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

INTRODUCTION

This essay critically compares and contrasts the views of two theorists, Mirca Eliade and Emile Durkheim, on sacred space. Eliade (1907-1986) was a Romanian Professor of the History of Religions at the University of Chicago, and Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) was a French sociologist and pioneer of social science. Both theorised extensively on the nature of religion and the sacred. This essay will compare and contrast the views each held on sacred space, as expounded in Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of Religious Life published by The Free Press in 1995 (with an introduction by translator Karen E. Fields), and in Eliade’s The Sacred and the Profane, the Nature of Religion as translated by Willard R. Trask and published by Harcourt in 1987. For the purposes of this essay, sacred space is understood as an area which is held or perceived to be sacred.


MIRCEA ELIADE

	For Eliade, the sacred is to be understood in terms of its oppositional relationship to the profane, so the manner in which it is generated underpins his conception of sacred space.  Profane space is homogenous, uniform, until it is differentiated by a manifestation of the sacred in what Eliade terms hierophanies.  His definition of hierophanies ‘expresses no more than is implicit in its etymological content ie. that something sacred shows itself to us.’[footnoteRef:1] Intrinsic to this is the ‘manifestation of a … reality that does not belong to our world, in objects that are an integral part of our natural “profane” world.’[footnoteRef:2] The sacred thus reveals an absolute reality beyond the mundane profane world, Jonathan Smith notes that it ‘imposes itself … from without.’[footnoteRef:3] Therefore, the eruption of the sacred and the appearance of a hierophany in a heretofore ‘homogenous and infinite expanse’ ‘ontologically founds the world’ and creates an ‘absolute fixed point’ or centre around which homogeneity is broken and orientation is now rendered possible.[footnoteRef:4] Cosmologically speaking, Nicolae Serae interprets that the ‘irruption of the sacred ensures the transition from chaos to cosmos … and maintains a spatial barrier between them’ (author’s translation).[footnoteRef:5] Despite also being its opposite, the sacred in this interpretation is ‘consubstantial’ to the profane, and the ‘very emergence’ of sacredness ‘is marked by it’ (author’s translation).[footnoteRef:6]  [1:  Eliade, Mircea. The Sacred and the Profane, the Nature of Religion. Translated by Willard R. Trask, London: Harcourt, Inc. (1957) (1987), p.11.]  [2:  Ibid. ]  [3:  Smith, Jonathan Z. Acknowledgments: Morphology and History in Mircea Eliade's "Patterns in Comparative Religion" (1949-1999). Part 2: The Texture of the Work', History of Religions, 39 (2000), p. 346.]  [4:  Eliade, Mircea. The Sacred and the Profane, the Nature of Religion. Translated by Willard R. Trask, London: Harcourt, Inc. (1957) (1987). p.21.]  [5:  Sera, Nicolae. Acceptions of the space in the diurnal/nocturnal discourse in Mircea Eliade's work. Journal of Humanistic and Social Studies; Arad Vol. 11, Iss. 2, (2020): p. 83. Author’s translation from French. Original text: ‘l’irruption du sacré assure le passage du chaos au cosmos, elle fonde également au niveau ontologique la transition temporelle du non-être vers l’être et maintient entre eux une clôture spatiale.’]  [6:  Sera, Nicolae. Acceptions of the space in the diurnal/nocturnal discourse in Mircea Eliade's work. Journal of Humanistic and Social Studies; Arad Vol. 11, Iss. 2, (2020): pp. 83-84. Author’s translation from French. Original text: ‘le sacré est en effet consubstantiel au profane et en son commencement – même, il est marqué par celui-ci.’] 


It is the sacred which creates the capacity for differentiation and orientation: without it, there can be no distinction as for something to be sacred, something else has to be not sacred or profane. It must be noted, however, that this does not necessarily refer to an absolute physical centre, it exists as much as a mental construct as a physical point in space. An illustration of this is to be found in ancient Ugarit, a Bronze age city situated in modern Lebanon, whose cosmology held Mount Saphon as a symbolic centre, but for whom such as a conception was also held in parallel with a ‘perfectly empirical perception’ of the physicl world’s ‘geography’ according to Nicolas Wyatt.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Wyatt, Nicolas. The Religion of Ugarit, Handbook of Ugaritic Studies, Leiden: Brill, (2015) pp. 534-535.] 


