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Compare and critically contrast Mircea Eliade and Émile Durkheim’s view of sacred space

This paper will compare and contrast the views of Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) and Émile Durkheim (1858-1917) in relation to sacred space. Specifically, this paper will draw from Eliade’s The Sacred and the Profane and Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of Religious Life as these works specifically articulate the author’s views of sacred space. Two elements in relation to sacred space will be explored within Eliade and Durkheim’s works: the distinction between the sacred and profane polarity and the role of rites and ritual in relation to sacred space. Additionally, these distinctions will be explored within the context of Eliade and Durkheim’s conceived purpose of religious behaviour. 


Eliade was born is Bucharest, Romania within an Eastern Orthodox family in the early twentieth century. He is most well-known for his work in the history of religions. Eliade’s influence was most notable in the United States where he held a chair and was a professor in the University of Chicago’s History of Religions department until his death in 1986, training numerous Ph.D.’s in the field.
 In addition to The Sacred and the Profane, Eliade published an array of scholarly works and books. Eliade was also a novelist, writing several works of fiction originally written and published in Romanian. Within the context of his creative writing, Eliade’s work is often criticized for his approach of what he termed ‘creative hermeneutics.’ According to Bryan Rennie, a ‘non-scientific, creative, poetic utterance informs all of Eliade’s work’.
 Eliade’s books have a distinct flow and style reflecting his skill as a creative narrator. 


Durkheim, in contrast, conceived of himself as a scientist and significantly influenced the fields of sociology and social anthropology.
 Born in Lorraine, France in the mid nineteenth century, Durkheim received his education in Paris. Durkheim was also raised in a Jewish family with an enduring succession of rabbis.
 In addition to The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Durkheim published three other books, The Division of Labour in Society, The Rules of Sociological Method, and Suicide. As a sociologist, Durkheim was interested in the functional expression of complex sociality in human life and behaviour. According to Russel T. McCutcheon, Durkheim’s research, and published work on the variability of suicide rates among differing religious groups significantly contributed to his conception of religious behaviour as rooted in societal attempts at fostering belonging and distinct individualities.
 Thus, for Durkheim, religion was an entirely social and rational phenomena. According to Karen Fields, his writing style has been characterized as polemical as he struggled to define the nascent field of sociology, its methodologies, and represent it scientifically.


The foundation of both Durkheim and Eliade’s conception of sacred space is the polarity between the sacred and profane--the realm of the sacred versus the everyday world. Additionally, both perceive sacredness as applicable to anything--object, place, person, or idea. Durkheim originally conceived of the sacred and profane polarity having published his Elementary Forms nearly half a century before Eliade’s work on sacred space and its role in religious behaviour. While Eliade did not explicitly cite Durkheim in his usage of the concept, it can be assumed he built extensively upon it. Beginning with Durkheim, he conceived of the sacred and profane domains in radical opposition to one another, as ‘two worlds that have nothing in common’.
 Durkheim explicitly described this antagonism between the polarity as ‘hostile and jealous rivals’ in which, for the human mind, contact between them was forbidden.
 This distinction is an essential foundation for Durkheim’s theory related to sacred space, as the sacred is something deliberately set apart and upheld by individuals and society. According to Durkheim, ‘Sacred things are those things protected and isolated by prohibition….’.
 Not only are sacred things set apart, but clearly articulated rules and boundaries are formed to maintain this distinction. For Durkheim, this quarantining of sacredness from the profane had a logical reasoning in how sacredness was conceived within the human mind. According to Phillip Smith, Durkheim’s theory is typically ‘caricatured as a robust positivist exercise aimed at detecting the hidden, supra-individual forces that propel social life’.
 At the root of Durkheim’s idea is that sacredness was specifically utilized to mobilize both individual and collective behaviour and articulate clear modes of proper conduct. Thus, prohibitions in relation to sacred space were enmeshed with morality and other complex cultural boundaries. 

Similar to Durkheim, Eliade conceived of the sacred as ‘a reality that does not belong to our world’.
 Like Durkheim, Eliade described sacredness as something radically other from the profane existence that envelopes humanity. In Eliade’s descriptions of sacredness in relation to the profane, he frequently articulated this distinction as ‘wholly different’. This difference becomes apparent due to the revelatory nature of sacredness.
 However, while Durkheim emphasized an antagonism between the sacred and profane and its clear social utility, Eliade focused on the perceived transcendent nature of sacredness, as something that reveals itself as undeniably foreign in relation to the profane world. While for Eliade there is a clear oppositional nature between the two categories, this distinction arises due to a phenomenological experience of sacredness. A central feature of Eliade’s conception of the sacred lies in his concept of the hierophany, the way in which sacredness exposes itself.
According to Eliade,
When the sacred manifests itself in any hierophany, there is not only a break in the homogeneity of space; there is also revelation of an absolute reality, opposed to the nonreality of the vast surrounding expanse.

Eliade argued that sacredness was experienced as a distinct rupture in both time and space that revealed a foreign reality that was more real than the profane world around it. The hierophany operated as the means through which sacredness is revealed in contrast to the ‘homogeneity’ of the profane, or the repetition of the everyday world. As McCutcheon argued, that for Eliade, an essential component of all human beings was their need to make their worlds meaningful….’, and thus the array of religious components and prescriptions ‘provided human beings with orientation in an otherwise chaotic world.’
 Additionally, Eliade argued that the hierophany ‘reveals an absolute fixed point, a center’.
This central point became for Eliade, a point of meaningfulness in the disjoined and eternal expanse of the profane universe. According to Eliade, religious man’s ‘terror of the chaos that surrounds his inhabited world corresponds to his terror of nothingness.’
 For Eliade, the profane was equivalent to emptiness and chaos, and the sacred was a means of purposeful direction within it.

