
THE SCIENCE OF CUSTOM 17

suppose that by discussing Australian religion rather than
out own we are uncovering primordial religion, or that by

discussing Iroquoian social organization we ate returning
to the mating habits of man's early ancestors.

Since we ate forced to believe that the race of man is

one species, it follows that man everywhere has an equally
long history behind him. Some primitive tribes may have
held relatively closer to primordial forms of behaviour
than civilized man, but this can only be relative and our
guesses are as likely to be wrong as right. There is no
justification for identifying some one contemporary primi-
tive custom with the original type of human behaviour.
Methodologically there is only one means by which we
may gain an approximate knowledge of these early be-
ginnings. That is by a study of the distribution of those
few traits that are universal or near-universal in human
society. There are several that are well known. Of these
everyone agrees upon animism, and the exogamous re-
strictions upon marriage. The conceptions, diverse as they
prove to be, of the human soul, and of an after-life, raise
more question. Beliefs as nearly universal as these we
may justifiably regard as exceedingly old human inven-
tions. This is not equivalent to regarding them as bio-
logically determined, for they may have been very early
inventions of the human race, 'cradle' traits which have
become fundamental in all human thinking. In the last
analysis they may be as socially conditioned as any local
custom. But they have long since become automatic in
human behaviour. They are old, and they are universal.
All this, however, does not make the forms that can be

observed today the original forms that arose in primordial
times. Nor is there any way of reconstructing these origins
from the study of their varieties. One may isolate the
universal core of the belief and differentiate from this its

local forms, but it is still possible that the trait took its


