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The Question of Henotheism
(A contribution to the study of the
problem

of the origin of all religions)

" To; lakwnivzein ejsti; filosofei'n ”.
“Brevity is the soul of wit”.
(Hellenic proverb).

The existence of henotheism in ancient religion is
a historical fact, the detailed study of which contra-
dicts the accepted scientific position on the question
of the origin of religion. Furthermore, it puts the
problem into a new perspective and casts doubt upon
the “monism of dilemma”: polytheism or monothe-

" Antiquitas sine veritate ism? (1) What, then, is henotheism? (2) Where can it
vetustas erroris est ”. be found? (3) What does it consist of? The three
ARCHIM. GRIGORIOS (St Cyprien, Epistula 74).

parts of this study are concerned with the examina-
tion of these questions.
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1. Henotheism is a neologism, yet it may be de-
tined and described as a form of religion which was
ignored until a century ago. For the majority of scien-
tists, henotheism is identified with polytheism. How-
ever, it is different from polytheism, though in fact it
is sometimes difficult to distinguish between them.

Henotheism was a form of worship of a Supreme
God, unique among and above a number of other
gods. Superlative adjectives were used to characterize
the highest god, such as “Supreme”, “ jAnwvtato»”,
{Uyisto»”, “Super-God” (hochgott), and “Summus”.
This Supreme God is a universal principle, and to-
gether with the other inferior Gods can be under-
stood as a whole in the form of the henotheistic reli-
gions.

The phenomenon of henotheism can be observed
in the Indo-European pantheons; nonetheless, is this
phenomenon a “post-polytheistic” or “post-mono-
theistic” one? In other words, since there are three
forms — monotheism, polytheism and henotheism
— could we consider the problem of the origin of
primitive religion as being actually a trilemma : mono-
theism (the Bible), polytheism (the majority of scien-
tists of religion) or henotheism (Max Miiller) ?

In 1870, Max Miiller said that the primitive form
of Vedic religion (Hinduism) was henotheism. While
the country in which it was born was India, one may
tind traces in Greece, Italy and Germany. The impor-
tance of Miiller’s discovery is not fully appreciated to-
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day, and has been disregarded for the last century.
Only general discussion concerning this subject char-
acterize the critical works devoted to it. L. Philippidis
agrees with him about the form of henotheism, but
says only that it was a “transitional stage”.
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2. In the history of religion, events show a pro-
gressive emergence of “elementa numina’. Henotheism
originated in this context. A comparative analysis of
the religions in Asia (the cradle of religion), Africa, and
Europe points out that henotheism was a common
religious characteristic for a prolonged historical pe-
riod.

It was Max Miiller, in his “Origin and development
of Religion” (London 1870), who discovered for the
first time the existence of henotheism in Hinduism in
Asia (Rig Veda). This discovery helps us to identify
the same structures which can be traced in other reli-
gions. In Mesopotamia, for example, different peoples
have religions with a supreme god, who represents the
most important henotheistic characteristic. In Africa,
especially in Egypt, the same basic henotheistic form
can be found, yet bearing another typical characteris-
tic: the political element. In other words, there is a
monarchical structure in political life paralleled by
henotheism in religion. When the Pharaoh or his capi-
tal city changed, the supreme god also changed. How-
ever, the basic form of religion remained the same. In
certain religions in other parts of Africa, henotheism

199



can be traced (among the Pygmies, Boschimans,
Bantous, etc.) because of the easily identifiable con-
cept of a supreme god.

In Europe, henotheism is easier to recognize. It
would be a mistake to say that Hellenic religion was
polytheistic: it was henotheistic from beginning to
end. The most important supreme god is Zeus, who
created the other gods of the Hellenic pantheon. Be-
sides the twelve main gods, there are inferior gods
and demi-gods. Their chronological existence auto-
matically gives rise to the temporal henotheistic pyra-
mid. Similarly, the Roman religion has the same struc-
ture, with a supreme god (“Swummuns Deus Superus
Juppiter”). Henotheism was also characteristic of the
Roman religion in the beginning; then, during the era
of Augustus, a rapid religious evolution took place
throughout the Roman empire, the form of which
was kathenotheism, which later became a polytheistic
religion.
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3. This short comparative study of Religion has
one purpose : to underline in practice the most impor-
tant elements which can be identified in henotheism,
which is itself an historical event. This being so, the
question is posed again: what was the primitive form
of Religion? Obviously, the old question “polytheism
or monotheism?” provoked a polarization within the
science of religion, and therefore independent studies
on this subject were undertaken. However, they are
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not independent or antithetical positions — there is
rather an evolutionary relation between them, and the
“vital link” is henotheism. This is why L. Philippidis
said that henotheism is a “transitional stage”. Yet,
from which form to which? Is it from Pplytheism to
monotheism or from monotheism to polytheism ?

