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1. The Function of Taboos

When people talk nowadays of the social aspects of modern life, and es-
pecially of its sexual aspects, they are sure to refer to what they call the dis-
appearance of taboos. They proceed to enumerate a number of things which in
our society were formerly forbidden (and presumably not done) and now are
not forbidden, together with a corresponding list of things which were {former-
ly prescribed (and presumably carried out) but now are regarded as unneces-
sary, indifferent, or even undesirable, to use no stronger term.

It seems possible to any one whose memory goes back for half a century
that these people may be justified in their statements, and as one who has
sometimes been execrated or eulogized for playing a part in the change T have
no wish to deny its existence. It even seems to me that the time has come for
taking a broad view of this change. I think I am competent to take that view,
for my attitude is really impartial, since if, on the one hand, 1 have done my
best to destroy some taboos, on the other, I not only have a {irm faith in ta-
boos but I regard them as absolutely an indestructible element of social life,
and not of human life alone,

A taboo, speaking roughly, simply indicates something that is “not done,” ¥
The reason why it is not done may be, and often is, unknown to those who
observe the taboo. So that all sorts of reasons—often very unreasonable rea-
sons—are invented to explain the taboo. But below the surface there always
are reasons for taboos. Among wild birds in a special phase of bird-existence it
is taboo to remain close to human beings. That taboo is strictly analogous to
human taboos; it is an adopted custom. It is not found everywhere among
birds. When men first visit virgin islands of the southern seas there are birds
who do not regard human beings as taboo. The taboo is introduced later when
human beings have become destructive to the bird society. It is, of course,

2 1. The Function of Taboos
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completely unnecessary to be aware of the reason for the taboo, and if birds
ever acquired speculative minds they would invent reasons. That is, as we
know, exactly what human societies do. The distinction of human taboos lies
largely in their high imaginativeness, alike as regards their nature and the
supposed reasons assigned for them, and in the comparative swiftness with
which they may change.

Yet taboos remain as essential in human life as in life generally., They are
a part of tradition, and it is difficult to say that tradition, though always
growing and changing, is anywhere non-existent or that life would be possible
without it. Among lower forms of life we commonly talk of an adaptation to
the environment. The adoption of a taboo, whether or not by modifying it, is
exactly such an adaptation to the environment, in accordance with tradition.
In the British Isles it is usually taboo for men and women to go about naked.
But it is not invariably so. In the seventeenth century, as Fynes Moryson tes-
tifies, high-born ladies could go about naked in some districts of Ireland, and,
as Pepys testifies, occasional eccentric individuals could do so even in the
streets of London. It is quite likely that this taboo will shift again—it is in-
deed already beginning to do so—and become less stringent. Taboos are con-
stantly liable to shift backwards and forwards over the threshold between pro-
hibition and permission. We witness similar shifting taboos in nature, and it
might not be too fanciful to trace them even in the plant world. We are often
50 obsessed by our own modes of activity that we fail to realize that we are,
after all, a part of nature and that the same movements which occur in us also
occur, however widely different the forms, in other vital phenomena.

Unthinking people sometimes talk as though taboos were effete relics of
the past which it is in our power to cast away altogether. A litter reflection
might serve to show not only that they are far too numerous and too deeply
rooted to be torn up at will but that we should be in a sad case without them,
indeed that human society could not survive their loss. It is certain that prop-
erty-—which from Neolithic times and no doubt earlier has been an important
element of human society—could not exist without the taboo against stealing.
Law and the police struggle against the violations of that taboo; but they do so
very ineffectually; they could not do it at all in the absence of the taboo, for
we all of us everyday possess the opportunity to steal. Among savages nearly
everywhere it is taboo which binds the members of the clan together and en-
sures that they shall behave one to another in a decently social manner. ® We

have lost the word but we have the bond under other names. Today, a distin-
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guished English lawyer, Lord Buckmaster, calls it“social opinion. ” He is
strongly opposed to capital punishment and to any form of vengeance wreaked
on the criminal. “It is my beliel, "he said,giving evidence before a Select Com-
mittee of the House of Commons (26 March 1930),“that the real deterrent
against crime is social opinion. It is not the police nor the laws. 1t is the
healthy public opinion which affects and surrounds a man from his youth. In
other words, it is the existence of taboos. ”

