholars of religion at that time, as well as, in 
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part, early modern comparative exercises. However, the pattern is also evolutionary 
in the sense that the aim of the text is to highlight the motives that led to changes in 
sacrificial practices. Although Robertson Smith draws heavily from biblical material, 
his Lectures on the Religion of the Semites is not just a book on biblical exegesis and the 
religious history of ancient Israel. At the same time, showing parallels from the Bible 
with other ancient cultures, Robertson Smith illustrates that his goal is mostly defined 
by the idea of detecting, as he clearly states in the Introduction, a form of archaic 
— even primitive — religion shared by people with similar linguistic features, whose 
main ritual action was rooted in sacrificial meals.

The analysis of theories of sacrifice would be incomplete without mentioning one 
of the prominent members of the Victorian group of scholars of religion, Sir James 
G. Frazer, who had become a collaborator of Robertson Smith in the editing of the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica.99 Frazer’s most famous work is The Golden Bough, published 
in two volumes in 1890, in three volumes in 1900, in twelve volumes in 1915, and 
in an abridged form in 1922.100 Lesser known are other works by Frazer, such as 
his text on the Bible, Folklore in the Old Testament, which sets out on a comparative 
quest for biblical rituals and customs with evidence collected from ethnographic and 
anthropological reports.101

First and foremost, within such an extensive and richly interconnected narrative, 
the most striking element in Frazer’s account is the theme of death and rebirth, 
which appears to connect various myths and ritual systems. The relevance of death 
is associated with the notion of the “dying God” and identified in two distinctive 
ways: the god or his/her essence is ritually killed or sacrificed (as in the case of the 
priest of Diana at Nemi) or vicariously sacrificed, as seen in the rituals associated 
with the myth of Balder. The theme of death, ritually linked to royal, divine, and 
priestly figures, is a necessary condition for the reproduction of the cycle of life and 
for maintaining the natural and cosmic order.

In his exploratory journey, “sacrifice” reemerges in various forms: from the notion 
of the scapegoat to that of the dying god, and from Mesoamerican sacrifices to 
that of Christ, concerning which Frazer elaborates several controversial interpretative 
hypotheses, as stressed above, drawing a link between the Passion narratives and 
alleged Jewish ritual murders.102 The parallelism that Frazer establishes between the 
belief in the sacrificial death of Christ with the analogous narratives of the dying gods 
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emerging from pagan antiquity and ethnographic data is groundbreaking. The logic of 
the universal consensus on “atonement” seems to fade away to reveal only the logic of 
violence.

Atonement Universalized: Oedipus’s Crimes

For how could someone guiltless of the act
of murder take on himself the guilt of the

murderers by allowing himself to be killed?
(Freud)103

The last text that fits into this contribution on sacrifice is Sigmund Freud’s Totem 
and Taboo, published shortly after Durkheim’s book, in 1913. Sigmund Freud (1856–
1939) was born in Freiberg, Moravia. Like Durkheim, he grew up in a Jewish house‐
hold. The son of Jakob Freud’s third wife, he moved with his extended family to 
the imperial capital around 1860 and lived in Vienna until 1938, when he moved to 
London after the Anschluss.104

Like all major intellectuals of the twentieth century, Freud has been the subject of 
study by numerous biographers. Some have followed the traces he himself left behind 
as an analytical method and have psychoanalysed him; some have merely described 
and articulated the intellectual trajectory of the man and the discipline he founded, 
psychoanalysis. Others have explored the complex relationship between Freud and 
Judaism, a topic that began to emerge due to studies on cultural identities in the 
mid-1980s, if not earlier.

Freud’s relationship with religion is particularly intricate and, for this reason, also 
fascinating, both in his theoretical reflections and in the more intimate dimension of 
his personal experience.

