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Assignment 1

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


The word sacred means related to a god or to a religious purpose and therefore any kind of sacred space must be related to a religious purpose and can concomitantly only be sacred to anyone who shares the same religious understanding. This sacredness can be applied to any object or space or ritual or event of any kind – so a mosque or a church ceremony or Christmas Day can all be equally considered to be sacred to those who have adopted the relevant religion. Naturally those who do not share that religion will not view this as sacred, being concerned with the sacredness of their own religion. Thus Moslems and Hindus in the UK do not share Christians as a sacred event but only as a secular festivity; similarly churches are only sacred to Christians, being comparable to Hindu temples, Moslem mosques and Jewish synagogues. Any scared space or event does not need to be shared to fulfil this purpose  as an individual can have a sacred space or ritual which is used by that person alone, although the most usual role of sacredness is to confirm unity or solidarity within a community through participation in a ceremony or at a place, and this does not really work for one individual person acting alone – although communing with their god while alone can be a sacred activity for that person. It therefore follows from this definition of scaredness that any space, ritual or event cannot be universally sacred as not everyone follows the same religion. Eliade seems to suggest that certain spaces are sacred[footnoteRef:1] and therefore that people from different religions will find the same space to be sacred. There is evidence for that in such things as the fact that many churches in the UK are situation near yew trees which were supposedly sacred to the old religion; of course it may just have been logistical convenience for both however and the assumption of sacredness cannot be proven (or disproven). Equally however the henge site of Arbor Low in Derbyshire is considered to have been created and used for sacred purposes by Neolithic people but today the site has a certain atmosphere to it but is neglected in the middle of a farmer’s field and visited by very few people. So presumably this is not considered to be sacred by today’s people. [1:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane p25 (London; Harcourt; 1957)] 


It can therefore be seen that sacredness is concerned with religion and both Durkheim and Eliade are concerned with the religious and what this involves, including a concern with sacred space. For both however any idea of sacredness is subordinated to their concern with religion and the ways in which religion is manifest in society. Both seem to think that religion permeates society and that all humans are innately religious although they do not offer any evidence for this belief beyond their own interpretations. In many ways this can be considered to be a consequence of the time when they were thinking and writing and place their location within Europe at that time, even though they are separated temporally by nearly 50 years and geographically to a considerable extent across Europe. The work of each has however been more or less continuously in print since it was written and this therefore suggest that their ideas resonated with many and still have considerable currency today. This is despite the fact that attitudes towards religion have changed profoundly, suggesting the people still have a similar need for some kind of religion as signifying a belonging. Indeed it can be argued (see Schiefer & van der Noll) that religion is needed to ensure social cohesion[footnoteRef:2]. As society gets larger and more fragmented this need continues to increase. [2:  David Schiefer & Jolanda van der Noll, The essentials of social cohesion pp 580-601 (Social Research Indicators 132, 579-603 2017)
] 


In order to compare the views of Durkheim and Eliade regarding sacred space it is first necessary to consider their similarity and the first point to note is that they are situated within a structuralist ontology, based upon the work of Saussure[footnoteRef:3]. Although fully developed by theorists such as Levi Strauss[footnoteRef:4] the basic premise was accepted before this and this is that there is an underlying structure to all things which transcends their initial appearance. One way to identify this structure is through dichotomising and both Durkheim and Eliade do this by classing everything into the two categories of the sacred and the profane. In actual fact they both do this by classifying what they consider to be sacred and everything else was therefore profane. So for both the sacred was important and the remainder was of secondary significance. It must be noted however that according to Pryor this division of everything into the sacred and the profane is a product of the Western world[footnoteRef:5]. This point is reinforced by Kuzmina[footnoteRef:6] that there was no division in traditional culture between the spiritual and the material. So it would be reasonable to argue that there is no automatic division between the sacred and the non-sacred and that this division is for the convenience of the writer and for modern society. [3:  Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics (New York; McGraw Hill, Trans W Baskin; 1966)]  [4:  Claude Levi Strauss, Structure and dialectics, pp 232-240 (in Structural Anthropology I trans C Jacobson & B G Schoepf; London; Penguin; 1972)]  [5:  Francis Pryor, Seahenge p 208 (London; HarperCollins; 2001)]  [6:  Elena Kuzmina, The Origins of the Indo-Iranians p 15 (Leiden; Brill; 2007)] 


