Essay 1: Comparing and contrasting the ideas of Durkheim and Eliade on Sacred Space (maximum word count 2360)
Introduction
This essay compares the views of Mircea Eliade and Emilie Durkheim on sacred space. The word sacred comes from the Latin ‘sacer,’ which means holy/consecrated, though it can also mean accursed or horrible[footnoteRef:1]. The word ‘space’ is more controversial, and since Descartes, space has frequently taken over from the notion of place to describe a site or landscape, but for the purposes of this essay this term will be used. Humans have long since associated an encounter with the sacred, the ‘wholly other’ (Otto) with a place from the Duranki of Sumeria, or the High Place of Judaism and this experience has been named topophilia, an enhanced landscape (Guenoun) genii loci.[footnoteRef:2] However, it was Durkheim and Eliade through their detailed study of religious history provided a theological framework for the study of sacred space. This essay will place both authors in context, then compare and contrast the concepts sacred and the profane, homogenous/heterogenous space, the hierophany, centrality and the role of man and time in maintaining the space as sacred. [1:  Lewis and Short, A Latin Dictionary, 1969 edn]  [2:  Lane p. 7] 

Context
Emile Durkheim (1858 – 1917) is often credited with being one of the key founders of modern sociology and was the first professor in this subject at the University of Bordeaux, and in later life, held the chair of Education at the Sorbonne. [footnoteRef:3]He wrote on a range of subjects including philosophy, anthropology and religious studies but it was for his magnum opus ‘The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life’ (1912) that explored the social origins and function of religion for which he was most famous. Mircea Eliade (1907 – 1986) on the other hand, was a Romanian born polymath fluent in five languages who wrote copiously on the theme of the history and philosophy of religion, as well as being a short story writer, essayist and journalist.[footnoteRef:4] Like Durkheim, he became established in the academic world in later life and was made professor emeritus in the history of religions at the Divinity School of the University of Chicago. In addition to writing the ‘Sacred and the Profane’ (1957) and ‘The Myth of the Eternal Return’ (1954), Eliade’s most influential work was ‘Patterns of Comparative Religion’ (1974). Both wrote primarily for academic audiences, though Eliade’s ‘Eternal Return’ was also widely read by the general public.  [3:  ]  [4:  ] 

Durkheim was primarily an anthropologist, and following in the footsteps of Comte, he introduced a scientific method into the social sciences.[footnoteRef:5] In ‘Forms,’ he draws on the available ethnographic material on the Arunta tribe of Central Australia to examine just one type of religion (Australian totemism) whereas Eliade examined material from a wide range of cultures and studies. Neither of them conducted their own field work, though Eliade was widely travelled.  They used contrasting approaches: Eliade used a morphological approach (taken from Goethe) and tried to ‘avoid reductionism, essentialism, or evolution’ and criticises Durkheim for using all three.[footnoteRef:6] His study of material/phenomena make his method phenomenological (though he would not have called it this), but he has also been criticised for making comparisons in what should be a non-comparative approach. [footnoteRef:7] Durkheim concerned with the scientific method, Eliade has been criticised for a lack of empirical support.[footnoteRef:8]  [5:  ]  [6:  Smith p. 335]  [7:  Smith p. 333]  [8:  Leach 2006 (see Barth)] 

Both authors were highly influential in the study of not just the religious, but the sacred. They were original thinkers who lived in a time of modernisation and experimentation, and Durkheim contributed to the founding of the new science of sociology and an associated method. [footnoteRef:9] According to Barth, Eliade was one of the most influential and controversial figures in twentieth century religious studies.[footnoteRef:10] Like Durkheim, he was deeply embroiled in the politics of the time, and has been criticised for alleged involvement with both antisemitism and fascism. [footnoteRef:11]Durkheim’s work was also regarded as controversial: the reaction of French academia to ‘Forms’ has been described as ‘violent’ and his rhetorical style highly criticised. [footnoteRef:12] Eliade’s accessible and often poetic writing style gave him a wider appeal, as did his access to publishing.   [9:  Translators introduction]  [10:  Barth p. 60]  [11:  Barth p. 59]  [12:  Translators note] 

Discussion
According to Durkheim, religious phenomena divides the world into two phenomema, sacred and profane, embracing all that exists but excluding one another, as 'sacred things differ from profane things in their very nature and ... their essence is different' [footnoteRef:13]. It is this distinction between sacred and profane that is the basis of all religious movements. He himself writes of the sacred as that which is set apart, as that which society holds in its highest esteem which is not to be challenged or desecrated. [footnoteRef:14] On the other hand, the profane ‘is that which threatens, undermines or abolishes the sacred, and 'destroys its essential attributes.'[footnoteRef:15]  [13:  54/42/118]  [14:  (1906b/1924a: 103/t.1953b:70)]  [15:  1906b/1924a:103/ t.1953b:70] 

