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Introduction

The objective of this essay is to compare and then critically contrast Eliade and Durkheim’s views of sacred space. The essay starts with an explanation of Mircea Eliade’s theory of sacred place as articulated in his work ‘The Sacred and The Profane’. It then describes Emile Durkheim’s equivalent theory as described in his seminal work ‘The Elementary Forms of The Religious Life’. 
The comparison and critique part of the assignment initially focusses on the commonalities of the two theories with particular emphasis on the limitations of their Sacred/Profane distinction.  Subsequently each theory is singularly assessed with a consideration of the relative value of each. Of particular note is that this reflective analysis will seek to pull in the work of other theorists with particular emphasis on Belden Lane and Christopher Tilley. The essay ends with a considered conclusion that reflects the body of content that has previously been described.

The Theory

What do we mean by the term ‘sacred space’?  Hughes and Swan came up with a definition that is particularly useful. They said Sacred Space is ‘a place where human beings find a manifestation of divine power, where they experience a sense of connectedness to the universe’.[footnoteRef:1] It is with this in mind that Eliade and Durkheim are considered.  [1:  Donald Hughes and Jim Swan, 'How Much of the Earth Is Sacred Space?,' Environmental Review: ER 10, no. 4 (1986), p. 247] 


Both theorists proffer a sacred and profane distinction which serves as the foundation stone for their work. Each of them articulates this in their own way. Durkheim suggests that objects or places are made sacred by groups of people who set them apart and keep them bounded by specific actions [footnoteRef:2]. The distinction between the sacred and the Profane is therefore characterised by their absolute and complete heterogeneity.[footnoteRef:3] Eliade also references the Sacred and Profane dichotomy but suggests that the sacred is revealed via something which he terms a hierophany and that any space that is not characterised by this is necessarily profane. [footnoteRef:4]   [2:  Karen Fields, ‘Translator’s Introduction’, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields, (New York: The Free Press, 1995 [1912] p.xlvi-v).
]  [3: Masuzawa, Tomoko. “The Sacred Difference in the Elementary Forms: On Durkheim’s Last Quest.” Representations, no. 23, University of California Press, 1988, pp. 25–50, https://doi.org/10.2307/2928565.
]  [4:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion, (San Diego: Harcourt & Brace, 1957) (p.10)] 


Eliade elaborates further by contending that not all space is homogenous, that space is interrupted and that where these interruptions occur then the corresponding space is identified as something inherently sacred and also ‘qualitatively different’ [footnoteRef:5] As previously stated he terms these interruptions ‘hierophanies’ and suggests that where they are revealed then the ‘sacred real unveils itself.[footnoteRef:6] Eliade goes on to suggest that a sacred place is never chosen by man, rather it is self-selecting. He also confirms that sacred space can occur anywhere in any space.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion, (San Diego: Harcourt & Brace, 1957) (p.20).]  [6:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion, (San Diego: Harcourt & Brace, 1957) (p.63).]  [7:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion, (San Diego: Harcourt & Brace, 1957) (p.12).] 

Eliade describes how there is a threshold between the two types of spaces, a liminal margin where it is absolutely apparent that one is moving from one to the other.  He also describes what he terms the Axis Mundi, a place where the heaven, earth and the underworld become connected and accessible.  Eliade contends that it is from the Axis Mundi, a fixed centre, that all sacred space emerges [footnoteRef:8]. Where this occurs, it serves as a re-enactment of the original formation of the cosmos. [8:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion, (San Diego: Harcourt & Brace, 1957) (p.63).] 

