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by Kristopher Chambers
‘A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources’
Word Count: 2171
This essay compares and critically contrasts Mircea Eliade
 and Emile Durkheim’s 
 views of sacred space. Durkheim and Eliade lived in very distinctly different points in history, yet both leave a remarkable footprint of modern sociology especially through their interpretation of Sacred Space.
Of Jewish decent, Emile Durkheim was a French born sociologist who lived from 1858 – 1917.  This period was the Second Industrial Revolution, capitalism was on the rise, and it was a time of sociocultural evolution. 
 Durkheim studied at the College d'Epinal and the École Normale Supérieure in Paris.

Mircea Eliade was a Romanian Historian of Religion who lived from 1907 – 1986. He was educated at the university of Bucharest and at the University of Calcutta and would eventually move to the United States and become a Professor at the University of Chicago Divinity School. 

Durkheim, Marx and weber are associated as being the principal architects of modern social science.
 
 Durkheim is remembered most for what he went in search for, trying “to uncover the universal character of religious life in order to disclose an essential, enduring aspect of social life”.
 

Durkheim stepped back from the religious background he came from and went looking for the nature of religion. Sacredness he deduced was a construct created from human desire or need and maintained through the collective conscious of the tribe through ritual; it was the creation of the individual and had the potential to be fluid and ever changing and as such needed to be periodically revisited. By this logic I have an affinity for the ocean and find comfort and tranquillity in that space watching the tide ebb and flow, to me it is sacred; in the presence of the sea, I am at peace. My wife loves to walk around touching trees drawing energy from their existence, sees beauty in the way they move in the wind or exist in the silence, her sacred place is a forest. What I think is sacred is different to what she perceives as sacred, yet both are sacred to the individual. Through reflecting on what she perceives I may suddenly see what she sees in the forest (as Eliade would later deduce, to have a hierophany) and then the forest becomes sacred to me. Sacred is therefore fluid and every changing depended on the perception of the person at that time and space. 
Durkheim talks of collective consciousness and that therefore naturally can be applied exponentially based on size of the audience at any time and space. He centres this hypothesis on the there are two distinct categories within any religious belief, the sacred and the profane. To maintain the sacredness of religious belief it had to be protected from the profane. As profane thought is introduced the sacredness of a space could diminish and eventually vanish. Therefore, the ability of maintaining the collective thought of the moral community sacred space survives. 
 
In contract, Eliade was a student of Otto believing in feeling of terror before the sacred, the mystery of the space, the majesty the sacred creates and is very much into the surreal mystical power of place. He centres his theory on the importance of the hierophant, the wow moment and that the manifestation of sacred as a tangible object. The object subliminally sends out a subliminal message and it is therefore perceived as being a sacred space. Eliade discussed temple mount in Jerusalem as sacred space because to the Jews the site represented the foundation stone of the earth, and it drew in the faithful, it calls to them. 
 
 Eliade makes the statement ‘our world is always situated at the center [sic]’ 
 and centres his thinking around the concept of ‘creation as the reactivation of cosmogenic acts in the rituals where cosmology is the supreme divine manifestation’

Durkheim’s suggests the human notion of soul and reiterates that it was an aspect of the human’s experience of the landscape, and he hypothesises that human need for soul creates the landscape and sacredness lives in the human mind not the physical landscape.
Eliade believed sacred sites draw the faithful where Durkheim believed the human collective consciousness create the sacredness of site, yet both recognise the importance of the sacred and the profane.
 
If you look at the Aboriginal tribe Anunga who hold the sacred site of Uluru in Australia at the centre of their world. ‘Tjukurpa’ is the law of Anangu life and society. Sacredness is maintained through ritual of ‘dreamtime’ to ensure the collective consciousness of the tribe. ‘Theiwara’ (paths or tracks) sometimes contain objects like Uluru where the spirit of the ancestors of the creators speak to the tribe making them become sacred sites. In this case parity can be found between Eliadian and Dunkeimian thought. In this example the site remains sacred because the aboriginal law ensures compliance not necessarily due to fear of tribal excommunication but for fear of the loss of identity and disrespect to the ancestors who exist in this sacred space. As a tribe member leaves Ulura and moves away to the city away from the sacred site, they experience the profane through loss of collective thought and the sacredness wanes and is lost; they face being westernised and tradition is lost. This essentially was the sacred–profane dichotomy as defined by Durkheim
   
In examining loss of cultural identity in indigenous populations Wexler states ‘Collective / cultural memory helps individuals find their place in larger temporal and social contexts and situates them as actors in their community and in the world.’

Durkheim believed that religion was “a form of authority and custom that powerfully links the individual to society”.
 He associated religion with totemism which is “a system of belief in which humans have kinship or mystical relationship with a spirit being” in contract to naturists “who held religion is born of human imagination in confrontation with such natural phenomena’
 and animists who “held religion is born of human confrontation with dreaming and death”.
 He stated “the totem of the clan unified the members and created the society and then the totem became the symbolic representation of the community”.
 He believed therefore that Collective Effervescence was the simultaneous recharging of the collective thought.
. 

To examine this line of thinking I will use two examples: the events following 9 November 2001 with the destruction of the twin towers and the Statue of Liberty and an example closer to home to my Australian origins, the spirit of the ANZAC (Gallipoli Peninsula and local cenotaphs).