Building on, but not acknowledging, these concepts, Eliade combined them with Otto’s ideas of The Holy and applied them to sacred space.[footnoteRef:16] He used the words homogenous or heterogenous to categorise space whereby sacred space is ‘non-homogenous’ because it constitutes a break in space itself through which the divine can literally ‘irrupt.’ Consequently, profane place is heterogenous, or non-homogenous, because all profane space is uniform and neutral.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Otto reference]  [17:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane] 

Eliade’s notion of place was influence by both Plato, who used the Chora of Plato to describe the subtle aspect of place,  and Aristotle whose Topos was a simple location or receptacle.[footnoteRef:18] Durkheim was more influenced by Kant who used different ideas to describe the same concepts, the ‘phenomenal’ world as it presents to us, and the ‘neumenal’ world which we cannot experience directly but only through the senses.[footnoteRef:19] However, for Durkheim, it was the mind that was primary, as ‘only the mind can perceive attributes that have no form and therefore ritual is required to maintain the sacredness: the collective consciousness of humans is what keeps it sacred.’ [footnoteRef:20] Eliade accepted exploration through the senses and therefore often perceived the sacred through archetypes, or Plato’s Forms.[footnoteRef:21] Durkheim does not use the term archetypal, but his book ‘Forms’ seeks to find ‘the permanent elements’ of humanity and religion and these principle elements have archetypal characteristics. [footnoteRef:22] [18:  ]  [19:  Allen, p. 119]  [20:  ]  [21:  . P33 Hassner  
]  [22:  Introduction to Forms p. 7] 

For Eliade, ‘the sacred always manifests itself as a reality of a wholly different order from ‘natural’ realities, a phenomena that Eliade describes as a hierophany. [footnoteRef:23] The hierophany manifests, or irrupts, shows itself to us, in certain spaces, therefore space itself is not homogeneous. The sacred explodes out of the profane, revealing the absolute reality, and in this is how the divine reveals itself. This is the basis of religion, so gods exist independently of the human mind. [footnoteRef:24]Eliade’s platonic influence attributes agency to the sacred, so sacredness is allocated by place, not people, and the way humans deal with this is either ‘archaic or modern.’[footnoteRef:25]. [23:  (Sacred and Profane, page 10)]  [24:  Northrop, p. 28.]  [25:  Barth page 61] 

Not so for Durkheim: his premise is that ‘religion is something eminently social. Religious representations are collective representations which express collective realities.’ [footnoteRef:26] Religions are founded on and express the real, and sacred spaces are kept sacred by the actions of people, who set them apart through performing ritual, and indeed, they only remain sacred as long as this ritual is performed.[footnoteRef:27]Sacredness is allocated by people. So a clear distinction arises in the way that the concepts of the sacred and the profane are understood by Eliade and Durkheim. For Eliade, the sacred manifest independently from human behaviour, but can be maintained by humans through ritual or design and for Durkheim the sacred both arises from and is maintained by society, so it has a purely sociological function. For Durkheim humans create the sacred, but Eliade’s notion that the sacred can arise spontaneously gives birth to the notion of agency of space. This idea is also apparent in the work of Aristotle, as according to Casey commentating on his work, ‘place is something with its own inherent powers, a premetric phenomena.’ [footnoteRef:28]It is a concept that remains to be controversial. [26:  Introduction to Forms, p.9 ]  [27:  Field, Introduction to Forms, page xivi – v.)]  [28:  See Bernadette’s ppt] 

They agree, however, that the terms sacred and profane are polar opposites, embracing all experience but mutually exclusive in their nature. However, Durkheim did not see the sacred as isolated, as it can only be understood by its opposite, the profane. He believed that polarity comes from the way that man thinks about the world, so therefore thinks of his perspective as empirical. [footnoteRef:29]However, Talcott Parsons criticised his method as being ‘nonempirical reality.’ [footnoteRef:30] Eliade also agrees as he writes there are only two modes of being in the world, sacred or profane, but only the religious man sees this distinction. [footnoteRef:31]These positions give rise to what has been called ‘an ontological binary’ and both authors have been criticised for not seeing them in greyscale and a continuum. [footnoteRef:32]Evans-Pritchard said (1965: 65) that he had never found the sacred/ profane dichotomy of much use in either formulating fieldwork-testable questions or classifying observed facts. [footnoteRef:33] [29:  ]  [30:  Translators note]  [31:  (Barth page 61]  [32:  Hassner ? p. 42]  [33:  Allen p. 110] 