Having said that then for both Durkheim and Eliade the sacred is of note and is based upon religion, although neither really defines what religion actually is, other than being related to some belief. In terms of space then the two authors are quite clear and diverge in opinion. For Eliade certain spaces are sacred to all and he defines these in terms of their forming a hierophany[footnoteRef:7] and assume that for ‘religious man’ such places are uniformly sacred and “possess existential value for religious man”[footnoteRef:8]. It would be interesting to speculate how he would consider the case of the Hagia Sophia in Istanbul which was originally a Christian church before becoming an Islamic mosque in 1453 after the capture of Constantinople by Mehmed II, was subsequently made into a secular museum in 1923 by Attaturk and recently redesignated a mosque again by Erdogan. Presumably the space was sacred to the relevant religion at each time but it is less certain about the previous religion and their view of the space. Additionally it is unlikely that each ruler redesignating the space was driven by any feeling of sacredness of the space but rather my the political need to make a statement of their own personal significance. Furthermore it is uncertain why the space was chosen in the first place other than it being at the top of a hill, although when the Blue Mosque was built in 1609 it was placed alongside, perhaps indicating some kind of sacredness or again for political reasons. Moreover the space alongside had been previously used by the Romans for the purpose of chariot racing. The top of a hill seems to be popular for sacred objects. For example the Parthenon in Athens is at the top of a hill and very visible – but it is not certain that the top of a hill is sacred per se or just a visible way to make a statement. [7:  Mircea Eliade, The Scared and the Profane p20 (London; Harcourt; 1957)]  [8:  ibid p22] 


It is uncertain if any space could be hierophonic for different religious groups at different times or to several groups from different religions at the same time. It is equally uncertain that it can start and stop being sacred when usage changes although most probably the Hagia Sophia was not considered sacred by Christians after 1453 although it may well be seen as such now. This seems to present an existential conundrum. In any event for both writers their assertions are qualified by stating that this applies to a religious man (presumably woman also) but presumably not for others, although neither seems sure that a non-religious person actually exists. Durheim’s argument is less problematic for this example as space is only sacred when used as such rather than innately sacred.

Eliade’s argument seems to be inconsistent however as he also argues that some places are sacred just because they are, citing such things as legends[footnoteRef:9] and sites of killing animals[footnoteRef:10] as the basis for this statement. In reality he argues that religious man needs many sacred spaces around him and so creates many “techniques for the construction of sacred space”[footnoteRef:11]. So the argument seems to be tautological in stating that some spaces are innately sacred while also stating that religious people need sacred spaces and so create various ways to define spaces as sacred. Or perhaps he is trying to argue that these techniques will identify those places which are innately sacred but this argument seems to assume the premise within the argument. Moreover legends abound about events being used to justify events or claims to territory without any sacred connotation. For example the bow shot of Arash the Archer has been used extensively to justify the extent of Iranian territory and is certainly mentioned extensively despite being excluded from the Shahnameh[footnoteRef:12]. Justifying sacredness in this way is more like finding ways to justify your opinion rather than rational argument and certainly is not provable. [9:  Ibid p27]  [10:  Ibid p 28]  [11:  Ibid p29]  [12:  Aboloqaem Ferdowsi, Shahnameh, (trans D David (2006); New York; Penguin)] 