Prior to the 9/11 attack to a resident of New York the twin towers may have simply represented a skyline feature when compared with the statue of liberty which considered as the sacred place to the general American population. How was the statue of liberty maintained as a sacred place? Simply through the fourth of July Independence Day ceremonies throughout the country where the collective consciousness of the country reinvigorated the sacredness with national pride and remembrance.

Now moving forward to a time post 9/11 where, following the thousands of souls lost, a monument has been created and annually the day becomes a solemn day of remembrance for the entire nation. New York City now has two Sacred Place, one to remind Americans of their foundation and the other to immortalise their loses as a nation and to strengthen their resolve. Both sacred places reinvigorate the solidarity in the national pride and can only be maintained through the collective consciousness of the members of the tribe (US citizens).

The second example is based on personal contemplation. Being an Australian and an ex-military soldier, I have made the pilgrimage to ANZAC Cove on the Gallipoli Peninsula many times and the experience has had me physically emotional standing alone in a field of tombstones at Lone Pine Cemetery absorbed in the importance of the place to me.  The events of World War One are now more than 100 years ago and there are no Australian Gallipoli veterans left alive from that event.
 Senior history lecturer at Flinders University Dr Romain Fathi estimated that dawn service numbers had fallen by about 70% between 2015 and 2019.
 The spirit of ANZAC has always been maintained through the annual commemorations conducted at local cenotaphs throughout New Zealand and Australia and globally afield generally at embassies. Very few Australians will ever undertake the pilgrimage to ANZAC Cove, yet the location remains Sacred through the collective consciousness of the tribe (Australian and New Zealand citizens). This location will only be sacred to those Australians who hold the same collective consciousness. It has been many years since I attended an ANZAC day ceremony but still maintain the subliminal connection when I stand on my beach every 25th April at sunrise deep in thought.

In regard to 9/11 Muggler suggests that ‘new American sacred place consecrated by violence, shows the wide diversity of perspectives on American identity, as reflected in the arguments over the country’s sacred geography’.
 This statement gives an example of multiple tribes (Christian and Muslim) living in one place and their differing positions on what is or is not considered a sacred space. Slocombe and Kilmister support the example of ANZAC as a religion by aligning with Durkheims interpretation that ‘coterminous non-sectarian faith will emerge organically from a collective group of people’.

If you examine the previous example of 9/11 as a sacred site from an Eliadean approach, Kilde suggests that ‘the hallowing of the ground had much to do with the transcendence of death’ therefore by its nature the 9/11 sacred site draw the faithful.
 The site draws the people because the site is subliminally communicating with the faithful. If the American people had a similar disaster for example a bombing in Disneyland or Golden Gate Bridge in California does this split the collective consciousness or magnify it.  
Dawes compares Durkheim and Eliade and does reiterate the fact that Durkheim does ‘believed that objects were regarded as sacred because they embodied a power, which was often regarded as divine.’
 This is where Durkheim centres on the Totem is a human construct that consistently requires reanalysis which contrasts with Eliade. 
Stirrat in his analogy on sacred in reviewing similarities to Eliade and Dunkheim raises an interesting conundrum.

‘If, as Eliade maintains, the sacred involves the denial of space and time, and if the truly religious have to leave society to attain the sacred, then the sacred becomes an irrelevancy for society. If in Durkheim's model of the sacred, the sacred is intimately connected with the social, the reality of the sacred being ultimately the reality of society, then in Eliade's model the sacred exists as an autonomous entity irrelevant for social life’ 

The four axioms proposed by Lane seem to draw into the hypothesis proposed by both and provide a balance. Lane suggests ‘sacred place is not chosen, it chooses’. This applies to both Eliade and Durkheim. His second axiom ‘sacred place is ordinary place ritually made extraordinary’, this is completely aligned with Durkheim. His third axiom states ‘sacred place can be tred [sic] upon without being entered’. This is more aligned with Eliade’s idea of sacred. Finally, the fourth axiom ‘the impulse of sacred place is both centripetal and centrifugal, local and universal’ which is also more Eliadean than Durkheimian. 

Conclusion

Durkheim and Eliade were pioneers who challenged the norm and explored the boundaries of our understanding religion. The early work of Durkheim through exploring the thoughts and beliefs of a remote, isolated non-externally polluted tribe help to give his hypothesis a solid foundation. Much of the western world had been culturally modified by an ever-changing invasion and conquest with mosques becoming churches becoming synagogues. Places like Central and Latin America and Australia reflected examples of the last of simple societies. 
A central theme to Durkheim thinking was sacredness and that it was a construct of the collective consciousness of the people who then became that society’s members. It was impermanent requiring ritual and belief to remake sacredness every time. Sacredness therefore only existed for as long as the unified belief remained constant.
Eliade believed the sacred revealed itself in a hierophany and was required to create a religious life where everything else was profane, secular, and non-religious. Durkheim perceived sacred was a construct created by the human consciousness and profane was the things that led you away from the sacred.
In a way both believed that the totem became the identity and soul of the people. Durkheim believed the totem only remained the soul of the people as long as the people believed in it and as such needed constant reengagement where Eliade believed the totem or object drew the people to it and always had the power. Sacred and Profane are important to both and central to their ideology. 
Whose definition of Sacred is correct or are they both partially correct? Is the answer somewhere in the middle as suggested by Lanes four axioms? Whatever is the answer it is more important that they both serve to enhance our better understanding of religion.
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