Like Eliade, Durkheim suggests that sacred space is always separate from profane space. He suggests that sacredness only exist in the mind and is a product of the human need for soul. He categorically asserts that neither man nor place is inherently sacred. He tables the suggestion that it is sourced from a shared group cultural identity, which itself exists separately from the individuals of a society. He goes on to say that ‘Objects or places are made sacred by groups of people who set them apart and keep them bounded by specific actions; they remain sacred only as long as groups continue to do this’.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Karen Fields, ‘Translator’s Introduction’, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields, (New York: The Free Press, 1995 [1912]), (, p.xlvi-v).
] 

He reinforces his position by suggesting that ‘Sacredness is inherently impermanent and so must be added to the object again and again just as it was originally’[footnoteRef:10] Durkheim effectively proposes that sacred space is in all instances a social construct, a product of shared values and shared culture, and therefore is never inherently sacred.  [10:  Karen Fields, ‘Translator’s Introduction’, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields, (New York: The Free Press, 1995 [1912]), (p.XIiv)] 

Comparison and Critical Contrast
The Sacred/Profane distinction works to a point. It serves as a useful methodological tool with which to discuss sacred space, an accessible way into the conversation if you will. 
That said the distinction has its limitations. Both Eliade and Durkheim contend that nothing profane ever finds its way into a sacred space, and similarly sacredness never leaks into a profane space. Is this always the case?  Holy Island the home of Celtic Christianity, a place renowned for its sacredness, has 3 pubs on it. Are we to believe that these pubs are as much a part of its sacredness as say the Lindisfarne Priory? There are many examples of sacred space where the demarcation lines between the sacred and profane are blurred. 
In the same vein we are led to assume that all Sacred space is qualitatively the same but this is not necessarily how sacredness is experienced. Does the stunning Desert landscape of Wadi Rum hold the same level of sacredness as say the ‘soulless and transactional’ Multi Faith Room at Heathrow Airport?  Is it possible that there are gradations of sacredness and that the notion of a blanket ‘sacred label’ fails to recognise this gradation?
Finally, both theorists simply fail to provide any substantive description of what they mean by profane space. For Eliade it is merely a place that is not sacred. For Durkheim it is a homogenous space, characterised only by its neutrality. Neither of these descriptions quite hits the mark. Lahore in Pakistan is the most polluted place in the world. A definition that describes it as homogenous with mountain and rivers that have not specifically been earmarked as sacred feels inappropriate. 
To quickly summarise it is contended that the sacred/profane distinction used by both theorists has limited value, and because it has limited value it lessens the contribution that either theorist makes. 
Additionally, it is worth noting that both theorists have an anthropocentric bias. Their research focusses fully on indigenous human tribes and yet we know that non-human animals are also able to have sacred experiences. For instance, the waterfall dances of Chimpanzees have been identified by some theorists as being a primeval form of worship. [footnoteRef:11]. This should be of no surprise given the ‘Cambridge Declaration of consciousness’, signed in 2012 by 50 of the world’s leading neuro scientists, which declares that most animals experience life in exactly the same way we do. [footnoteRef:12]. In not embracing all species into their consideration of sacred space, both Eliade and Durkheim are guilty of a fundamental oversight.  [11:  https://www.janegoodall.org.uk/chimpanzees/chimpanzee-central/15-chimpanzees/chimpanzee-central/24-waterfall-displays
]  [12:  https://fcmconference.org/img/CambridgeDeclarationOnConsciousness.pdf] 

If we now look at each theorist in turn starting with Eliade. The revelation of a hierophany, might be termed a numinous experience. Rudolph Otto categorised this with the phrase ‘mysterium tremendum et fascinans’. This is an experience of something ‘wholly other’, and which is entirely different to anything we experience in normal life. [footnoteRef:13] Such an experience is well documented across the whole human experience and thus this would seem to confirm Eliade’s idea of inherent sacredness. Belden Lane affirms this by saying that though we aren’t accustomed to attributing intent or cognisance to the land this doesn’t mean it doesn’t occur [footnoteRef:14] Eliade makes the point that any space might become a sacred place, and that a hierophany might irrupt anywhere.[footnoteRef:15] It’s a small step form this to suggest that every place holds an innate capability to become sacred, and if this is the case then all profane space might actually be referred to as ‘unrealised sacred’.  [13:  Otto, Rudolf (1923 [1917]) The Idea of the Holy, London: Oxford University Press (14-17). ]  [14:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality, (Baltimore, Maryland: The John Hopkins University Press, 2001 [1998]), (p21).]  [15:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion, (San Diego: Harcourt & Brace, 1957) (p.12).
] 