One of the problems with the kind of analysis undertaken is that it is completely embedded in its own ontological position and interpreted accordingly. For example Stonehenge is assumed to be ritualistic in origins and purpose and to have some kind of sacred significance although the builders left no evidence and the actual construction took place over several thousand years. Indeed Pryor argues that what is left at a site is not just what the users wanted to see or use but also what they wanted subsequent people to see[footnoteRef:13]. Equally Margaret Mead (1928) in her seminal work about Samoa[footnoteRef:14] has been extensively criticised by such people as Cote (1992)[footnoteRef:15] for her interpretations of the observations she made, bounded as they were by her own worldview. [13:  Francis Pryor, Seahenge p 78-79 (London; HarperCollins; 2001)]  [14:  Margaret Mead, Coming of Age in Samoa (New York; William Morrow; 1928)]  [15:  James Cote, Was Mead wrong about coming of age in Samoa pp 500-503 (Journal of Youth and Adolescence 21 (5), 499-527, 1992)] 


Clearly a space can change in usage and the sacredness of that space is not apparent to everyone – or even agreed as a such. According to Burton (2020) there are a range of modern venues which have become sacred spaces through their current use. She describes[footnoteRef:16], for example, a hotel in Manhattan which used to be a very undesirable venue inhabited by drug users but which had recently become a place for the religious ritual of raves – sacred to those involved. Interestingly Bord had previously argued that dancing was the norm at sacred sites[footnoteRef:17] so perhaps this is a recognition of this need. Burton argues further[footnoteRef:18] that new religions are replacing the older conventional ones, with different rituals being enacted to confirm the necessary group membership and cohesion[footnoteRef:19]. This is something which has existed as long as humanity has existed and Milner et al argue[footnoteRef:20] for the existence of a similarly functioning sacred space for ritual at Star Carr, the UK’s oldest Neolithic site. This differs from Durkheim who states that all rites are similar but that not all are sacred[footnoteRef:21] without really offering a way to distinguish between the two. He earlier states[footnoteRef:22] that rites are a form of religious activity which are related to a belief. [16:  Tara Burton, Strange Rites p1 (New York; Public Affairs Books, 2020)]  [17:  Janet and Colin Bord, Earth Rites p 35 (London; Granada Publishing; 1982)]  [18:  Ibid p 16]  [19:  Ibid p32]  [20:  Nicky Milner et at, Star Carr vol 1 p26 (York; White Rose University Press; 2018)]  [21:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life p 309 (Oxford; Oxford University Press (trans C Cosman); 2001)]  [22:  Ibid p36] 


Religion is of course based upon belief about something which is unprovable and it is simply a matter of convenience and social acceptedness, which changes from time to time, that religion is distinguished from hallucination or madness. Perhaps the basic difference is that religion is shared but madness is not, although much religion activity is not shared either but just assumed to have a common purpose. A sacredness is bound to a religion this too must therefore be unprovable belief. In other words a space is sacred if people decide that it is sacred. Probably in the past a whole community between them could agree that a space was sacred to them – but not to outsiders. We no longer inhabit such a world however and there is probably no community anywhere which would collectively agree that about the sacredness of any particular space – certainly not in Europe where Durkheim and Eliade were writing: not now and quite probably not when they were writing. It seems likely from their writing however that each held religious beliefs and therefore their analysis was not that of an impartial outside observer. It is however undeniable that a space is sacred to a person if he or she believes it to be sacred. It is equally undeniable that humans have a tendency to combine in a sharing of ritual which becomes accepted as religion and that very often these take place in particular spaces. The reason these spaces are chosen if however often unclear and if it is considered that a space is chosen because it is sacred then this too is a matter of unprovable belief. This however is a personal belief and so it is merely from his own belief – perhaps shared with others – that Eliade makes this claim. It is equally a matter of personal belief for Durkheim to claim that while all rites may be similar they are not all sacred[footnoteRef:23]; they must be sacred if the person undertaking them believes them to be sacred. [23:  Ibid p 309] 


There are some differences in the views of Durkheim and Eliade, as has been recounted. There is however much similarity and this is perhaps unsurprising as they start from the same position, in terms of belief, in order to undertake their analysis. However just as any understanding of sacredness is dependent upon a religious belief so too is acceptance of the arguments of both authors. Otherwise they remain interesting but nothing more than interesting and slightly divergence analyses.
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