Polytheism is not a creation “ex nihilo”; it is the
consequence of an evolution — following human in-
clination — and a “cancer” in primitive religion. Poly-
theism is a “non-formal multiplication of cells”! Poly-
theism came into existence when other gods
appeared around the unique God of monotheism,
and this “single god” became a “Supreme God”. It
was at that moment henotheism was born. It was
characterized by a hierarchy of gods, at the top of
which was the “Supreme God” (“Primus inter
inferiores”-one among inferiors). Henotheism was fol-
lowed by another, limited in time, religious form:
kathenotheism. In this form, the “Supreme God” of
henotheism is supressed, because every god is “unus
inter pares” (one among equals). This identification of
all gods with the “Supreme God” prepared the way
tfor the wider adoration of the equal gods of polythe-
ism. In kathenotheism, there are many “unique gods”
— many personal gods; it is a “monotheism in plural”.
This form is clearly found in both the Vedic religion
and the Roman one. Then, after kathenotheism came
polytheism, where all Gods became equals. Therefore,
the progression “monotheism-henotheism-
kathenotheism-polytheism” is the correct order and
expresses the correlation between them.
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Polytheism signifies “a plurality of gods,” and
henotheism also means “a plurality of gods” but in a
different way: it deals with a monotheism which was
enriched by the progressive addition of new gods. It
betrays and attests an increase in and a multiplication
of gods. This increase developed from an arithmetical
progression to a geometrical one. In the long run,
henotheism is a syncretism.

All the Indo-European religions were more or less
characterized by henotheism in a particular period of
their history. The archetype of henotheism was found
in a human conceptualization which was reflected by
the human reality and inclination: there is an alterna-
tion between religious and political life.

Henotheism was a “monotheism in principle and a
polytheism in fact”, a human inclination, a religious
form, a religion, a monarchical polytheism, a “presi-
dential republic” (Max Miiller), a “transitional stage”
(L. Philippidis), an inferior form of monotheism and
the “dawn” of polytheism.
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The aim of this brief essay on religion is that of
discovering the direction (fora;-phora) of the historical
evolution of religion. The dominant, yet problematic
orientation in the science of religion today is based on
a false foundation, because in fact we are dealing with
a historical evolution, and henotheism is an interval or
a transitional stage between monotheism and polythe-
ism. The science of religion officially ignores this his-
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torical religious phase and continues to neglect its ex-
istence. However, henotheism contains the key, the
“Ariadne’s thread”, regarding the problem of the ori-
gin of religion.

It can be said, therefore, that Henotheism brings
out the direction (phora) of religious evolution. Mono-
theism was the first form of religion, followed by the
human addition of inferior gods and demi-gods,
which led to the emrgence of henotheism. Then the
equalization of gods (kathenotheism) came, and at
that moment polytheism — in its particular sense —
was born. Of course, this description could be consid-
ered a simplistic over-generalization, but it is a genuine
conclusion of the foregoing study. This direction
(phora) of evolution is logical because it is historical.
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But henotheism is not only concerned with the
origin of religion. In fact, it is a human tendency. That
is why within the church, we also have henotheism,
which the Quinisextus Ecumenical Council 7z Trullo
(691) called “heterotheism” (Canon A) and other ecu-
menical councils sometimes called “heresy” (cf.
Arianism). But this is a topic for another study...

Bibliography about Henotheism

ARNALDEZ Rog., “Un seul dieu”, in La Méditerranée-
Les hommes et héritage, Paris, Flammarion, 21986, p. 7-
44,

201



Dumezin G., Le dienx sounverains des Indo-Enropéens,
Paris, Gallimard, 1977, 268 p.

HAEgkEL J., “Henotheismus”, in Lexikon fiir Theologie
und Kirche, vol. 5, Freiburg, Funfter Band, 1960, p. 233.

HORNUNG Er., Les Dien de P'Egypte-1."'Un et le Mul-
tiple [titre original : Der eine und die vielen], Paris,
Flammarion, 1992, 310 p.

(oE) Hoz Mar. P., “Henotefsmo y Magia en una
inscripcion de Hispania”, in Zeitschrift fiir Papyrologie und
Epigraphik, n° 118 (1997), p. 227-230.

JUuNKER H., Pyramidenzeit, Einsiedeln, 1949.

Kovrrers W., Der Urmensch und sein Welthild, Wien,
1949, p. 154-185.

MULLER Max Fr., A history of ancient sanskrit litera-
ture, London, Williams and Norgate, 1859, 607 p.

MULLER Max Fr., Origine et développement de la reli-
gion, Paris, C. Reinwald et Ce, 1879, 347 p.

MULLER Max Fr., Vorlesungen diber den ursprung und
die Entwicklung der Religion, Strasbourg, 21881.