It is indeed only the existence of such taboos which enable us to possess
any sacredness of personality at all. It is taboos that preserve our more refined
sensibilities from the people who wipe their mouths with the tablecloth and
blow their noses on the serviette, and it is taboos that preserve us from being
murdered outright,  we were objects of complete indifference to our {ellows,
or of no more concern than stones or trees, we should soon be driven up to or
over the verge of suicide. Life is livable because we know that wherever we go
most of the people we meet will be restrained in their actions towards us by an
almost instinctive network of taboos. We know that they will allow us the
same or nearly the same degree of freedom and privilege that they claim for
themselves; if we take our place in a queue at a railway station or a theatre
they will not thrust themselves in front of us; if we claim a seat by placing our
suitcase on it they will not fling the article aside and place themselves there; if
they desire to perform any of the intimate natural excretory functions which
are commonly regarded as disgusting they will not spontaneously do it before
our faces; if—to come to the sphere with which taboos are today for most per-
sons specially associated—they chance to experience an impulse of sexual at-
traction they will not lay lustful hands on us but either conceal their feeling or
strive to find delicate methods of expressing it. No published laws and regula-
tions—even when such exist—are needed to restrain them. They are held
back by almost instinctive taboos.

The pronounced growth of a new taboo in a whole nation is seen in the
change of attitude towards drunkenness which has taken place in England dur-
ing the life-time of those past middle age, and is clearly demonstrated alike by
the statistics of the consumption of alcohol and police-court convictions for
drunkenness. Among the upper classes drunkenness had disappeared as a
prominent social phenomenon at the beginning of the nineteenth century. It
was in the previous century that a great statesman like Pitt could openly re-
lieve himself of the results of excessive drink by going behind the Speaker’s

chair in Parliament to vomit, and that men of good society after dinner, when
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the ladies had retired, could drink port till they fell beneath the table. But
such scenes among the populace in the streets of that century, as depicted by
Hogarth, were much slower to pass away. Within living memory, however,
there has been a great change in this respect among the lower social classes,
and those of us who knew London fifty years ago can bear witness to the fre-
quency of the signs of drunkenness then compared with their rarity now. The
change is reflected in police-court convictions for drunkenness; comparing
even so recent a year as 1905 with 1928, there was a drop of seventy-three
percent in the convictions during those twenty-three years. To some extent
the change is due to diminished facilities for obtaining drink and its higher
price. But the young man of today has a new social ideal; he does not want to
spend his evenings in a public-house, like the men of an elder generation now
dying out;“he puts on a nice suit of clothes,” as an ex-Chief Constable of Po-
lice remarks, “and nicely cleaned boots, with the other accessories of a tidy
turn-out, and takes his young lady to cinema, dance, or wherever fancy may
lead them; she is smartly dressed, and he has to live up to her standard. The
shillings that used to go in drink are saved up for clothes and to spend on
amusements; and the young man is so far different from his predecessor of
another generation that he has acquired the necessary amount of self-respect to
feel it a disgrace to be seen drunk. ” In other words, a new taboo has come in-
to existence,

Such taboos are typical in our own society. and are cherished even by the
person who professes the strongest contempt for taboos. il he is a fairly nor-
mal member of our society. We may even say that he is—whether or not he
knows it—actually engaged in increasing and strengthening them. The whole
tendency of our society today is to increase and strengthen the taboos which
prescerve the freedom and enlarge the activities of the individual in moving
about in a civilized environment. Several even of those taboos which 1 have
just mentioned as today “almost instinctive” had little or no force half a centu-
ry ago; | mysell can recall the time when some of them had not come into be-
ing, or were not commonly recognized, and I cun therefore realize the benefits
they confer. There is no doubt that the growth of urban life and the associated
collectivistic activities which are for the benefit of all, but belong to no indi-
vidual, demand for their full enjoyment a system of taboos, cither automatic
or self-imposed by an effort of discipline. It is only so that the municipal or-
ganization of books and pictures and music and gardens and {ountains becomes

possible with all the privileges and the conveniences of urban life. The individ-
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