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Compare and critically contrast Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim’s views of sacred space

Introduction

This essay compares and contrasts Emile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade’s viewpoints of the sacred space. In general, Durkheim and Eliade played a significant role in bringing the study of the sacred space to a grounding-breaking new level. The theories they developed helped usher the later scholars to explore the holy influences on the current and future. 

In terms of sacred space, many scholars and theorists have worked on this subject from humanity, religious, anthropological, archaeological, sociological, and geographical backgrounds. Obviously, later research works were inspired by their books The Elementary Forms of Religious Life by Emilie Durkheim and The Sacred and the Profane by Mircea Eliade. This essay mainly focuses on the arguments from these two masterpieces to demonstrate the similarities and differences between the two. Sacred space terminology sometimes equals sacred geography or sacred space, to understand the concept of this term, the relationship or position of the human, the religion, and the universe and cosmic should be considered. Both Durkheim and Eliade possessed rich knowledge of religion and rituals, and their experience with culture and depth of human wisdom made them take the pioneering role in studying this sacred space concept constantly. This essay will present their viewpoint of the sacred space block by block accordingly.

Main body

Interpreting the meaning of sacred space is the first step in contrasting and comparing the two theorists. Anthony Thorley defined “Sacred Geography as the study of qualities of the sacred and related cultural activities found in certain places and expressed in a spatial context”.1 From this definition, three components are key elements to explore: (1) sacred-related activities, which could involve pure sacredness and human activities towards sacredness; (2) in certain places, in other words, could be sacred spaces/places; (3) spatial context, the sacredness meaning could extend to the universe level. Some other scholars also brought about a similar definition of sacred space or sacred place, which are fundamentally interchangeable. In terms of the research perspective, the definition takes the knowledge or experiences across disciplines. Determining the three components of sacred ordered activities, sacred space, and universe involvement made the sacred space versatile and diverse.

Emile Durkheim was raised in a traditional Jewish family, later he left home and received systematic education in psychology and philosophy. Later he began the empirical science research approach and embarked on the journey to participate in the study of society and engaged in some radical social activities. Historically his achievements were mostly associated with the independent subject of sociology, separating it from philosophy and others as a branding new research realm. Therefore, his knowledge and experiences enabled him to make an enormous contribution to work on the discipline of sociology. Meanwhile, at this time, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it was a period when community diversity was improved, and self-awareness rose making the traditional way of the society fragments to shattered. Durkheim’s opinion towards nature was “Nature was for them the great surprise and the great fear; it was a permanent marvel and a permanent miracle.2 He embraced the sacredness experience of nature and elevated it to the definition of sacred space.This essay dives into three parts of Durkheim’s theory of sacred space to decipher how his spirits and attitude towards this concept. 

In the first place, in the definition of sacredness, in the book of Forms, Durkheim defined it as “A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden—beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them.” It can be visualized that the sacred things are derived from religion through a system of belief and practices. Karen Field, who translated Durkheim’s book Forms also highlighted three layers of concepts from these terms to remember: One is religion would not turn a science positive away from observing phenomena. Second the “unified system” indicated that the belief in religion was following the internal order. Third, religion is social as a result of certain people who set them apart, certain people created the term “moral community”, which refers to a group of individuals who share mutual recognition, identities, and human terrain. 3 The term “set things apart” is one kind of isolation that separates religious life from non-religious. Further to emphasize this concept, Datta held the view that Durkheim idea of “religion” is a sociological term to represent social composition, such as law, morality, and family, as they could be spotted in Durkheim’s book Forms accordingly.4 In sum, Durkheim emphasized a systematic religion or belief to set the apart and forbidden.

In addition, inspired by two types of knowledge, reason, and senses in opposite, Durkheim raised the famous “sacred-profane dichotomy.” Durkheim believed that the disappearance of reasoning is to decrease the reason to experience.5 Harold Fallding believed that Durkheim’s point of “sacred-profane dichotomy” was less clear compared with other theorists. The “sacred” is associated with the holy, while profane refers to the violation of the holy.6 To explain in which circumstances this theory works, Datta quoted that “For Durkheim, as for the contributors in this issue, sacred and profane powers can be found quite outside the domain of formal religious institutions, from highly charged occasions to the most troubling domains of social life.” From there, they concluded that Durkheim’s society view carries some extent of optimism, especially morality is a human guidance while not a social fact.7 What’s more, Field supported that to make sacredness alive, sacredness needs to be maintained through ritual forms with continuous/unstoppable support from certain groups of people. In other words, each time, a certain group of people perform such rituals or organize adequate religious activities will validate sacredness over and over again. Vice versa, if such a group of people disappears or no longer maintains religious activities, then the sacredness will disappear accordingly.8 Also, regarding nature, From the above description, Durkheim’s sacred-profane dichotomy had a cross-generational significance, and the boundaries of the two are relatively interchangeable when the circumstances of involved sacred activities are demolished. In other words, Durkheim’s viewpoint of sacred space was associated with strong social and community knots. As W.S.F. Pickering put it that “For Durkheim, at the heart of every religion stands the sacred.”9
Lastly, Durkheim proposed an idea of “collective consciousness”, “The conscience collective is the achievement of mind that transfigures the real world and makes it a shared world that is in fact the real world as know and knowable by some group, some moral community.”10 Through the study of both Durkheim’s and Jung’s work, Susan F. Greenwood realized that the term “collective consciousness” covers more context as it appears, she states that the “collective consciousness” contains sacred religious beliefs, or collective representations, and binds societies together through publicly acknowledged symbols and rites “, the collective consciousness for Durkheim is only a representation or a perception of the whole society. The unconscious side remains hidden but appears obviously through social facts.11 For Durkheim, through certain sacred rituals or activities, the individual or personal minds form a unified “collective consciousness”, facilitating society's adhesive to collective awareness and integration. The “collective consciousness” idea were influenced by Durkheim’s sociology study and his idea of ideal society composition.
Half a century after Durkheim’s birth, Mircea Eliade came into the world, who was recognized as a historian of religions, he has devoted his life to the study of religion through many subjects’ perspectives.   Eliade was raised in Romania by a military captain's father. His experience of traveling and studying in India equipped him with the unique perspective to dive deeply into the religious field. Mircea received a systematic and comprehensive education in philosophy. When he was young, he tried to solve scientific problems through literature. While later as time passed by and experiences grew, he began the work on the historian and religion and therefore published the book The Sacred and the Profane. Some of his viewpoints towards sacred space resonate with Durkheim's ideas, while in the context of manifestation of sacredness, Eliade had a different perspective, they will be discussed in the following three paragraphs correspondingly.