JSRI o No. 2/Summer 2002

ParatHOMAS Gr. D, “La question de
I’Hénothéisme (Contribution a I’étude du probléme de
origine des religions)”, [Publié dans Théologia
(Athenes), t. 62, nos 3 et 4 (1991), p. 502-527 et 820-
837; t. 63, n° 1 (1992), p. 132-155].

PuiLiepiDis Léon. J., “Monothéisme primordial”, in
Théologia, t. 23, n° 1 (1952), p. 132-142.

PiNARD DE 1A BouLLAYE H., “Hénothéisme”, in
Catholicisme, t. V, Paris, Letouzey et Ané, 1962, p. 603-
605.

RiEs Jul., “Hénothéisme”, in Dictionnaire des Reli-
gions, Paris, pUF, 1984, p. 698.

Ries Jul, “Max Friedrich Miller (1823-1900)”, in
Dictionnaire des Religions, Paris, pur, 1984, p. 1157-1159.

TuEoporou Ev., “Hénothéisme (
JEnoqei>smow»)”, in Encyclopédie religieuse et morale, vol.
5, Atheénes, 1964, col. 696-697.

202



	
	Leonard Swidler 
	FREEDOM  OF  RELIGION AND DIALOGUE • 
	Lucian N. Leustean  
	Stadiul dialogului interreligios si perspectivele sale in ecumenismul european • 
	Mukhtar Umar Bunza  
	Islamism Vs Secularism: A Religious- Political Struggle in Modern Nigeria • 
	Kathleen A. Tobin  
	International Birth Control Politics: The Evolution of a Catholic Contraceptive Debate in Latin America • 
	Florea Lucaci  
	An Analytical Perspective on the Creatio ex nihilo Concept • 
	William Westerman 
	Religious Folklife and Folk Theology in the Sanctuary Movement1  • 
	Simon Geissbühler  
	No Religion, No (Political) Values? 
	Political Attitudes of Atheists in Comparison • 
	Sandu Frunza  
	Primul concept de ideologie 
	elaborat de Marx - intre praxis 
	si religie • 
	Stefan Maftei  
	Art, Politics and Religion. Historical Perspectives on Self-defining • 
	Mihaela Frunza  
	Intre obsesii nationaliste si fantasme religioase. 
	O analiza simbolica a „Clujului tricolor" • 
	Codruta Cuceu  
	Spatiul Ghetoului • 
	Mirela Calbaza-Ormenisan  
	Spatiul carceral - instrumentalizare excesiva, ocultarea binomului religie-putere • 
	Mihnea Vasilescu 
	Calcul sau Credinta?
	Aplicatii ale teoriei alegerii rationale in studiul religiei • 
	Khurshida Yunusova  
	The Reasons of the Tragic Events in Fergana in the Summer Of 1989  • 
	Archim. Grigorios D. Papathomas 

	
	Leonard Swidler 
	FREEDOM  OF  RELIGION AND DIALOGUE • 
	Lucian N. Leustean  
	Stadiul dialogului interreligios si perspectivele sale in ecumenismul european • 
	Mukhtar Umar Bunza  
	Islamism Vs Secularism: A Religious- Political Struggle in Modern Nigeria • 
	Kathleen A. Tobin  
	International Birth Control Politics: The Evolution of a Catholic Contraceptive Debate in Latin America • 
	Florea Lucaci  
	An Analytical Perspective on the Creatio ex nihilo Concept • 
	William Westerman 
	Religious Folklife and Folk Theology in the Sanctuary Movement1  • 
	Simon Geissbühler  
	No Religion, No (Political) Values? 
	Political Attitudes of Atheists in Comparison • 
	Sandu Frunza  
	Primul concept de ideologie 
	elaborat de Marx - intre praxis 
	si religie • 
	Stefan Maftei  
	Art, Politics and Religion. Historical Perspectives on Self-defining • 
	Mihaela Frunza  
	Intre obsesii nationaliste si fantasme religioase. 
	O analiza simbolica a „Clujului tricolor" • 
	Codruta Cuceu  
	Spatiul Ghetoului • 
	Mirela Calbaza-Ormenisan  
	Spatiul carceral - instrumentalizare excesiva, ocultarea binomului religie-putere • 
	Mihnea Vasilescu 
	Calcul sau Credinta?
	Aplicatii ale teoriei alegerii rationale in studiul religiei • 
	Khurshida Yunusova  
	The Reasons of the Tragic Events in Fergana in the Summer Of 1989  • 
	Archim. Grigorios D. Papathomas 