Freud’s interest in religion first appeared in his early works in 1907 (the essay 
on obsessive rituals). In 1913, Freud published Totem and Taboo and his essay on 
Michelangelo’s Moses, in which he revisits the notion of the Oedipus complex (Öedi‐
puskomplex).105 In his works from the 1920s, his theory reappears in Group Psychology 
and the Analysis of the Ego (1921), The Future of an Illusion (1927), and Civilization 
and Its Discontents (1929), accompanied by his reflections on art and literature, 
the figure of Moses, and his dialogue with the Calvinist pastor, Pfister.106 Scholars 
exploring Freud’s interest in religion have highlighted his analysis on demonic posses‐

103 Freud, Sigmund, ‘Moses and Monotheism: An Outline of Psycho-Analysis & Other Works, 1937–1939’, in 
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sion, published in 1923.107 In addition to his published texts and correspondence, 
his Wednesday meetings held with a small group of students are illuminating in 
understanding his discussion of religious topics.108 The last piece is his journal Imago, 
devoted to the psychoanalytic analysis of art, fiction, and religion. Overall, as with the 
authors analysed above, Freud, the theorist of religion, has been recognized among 
the early classics.109 Whilst Freud is of great interest in general, this article focuses on 
a Freudian fragment — his conception of sacrifice in Totem and Taboo.

Freud dedicated considerable effort to writing this work. ‘Since The Interpretation 
of Dreams, I have not worked on any other book with such confidence and inspira‐
tion’, he wrote to Karl Abraham in 1913.110 Freud’s reflection on sacrifice does not 
seem immediately visible, although it is firmly anchored in his theory of religion, 
particularly the one that takes shape, quite consistently, between Totem and Taboo 
and Moses and Monotheism.111

Unlike other early twentieth-century psychologists, Freud appears more sceptical 
of analytical approaches, such as that of William James (1842–1910), who was 
inclined to scientifically explore some forms of religious experience, like asceticism 
and ineffable mysticism.112 For Freud, the analysis of religious behaviour was a 
fundamental part of his broader exploration of the human psyche, especially in its 
pathological and psychologically distressing expressions. In contrast to Durkheim, 
Mauss, and Hubert, his perspective conveyed a more critical view of religion.113

However, it should be stressed that psychoanalysis leans towards more hidden and 
unsettling aspects of religious behaviour.114

As with Durkheim, Freud’s fascination with totemism can be attributed to the 
influences exerted on him by the works of Tylor, Frazer, and the theory of William 
Robertson Smith, as well as those of other authors who focused on the evolutionary 
processes of human culture. One could almost go so far as to claim that Totem and 
Taboo might be interpreted as a commentary on many themes mentioned above.115

However, as Daniel Pals suggests, while for Tylor and Frazer, primitive religion 
expressed a form of human rationality — a potential expression of the “savage 
philosopher”116 — for Freud, it concealed profound traumas that had been repressed. 
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Specifically, Freud was convinced that, in the case of totemism, information gathered 
from clinical cases of neurotic children could be used to shed light on its hidden 
meaning.

Organized in four interconnected essays, Totem and Taboo focuses on the two 
structural prohibitions of totemism: the taboo against incest and the taboo against 
killing the totem. Freud categorizes taboos into various types (direct, indirect, inter‐
mediate, permanent, and temporary), based on the multiplicity of their applications, 
noting that ‘the violated taboo avenges itself’.117 Above all, Freud argues that the 
taboo expresses ‘a fragment of psychic life’.118 Here, as in Durkheim, the comparison 
with Kantian philosophy is significant. Freud perceives that ‘the prohibitions on 
customs and morality to which we ourselves adhere may, in essence, bear some rela‐
tionship to this primitive taboo, and that clarifying the nature of the taboo might shed 
light on the dark origins of our “categorical imperative”’.119 More precisely, in order 
to understand prohibition as taboos, Freud introduces the concept of “emotional 
ambivalence”, based on the idea that the prohibitions often stem from a repressed 
desire, thus providing an explanation that, while not entirely new (Frazer had already 
anticipated it), was grounded in the contributions of psychoanalytic discoveries.

In the fourth chapter, Freud introduces his theory of totemism and religion, which 
he develops by drawing on a series of hypotheses using various sources. First of all, he 
retains Darwin’s theory of the primal horde; second, he employs James J. Atkinson’s 
theory of the rebellious brothers; and finally, he utilizes Robertson Smith’s theory of 
sacrifice as a totemic meal.120

Totemism, Freud writes, can be easily identified in the cases of neurotic children, 
in which a phobia of animals often emerges. In these stories, the association between 
the animal and the father is evident. Accounts of children affected by neurosis are 
used by Freud as useful sources to unravel the mystery of the totem, which was 
nothing more than the symbolic transfiguration of the primal father placed at the 
dawn of human history. In that distant past, the primal horde (Darwin) was run by a 
jealous and authoritarian father who had absolute control over the women. The sons, 
who were forbidden access to the women, in a moment of rage decided to kill him 
and eat his flesh in an act of rebellion: ‘One day the expelled brothers joined forces, 
slew and ate the father, and thus put an end to the father horde. Together they dared 
and accomplished what would have remained impossible for them singly. Perhaps 
some advance in culture, like the use of a new weapon, had given them the feeling of 
superiority’.121

That “sacrificial meal”, described by Robertson Smith as an act of communion 
between the deity and his kinship, became for Freud a parricide, a violent sacrificial 
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ritual producing crime, which played a foundational role in the evolution of pro-social 
attitudes.