Any review of Eliade needs to consider his idea of the Axis Mundi. Once again as a methodological tool the idea of the Axis Mundi is exceptionally helpful. Generally speaking, religious sites build outwards reflecting the original cosmology as they envisage it. However how do we reconcile this to those sacred places which hold an anticipation of a preceding pilgrimage? To arrive at the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela we must first walk 600 miles along the Way of St James. The sacredness of the Cathedral is derived as much from the walk to the place as from the place itself. 
Finally, and perhaps most importantly Eliade completely fails to mention the cultural context of the place where the sacred is revealed. Belden Lane describes it’s importance as follows, ‘I was uncomfortable with too simple a dichotomy between religion and culture, as if one could locate a religious experience that was not thoroughly embedded in its cultural milieu[footnoteRef:16].  The absence of reference to this cultural context by Eliade is another significant oversight.  [16:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality, (Baltimore, Maryland: The John Hopkins University Press, 2001 [1998]), (p5).
] 


Durkheim on the other hand makes the cultural context the primary focus of his work. He tells us there is no sacred space that operates independently of the cultural values and identity of the place where it manifests. Moreover, sacred space is nothing other than a manifestation of the human need for meaning. According to Durkheim, in the absence of the human race the world would effectively be devoid of any sacred. Such an idea however sits contrary to millennia of human and animal experience. His unwillingness to accept the idea of inherent sacredness is perhaps not surprising given his Sociological roots
There is one substantive omission that neither theorist addresses. This is typically referenced as the phenomenological perspective. The recognition that something is sacred is based upon our experience of the world, upon our consciousness and our separate sense of self.  Rennie says that ‘our experience of the world is a reciprocal affair. We interact with that which is not us. Such an argument comfortably transfers to the idea of a recognition of the sacred.[footnoteRef:17] Christopher Tilley suggests that there is no space that is not relational.[footnoteRef:18] He also suggests that if sacredness is inherent to the place itself then such places hold their own agency.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  Rennie, Bryan. S. Reconstructing Eliade: Making sense of Religion. (Review by Eberson, Gary. L.)
The Journal of Religion, Vol. 78, No. 1 (Jan., 1998), (p168-170)
]  [18:  Tilley, Christopher, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments, (London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 1997) (p.17). 
]  [19: Tilley, Christopher, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments, (London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 1997) (p26).
] 

To articulate this in a slightly different way it is contended that places participate in our understanding of them. It is in the reciprocity, in the quiet conversations they hold with us, that sacredness arises.
Belden Lane pulls all of this together. He contends that our best way of understanding sacred space is to amalgamate the theories of Eliade, Durkheim and the Phenomenological perspective to arrive at a more holistic and rounded view of the concept. He embodies this idea in his four axioms. 



Conclusion

The two theories are of course cross complementary to each other. Durkheim tells us that what is sacred is actually society. Eliade tells us that what is sacred is inherent to the land itself. They both add methodological value to our understanding of the concept of sacred space. They both represent a facet of truth regarding how sacred space arises and also how it is maintained. 

The Sacred/Profane distinction as it is described is unfinished. More thought needs to be given to both categories and whether the notion of an absolute distinction is always a valid position. From a practical perspective the sacred/profane dichotomy might actually be perceived as unusable.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Karen Fields, ‘Translator’s Introduction’, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields, (New York: The Free Press, 1995 [1912]), (p.xliii)
] 


More generally neither of the theories is strong enough to stand on its own. It is only when we consider them together, when we see them as mutually complementary, that a rounded understanding of sacred space is achieved. When we then add a topping of the Phenomenological perspective, we arrive at a more considered and holistic view. Belden Lane captures this idea of a wholeness of view in his four axioms. [footnoteRef:21] [21:  Belden C Lane (2001) Landscapes of The Sacred, Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press (p19).

] 
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