	
	Leonard Swidler 
	FREEDOM  OF  RELIGION AND DIALOGUE • 
	Lucian N. Leustean  
	Stadiul dialogului interreligios si perspectivele sale in ecumenismul european • 
	Mukhtar Umar Bunza  
	Islamism Vs Secularism: A Religious- Political Struggle in Modern Nigeria • 
	Kathleen A. Tobin  
	International Birth Control Politics: The Evolution of a Catholic Contraceptive Debate in Latin America • 
	Florea Lucaci  
	An Analytical Perspective on the Creatio ex nihilo Concept • 
	William Westerman 
	Religious Folklife and Folk Theology in the Sanctuary Movement1  • 
	Simon Geissbühler  
	No Religion, No (Political) Values? 
	Political Attitudes of Atheists in Comparison • 
	Sandu Frunza  
	Primul concept de ideologie 
	elaborat de Marx - intre praxis 
	si religie • 
	Stefan Maftei  
	Art, Politics and Religion. Historical Perspectives on Self-defining • 
	Mihaela Frunza  
	Intre obsesii nationaliste si fantasme religioase. 
	O analiza simbolica a „Clujului tricolor" • 
	Codruta Cuceu  
	Spatiul Ghetoului • 
	Mirela Calbaza-Ormenisan  
	Spatiul carceral - instrumentalizare excesiva, ocultarea binomului religie-putere • 
	Mihnea Vasilescu 
	Calcul sau Credinta?
	Aplicatii ale teoriei alegerii rationale in studiul religiei • 
	Khurshida Yunusova  
	The Reasons of the Tragic Events in Fergana in the Summer Of 1989  • 
	Archim. Grigorios D. Papathomas 

	
	Leonard Swidler 
	FREEDOM  OF  RELIGION AND DIALOGUE • 
	Lucian N. Leustean  
	Stadiul dialogului interreligios si perspectivele sale in ecumenismul european • 
	Mukhtar Umar Bunza  
	Islamism Vs Secularism: A Religious- Political Struggle in Modern Nigeria • 
	Kathleen A. Tobin  
	International Birth Control Politics: The Evolution of a Catholic Contraceptive Debate in Latin America • 
	Florea Lucaci  
	An Analytical Perspective on the Creatio ex nihilo Concept • 
	William Westerman 
	Religious Folklife and Folk Theology in the Sanctuary Movement1  • 
	Simon Geissbühler  
	No Religion, No (Political) Values? 
	Political Attitudes of Atheists in Comparison • 
	Sandu Frunza  
	Primul concept de ideologie 
	elaborat de Marx - intre praxis 
	si religie • 
	Stefan Maftei  
	Art, Politics and Religion. Historical Perspectives on Self-defining • 
	Mihaela Frunza  
	Intre obsesii nationaliste si fantasme religioase. 
	O analiza simbolica a „Clujului tricolor" • 
	Codruta Cuceu  
	Spatiul Ghetoului • 
	Mirela Calbaza-Ormenisan  
	Spatiul carceral - instrumentalizare excesiva, ocultarea binomului religie-putere • 
	Mihnea Vasilescu 
	Calcul sau Credinta?
	Aplicatii ale teoriei alegerii rationale in studiul religiei • 
	Khurshida Yunusova  
	The Reasons of the Tragic Events in Fergana in the Summer Of 1989  • 
	Archim. Grigorios D. Papathomas 

	
	Leonard Swidler 
	FREEDOM  OF  RELIGION AND DIALOGUE • 
	Lucian N. Leustean  
	Stadiul dialogului interreligios si perspectivele sale in ecumenismul european • 
	Mukhtar Umar Bunza  
	Islamism Vs Secularism: A Religious- Political Struggle in Modern Nigeria • 
	Kathleen A. Tobin  
	International Birth Control Politics: The Evolution of a Catholic Contraceptive Debate in Latin America • 
	Florea Lucaci  
	An Analytical Perspective on the Creatio ex nihilo Concept • 
	William Westerman 
	Religious Folklife and Folk Theology in the Sanctuary Movement1  • 
	Simon Geissbühler  
	No Religion, No (Political) Values? 
	Political Attitudes of Atheists in Comparison • 
	Sandu Frunza  
	Primul concept de ideologie 
	elaborat de Marx - intre praxis 
	si religie • 
	Stefan Maftei  
	Art, Politics and Religion. Historical Perspectives on Self-defining • 
	Mihaela Frunza  
	Intre obsesii nationaliste si fantasme religioase. 
	O analiza simbolica a „Clujului tricolor" • 
	Codruta Cuceu  
	Spatiul Ghetoului • 
	Mirela Calbaza-Ormenisan  
	Spatiul carceral - instrumentalizare excesiva, ocultarea binomului religie-putere • 
	Mihnea Vasilescu 
	Calcul sau Credinta?
	Aplicatii ale teoriei alegerii rationale in studiul religiei • 
	Khurshida Yunusova  
	The Reasons of the Tragic Events in Fergana in the Summer Of 1989  • 
	Archim. Grigorios D. Papathomas 