This violent primal father had surely been the envied and feared model for 
each of the brothers. Now they accomplished their identification with him by 
devouring him and each acquired a part of his strength. The totem feast, which is 
perhaps mankind’s first celebration, would be the repetition and commemoration 
of this memorable, criminal act with which so many things began, social 
organization, moral restrictions and religion.122

Reinvigorated by the power of the father, the sons did not escape the sense of guilt 
produced by the crime and, ultimately, to prevent its reiteration, they introduced the 
two foundational prohibitions of totemism: 1. the killing of the totem; 2. endogamy, 
which coincides with the ‘two repressed wishes of Oedipus’.123

Although entirely hypothetical and built upon Greek mythology, Freud’s theory 
inserted a theme — the role of violence, and its relationship with the development of 
religion — that would become recurring in the debate. Compared to other authors, 
Freud’s primal interest seems to revolve around the criminal act, and its violent 
nature. The importance given to primal violence — which is not entirely absent 
in other authors — would be revisited by other scholars in the second half of the 
twentieth century, including René Girard and Walter Burkert.124

This argument would be articulated in the last and most troubled writing in which 
Freud sought to provide his interpretation of Judaism and Christianity as a response 
to the rise of antisemitism. In Moses and the Monotheistic Religion (Der Mann Moses 
und die monotheistische Religion, 1934–1938), Freud not only revisited the theory 
introduced in Totem and Taboo but also offered an interpretation of the relationship 
between Judaism and Christianity. Following a series of innovative interpretations, 
in recent decades the suspicion with which this work was received has dissipated. 
Perhaps, one may suggest that Moses should be read as a commentary on the Pauline 
fragment regarding the sacrificial death of Christ (e.g., Rom 3.25).125 Or it could also 
be interpreted, like Totem and Taboo, as a counterpoint to both forms of antisemitism 
and the blood accusations that have plagued Jewish communities in both the Austro-
Hungarian Empire and in the Tsarist empires.126 It is no coincidence that Freud’s dear 
friend, writer Arnold Zweig, produced a play entitled Ritualmord in Ungarn during 
those years, in which he literarily addressed the famous 1882–1883 case of blood 
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libel accusations in Tiszaeszlár, in the Hungarian countryside.127 Alternatively, one 
could follow another thread, a polemical dialogue that Freud’s theory engages in with 
the famous Catholic anthropologist, Father Wilhelm Schmidt. As an acknowledged 
historian of religions, Schmidt authored a study titled Der Ursprung der Gottesidee 
(The Origin of the Idea of God, 1912–1955; as well as L’origine de l’idée de Dieu, 
1908–1909), which postulates the existence of a widespread conception of a single 
God (Urmonotheismus) since the origins of humanity. There is no doubt that Freud 
radically reconceptualized the notion of original sin and atonement.

Subverters

The genesis of these theories of sacrifice and the relationship between these different 
schools of thought illustrate the dialogue among these scholars, but also each one’s 
different epistemological agendas, along with the innovative conceptualizations of re‐
ligion, rituals, and myth. Methods of inquiry and the selection of data differed greatly, 
partly because of the disciplinary field which some of them shaped (anthropology and 
ethnology, sociology, biblical studies, psychoanalysis, comparative religion, ancient 
history), but also because of the relatively well-disciplined organization of knowledge. 
From that moment on, the notion of sacrifice continued to play a central role in sev‐
eral spheres of knowledge throughout the twentieth century, as clearly indicated by 
the scholarly debate and the output of publications on this theme. Nevertheless, when 
analysed from the perspective of its entanglements with the pattern of theological 
polemics, the debate about the notion of sacrifice that occupied the minds of many 
scholars of religion, highlights the co-dependence of the modernity of their theories 
and the religious and polemical environment they somehow inherited.