Similarly, Durkheim argued that religious representations served an organizational function that not only reinforced the collective reality but directed collective actions.
 According to Durkheim,
Every homogenous group of sacred things, or indeed every sacred thing of any importance, constitutes a centre of organization around which a group of beliefs and rites, a particular cult, gravitates.

For Durkheim, the complex aggregation of so-called religious representations, or ‘plurality of sacred things’, formed religions as diverse but distinct social entities.
 Like Eliade’s ‘fixed point’ of meaningfulness, Durkheim’s conception of sacredness served as a central utility for a rational social function. While for Eliade, the sacred exposed the true reality that imbued life with direction and meaning, for Durkheim it functioned to construct a complex social hierarchy. 

The role then of rites and rituals, as distinct prescriptive elements of religious behaviour, is central to both Eliade and Durkheim’s conceptions of sacredness. In relation to sacred space, Eliade argued that especially for ‘primitive peoples’ and archaic cultures, ritual is enacted through the settlement of any territory, particularly through the construction of built environments. From Eliade’s conception, since humanity cannot live in the chaos and emptiness of the profane world, it must imbue it with sacredness in founding a centre, a fixed point of meaningfulness. According to Eliade, every archaic culture built their cities or villages around such a point, what he referred to as the axis mundi.
The establishment of this axis and the construction of the built environment was itself a ritual act. As Eliade argued ‘It follows that every construction or fabrication has the cosmogony as paradigmatic model.’
 According to Eliade, the ritualistic construction of human habitation was itself a repetition of the cosmogony that ‘repeats the creation of the world from a central point….’
 Thus, for Eliade, the construction of this central point as well as its maintenance was crucial for preventing the descent into the chaos of the profane world. As Eliade argued, ‘Any destruction of a city is equivalent to a retrogression to chaos.’
 Thus, ritual served to reinforce the true, sacred reality and maintain order and meaning within the world. 

Durkheim stated that ‘rituals are ways of acting that are generated only within assembled groups and are meant to stimulate and sustain or recreate certain mental states in these groups.’
As Durkheim concluded that religion itself and thus religious behaviour was ‘eminently social’, that is, it served a rational and purposeful social function, then ritual was a means through which groups reinforced and maintained the superimposed sacred reality. Similarly, for Durkheim, rites were ‘fixed modes of action’ that were contingent upon objects superimposed with sacredness, and the objects themselves were contingent upon beliefs that pertained to them.
 According to Durkheim,
….to characterize the rite itself, the object of the rite must first be characterized. Now, the special nature of this object is expressed in belief. The rite can be defined, then, only after defining the belief.

Since for Durkheim, his sacred versus profane polarity lie at the heart of all religious belief, rites were prescriptive actions that were intimately tied, like ritual, to reinforcing and maintaining the polarity. However, in essence, Durkheim’s argument is that rites themselves are contingent upon the object superimposed with sacredness itself predicated upon a belief. Essentially, all ritual and rites revolve around a belief in the sacred reality, which from Durkheim’s perspective, was an organizational centre that directed action and behaviour much like Eliade’s ‘fixed point’ of meaningfulness. 


Thus, from both Durkheim and Eliade’s conceptions, sacredness consists of both belief (in the sacred versus profane polarity) and action (in the form of rites and rituals) that both reinforce and maintain the belief. However, another distinction in relation to sacredness for both Eliade and Durkheim lies in the human motivation behind the construction of such beliefs and performance of certain actions, as well as the differing conception of the effect of sacred objects. Durkheim conceived that anything imbued socially with sacredness had an inherent contagiousness that arises from a socially constructed emotional imprint. Durkheim conceived of ‘religious forces’ as having the ability to ‘radiate and become diffused’ and are therefore ‘external to the beings in which they reside’.
 According to Durkheim, sacred objects, imbued externally with an emotionally charged, religious power, had the capacity to ‘spread from that object to all those in proximity….’
 Significantly, Durkheim concluded that,
contagion is not a kind of secondary procedure by which the sacred character, once acquired, is propagated; it is the very process by which it is acquired.
 

Sacred objects are sacred by their perceived inherent contagiousness, their ability to affect anything or anyone in their presence. From Durkheim’s conception, a sacred space has the capacity to impart anything in contact with sacredness.
 According to Durkheim, 

Religious forces are imagined in such a way that they always seem ready to escape from the places they reside and to invade everything within their reach.
 

Thus, prohibitions related to sacred things exist due to the sacredness as contagion perception.
 Therefore, for Durkheim, rites and rituals were required to safeguard and uphold the sacred and profane polarity, to keep the sacred in its place.
 While Eliade saw sacred objects or places as imbued with power, the motivation for ritual within his conception lies in the maintenance of order via the ritual repetition of the cosmogony.
 


Both Eliade and Durkheim highlight the notion of sacred space in contrast to the profane, as something oppositional to and intentionally kept away from the everyday world. Additionally, both conceive sacredness as a distinct societal centre that directs certain behaviours and actions all of which maintain and reinforce the polarity. However, the main distinction between Eliade and Durkheim lies in Eliade’s phenomenological hierophany, where sacredness results from subjective revelation and the human pursuit of meaning, all of which seeks to maintain order from the chaotic profane through ritual acts reflective of the cosmogony. While for Durkheim, sacredness is rationally and socially constructed through a need for belonging and the creation and reinforcement of group identity within the context of social hierarchy. However, both Eliade and Durkheim conceive of sacredness as something external and foreign from profane space, capable of intruding or invading into it. Sacredness itself, as a standalone entity, is something that can rupture into profane space as in Eliade’s hierophany or spread and transmit itself through Durkheim’s conception of sacredness as contagion. 
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