Firstly, Eliade view of the worldwide and the cosmic could be interpreted through his sacred place definition, he thinks that a sacred place is concreated by a break in the homogeneity of space, the break is a pass-through between the cosmic regions, besides the communication with the heaven expressed by certain images, the world lies around the cosmic axis. Then he describes the feeling of the sacred experience as some kind of interruption, breaks in it. To be more specific a place is distinguished from others. Therefore, a sacred space is treated as a significant place for religious man.12 As for the sacred content, Eliade believed that it contains “all reality or value and other things acquire reality only to the extent that they participate in the sacred.”13 Stephen J. Reno expressed that the sacred is manifested in the profane through daily experience such as symbols, and archetypes to transfer them into the transcendent reality know(“sacred”).14 Randall also mentioned that ” 'the sacred' is a cover-term for that category of' objects' constituted in the mind of the believer as both 'ultimately real' and as distinct from the profane world.”15 From the above explanations, the decoding of sacred for Eliade was more associated with a structure construction of an interruption of religious experience among the homo religious. 

Secondly, Eliade acknowledged the existence of the sacred and the profane dichotomy, and he adopted this idea from Durkheim, in addition, he concluded that the co-existence of the sacred and the profane is not only related to history, sociology, and anthropology. Fundamentally, they’re the sacred and profane dichotomy relying on humankind taking their respective roles in the universe. 16 In addition, to identify the boundary between the sacred and the profane, Eliade mentioned that the threshold of the two modes indicates the limit, the frontier of the opposite two worlds. Meanwhile, the two worlds communicate to allow the transcendent to happen.17 Beldon C. Lane confirmed Eliade’s ideas of sacred and brought it up in his sacred places concept, in which he highlighted that “a sacred place is not chosen, it chooses” as the first principle of the sacred place. He continues to explain that the sacred place becomes the point where all meaning derives.18 Randall also noticed that for Eliade, the concrete religious phenomenon represents a unique way connected with the sacred, which is a world religious way.19 Douglas Allen believed that “Eliade's interpretation of the dialectic of the sacred allows him to distinguish religious phenomena” and he learned from Eliade that the religion which was occupied with sacred and distinguished from the profane.20 In sum, the sacred and profane mode from Eliade are two modes that both exist and they sometimes communicate through the universe. 
Furthermore, Eliade introduced the “hierophany” in the process of sacredness manifestation. In the development of the “hireophany” theory, one theorist cannot be ignored, Rudolf Otto who defined the “numinous” in three ways (1) numinous is totally different experience than in ordinary life; (2)it provokes terror as presenting overwhelming power) it represents merciful and gracious.21 Based on Otto’s “numinous”, Eliade came up with the “hierophany” to supplement the connotation of sacred space. Additionally, Eliade defined that “sacred manifests itself in any hierophany, there is also revelations of an absolute reality, opposed to the nonreality of the vast surrounding expanse.”22 Thus “every sacred space implied a hierophany”. Randall commented that “The centrality of phenomenology over history in Eliade is reflected in his general understanding of the religious phenomenon as hierophany”.23 Based on Eliade’s term of “dialectic of sacred”, Stephen J. Reno also mentioned that “According to this notion the sacred is always manifesting itself through some formerly profane object, but the manifestation is never complete. The sacred never fully reveals itself, nor is the profane ever completely transformed into the sacred.”24 Given this evidence, Eliade’s “hierophany” provided a structure of manifestation, for a religious man as Eliade mentioned in his book of the Sacred and the Profane, the process of “hierophany” could be interpreted a channel which allow the communication flows through the recognized sacred subjects to transmit the profane to sacred. Meanwhile, the channel provides the possibility to allow the cosmos or universe to manifest in the real world among the religious man.
Conclusion

From the above investigations, it is inevitable to notice that in the field of sacred space, Eliade and Durkheim share a lot of inheritance and research approaches. Despite the various social environment and study experiences of the two, they came across some fundamental knowledge of sacred as something “set things apart” or “some interruptions break in”, the profane and the sacred dichotomy. They worked so hard to explore the field of sacredness through massive work with indigenous people and through many phenomenon observations, to discover the relationship between human/homo religiosus and nature/universe. At the same time, there exist some significant differences between the two, such as their attitudes towards individual and community’s function in the sacred space respectively, especially Eliade worked on the term “hierophany” to make the process and scope of sacred place more completeness. The research diversity of the two provided a mirror to modern people to reflect how the concept progressed accordingly.
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