The scholarship on these topics and on earlier theories of religion, has emphasized 
the relevance of context and linked theoretical thought to the social and political 
debates of the time, while also underlining the relevance of the intellectual “position” 
(positionality) of each scholar within that context. While this is the important work 
of historicizing the production of knowledge, it nevertheless should not undermine 
these authors’ density of thought or analytical insight, as sometimes is suggested.128

Indeed, these theories presented a set of themes which would be further developed 
in different lines of inquiry, the most notable of which are indexed under violence 
and/or food consumption.129

127 Zweig, Arnold, Ritualmord in Ungarn: jüdische Tragödie in fünf Aufzügen (Berlin: Hyperionverlag, 1914); 
on this text, which bears similarities with the above mentioned Vindex sanguinis, see Biale, David, Blood 
and Belief: The Circulation of a Symbol between Jews and Christians (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2007).

128 Ullucci, Daniel, ‘Sacrifice in the Ancient Mediterranean: Recent and Current Research’, Currents in Biblical 
Research, 13.3 (2015), 388–439 at 394–95.

129 On violence and sacrifice see the influential works of Bataille, George, La part maudite (Paris: Les Amis des 
Éditions de Minuit, 1949); Girard, René, La violence et le sacré (Paris: Grasset, 1972); Girard, René, Le bouc 
émissaire (Paris: Grasset, 1982); Girard, René, Le sacrifice (Paris: Bibliotèque nationale de France, 2004) 
and, on a different line of inquiry, Burkert, Walter, Homo Necans: Interpretationen Altgriechischer Opferriten 
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In this contribution, however, I have not only focused on the “conversational 
order”, namely on the different layers of interconnected dialogues which can be 
detected in the direct references made by authors through their critical readings, their 
correspondence, and collaborative efforts.130 I have also looked at the legacies that lie 
deep within some recurring questions linked to the theme of sacrifice, which, in this 
narrative, I rooted in the crisis of Latin Christendom, and the consequences brought 
by the Reformation. Sacrifice and blood rituals, the historicization of Christianity, 
and the changes in the interpretation of the Bible are the conditions upon which the 
discussion among the intellectuals who founded “scientific theories” is based. Here I 
suggest, as a working hypothesis, that these theories be considered in their willingness 
to subvert the Christian polemical and theological argument, part of which was 
elaborated in the seventeenth century. They did so in different ways.

The Reformation set in motion changes that modified notions of religion, ritual, 
and sacrifice: many contrasting voices emerged from the theo-political confrontation 
that followed suit. As Shuger suggests, theories thrived. Their reverberations reached 
through the nineteenth century, even after the political changes triggered by the 
French Revolution, and the process of “secularization”. Echoes of these debates 
resonate, I claim, in the “scientific theories” of sacrifice that I described. Indeed, some 
of these theories attempt to redirect debates on atonement, blood rituals, sacrifice, 
and ritual using comparison and/or philology as a method of inquiry. A subverting 
theory depends on the polemical context, but it does not merely reproduce the 
same argument, in fact it strives to seek a method of inquiry to support its new 
findings. It is “scientific” because it benefits from new discoveries (for instance, the 
evolutionary theory of Darwin, or new archaeological data), uses new methods and 
even endeavours to found new disciplines. Moreover, while aiming to be general, the 
early “scientific theories” on sacrifice were never conceived as revealed truth. They 
were always intended to be open to procedures of falsification. As their afterlife clearly 
proves.

und Mythen (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1972) and the critical response Hamerton-Kelly, ed., Violent Origins; Jay, 
Nancy, Throughout Your Generations Forever: Sacrifice, Religion, and Paternity (Chicago: Chicago University 
Press, 1992); for a discussion: McClymond, Kathryn, ‘Sacrifice and Violence’, in The Blackwell Companion 
to Religion and Violence, ed. by Andrew R. Murphy (Chichester: Blackwell, 2011), pp. 320–30; for the line 
of food consumption see primarily Detienne, Marcel, and Jean-Pierre Vernant, La cuisine du sacrifice en pays 
grec (Paris: Gallimard, 1979); finally, for a valuable reading of the different themes related to sacrifice see 
Grottanelli, Cristiano, Il sacrificio (Rome: Laterza, 1999). See also Bremmer in this volume.

130 Facchini, ‘Alla ricerca del sacrificio perduto’; Fhima and Lardinois, ‘Émile Durkheim et la sociologie des 
religions’.