Durkheim himself came to modify this bipartite approach and comes to see that one pole contains its own binary system as ‘the sacred is not 'one' but 'two’ and can it can manifests as either beneficient powers or evil and impure powers. [footnoteRef:34] For Eliade, the sacred is only positive in that it can never projects anything demonic, and things only become real when they participate in the sacred.[footnoteRef:35] The profane, however, is defined in purely negative terms by both authors. Eliade was influenced by Rudolf Otto (Das Heilige, 1917), which sees the numinous as primary, and Durkheim would agree. This gives rise to the notion that the  sacred is the ‘real world’ and the profane as somehow inferior. Both define the profane in wholly negative terms.[footnoteRef:36]  [34:  (Pickering, p. 127.)]  [35:  Myth of Eternal Return, p. 5]  [36:  .(Durkheim Pickering, p. 126.)] 

Eliade’s conceptualisation of the sacred that irrupts out of a break in the homogeneity of space led him to identify this place as a ‘centre, an axis mundi or central axis for all future orientation. The image of the opening is key, and none more so than the centre ‘where the deepest meanings of sacred space are revealed.’ [footnoteRef:37]It is at this sacred place, usually represented by a centre, where the ‘passage from one cosmic region to another is made possible.[footnoteRef:38] However, Smith has questioned whether the notion of ‘centre’ has become too narrow and literal, and suggests that the periphery deserves equal attention. [footnoteRef:39]For Durkheim, on the other hand,  the sacred was not specific to the centre but was inherent in anything and everywhere.  [37:  Sacred and Profane, p. 21]  [38:  Sacred and profane, p. 37]  [39:  (Wobbling pivot p. 145).] 

For both Eliade and Durkheim, the role of the human in recognising then maintaining sacred space was pivotal. Eliade used the term Homo religiousos, or archaic/primitive man as the other type of homo capable of recognising the sacred (= primitive ontology), and humans deal with space (and time) in either an archaic or modern way. The use of these words is problematic and Eliade criticised for this, but it is an archetypal not historic description. [footnoteRef:40]Smith agrees on the whole with Eliade’s ‘archaic ontology’ approach, but does not agree that it is universal saying ‘This requires our resisting as well the frequent tendency to identify the centripetal-closed-locative view with primitive, archaic society and the centrifugal-open-utopian with the modern. [footnoteRef:41]For Durkheim, all humans are capable of recognising the sacred, as they are all a part of society and religion is principally a construct of society. Durkheim categorically argued that man is a Homo duplex by extending the notion of the soul (and reason) and the body (and passions) to the collective (and social) and the individual (and personal). [footnoteRef:42]  [40:  (Northrup, p.28)]  [41:  P. 147, wobbling pivot.
]  [42:  (1914a/t.1960c:336ff. ). Pickering p. 122.
] 

For Eliade, the notion of sacred time was intricately linked to sacred space as the first time was the sacred time, the creation of the world  that needed to be maintained through ritual in sacred space to return, through regeneration, to the time of origin.[footnoteRef:43] However, he is clear that this is mythical, not historical time and therefore he does not study religious phenomena in the context of history.[footnoteRef:44] Smith is highly critical of this approach saying it is he has a morphological understanding of history with an ontology that rejects the historical.[footnoteRef:45]Durkheim, though his methodology uses history, likewise is not concerned with a real time origins of religion.[footnoteRef:46] For him, time, like space, is taken from the social and is therefore not quantitively equivalent.[footnoteRef:47] In this he would agree with Eliade. [43:  Myth of the Eternal Return]  [44:  (p. 350, Smith)]  [45:  Smith, page 346.]  [46:  Durkheim, p. 7]  [47:  Durkheim, p. 9] 


Conclusion
This essay set out to compare and contrast the views of Eliade and Durkheim on sacred space. Though building on the ideas of previous scholars, both authors produced novel, controversial but highly influential ideas on sacred and profane space. They regarded the sacred and the profane as two polar opposites that forms the basis of all religious movements, though Eliade saw the sacred in only positive terms and Durkheim more binary. For Durkheim, sacred space was a sociological construct, and a product of the collective human mind, which animated it through ritual. For Eliade, the idea of a hierophany, a manifestation of the sacred that irrupts through a break in the fabric of space, making sacred space non-homogenous, whereas profane space is neutral and uniform. In this regard, the sacred chooses the space whereas for Durkheim it his human culture and society that does so. For Eliade, sacred space has orientation and is linked to a centre, a place of origin, but for Durkheim its spatial determination is cultural/social. For both sacred space is maintained by the human through ritual, and the terms sacred and profane come about through human attribution; for Durkheim all humans were capable of this but for Eliade only archaic religious man. Both have been criticised for an ontological binary that perceives the relationship of humanity with religion in black and white terms rather than in shades of grey, and also for their depiction of the profane world where most of human activity takes place as diminished.