	The distinction between sacred and profane is at the heart of Eliade’s opening sentence in the book, where he states that ‘For religious man, space is not homogenous’ and thus implies that there exists a nonreligious state, a mode of ‘profane experience’ where ‘space is homogenous and neutral.’ [footnoteRef:8]  But this is only in theory, as in practice it would be impossible. Ola Sigurdson argues that ‘even the most desacralized existence still preserves traces of a religious valorization of the world.’[footnoteRef:9] In other words, even on the individual’s level of existence, particularly for the modern and nonreligious, there are certain spaces which are distinct to others, not homogenous: for example, one’s birthplace, which can be seen as a personal axis mundi through which the rest of one’s existence emerges. Indeed, sacredness in Eliade’s understanding is intrinsic as ‘all the world’ has the potential to see a ‘manifestation of the sacred.’ [footnoteRef:10] A new centre can be created elsewhere, through another hierophany and cosmological event. Though a noted critic of Eliade, Jonathan Z. Smith acknowledges that in so doing he enabled an ‘all but limitless extension’ of the field of religious studies.[footnoteRef:11]  [8:  Eliade, Mircea. The Sacred and the Profane, the Nature of Religion. Translated by Willard R. Trask, London: Harcourt, Inc. 1957 (1987), pp. 20, 22.]  [9:  Ibid, p. 22. ]  [10:  Sigurdson, Ola. Numinous Edifices. Svensk Teologisk Kvartalskrift, Vol.99 (1), (2023-04), p. 54.]  [11:  Smith, Jonathan Z. Acknowledgments: Morphology and History in Mircea Eliade's "Patterns in Comparative Religion" (1949-1999). Part 2: The Texture of the Work', History of Religions, 39 (2000), p. 334.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]From the central point of hierophany, order and orientation is enabled, discontinuity is created and, along with it, a boundary between what is sacredly heterogeneous, and what is profanely homogenous. That boundary acts as a threshold, separating but also permitting, according to Kim Knott, a ‘communication between different domains.’[footnoteRef:12] While sacred places can be manifested in many forms, from pre-existing geological features to built edifices, they are not eternal. Sacred space in Sigurdson’s understanding of Eliade ‘has to be performed, but this performance is not, at least not from the perspective of the sacred space, a construction of sacred space by human beings alone, but “reproduces the work of the gods.”’[footnoteRef:13] The initial power of the hierophany must be reflected in earthly form, whether it be in a building, whose threshold one must pass to enter, or a mountain, whose peak must be ascended. This has led Sigurdson to argue that ‘there is an active or even performative quality’ in manifestations of the sacred’s power, meaning it can impose itself in any number of ways, be they physical or mental.[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Knott, Kim. The Location of Religion: A Spatial Analysis, London: Equinox Publishing, (2005), p. 169. ]  [13:  Eliade, Mircea. The Sacred and the Profane, the Nature of Religion. Translated by Willard R. Trask, London: Harcourt, Inc. 1957 (1987), p. 29.]  [14:  Sigurdson, Ola. Numinous Edifices. Svensk Teologisk Kvartalskrift, Vol.99 (1), (2023-04), p. 60.] 



EMILE DURKHEIM
	
	For Durkheim, the sacred is to be understood as a social construct existing within his concept of representation collectives, or collective representations, which emanate from his concept of collective consciousness. In essence, these are the elements of a society’s beliefs, thoughts and practices held within each of the individuals within that society. While they exist purely in the mental realm of each individual, they can be manifested in the physical realm, much like the manner in which religious beliefs can manifest in prayer or ritual. And it is precisely in these collective rituals and activities that the power of these elements originates: Karen Fields, the translator of Eliade’s work, notes that ‘through real experience, the participants come to ascribe power to sacred objects’ because the ‘power generated in the assembly’ becomes associated with the ‘totemic’ or sacred object.[footnoteRef:15] That power can be felt and expressed in both the individual minds and bodies of the assembly’s member, yet it ceases to exist ‘as the real’ if this is restricted solely to one member.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Fields, E. Karen. Translator’s Introduction to The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. New York: The Free Press, (1995), pp. xli-xlii.]  [16:  Ibid, xliii.] 


Religion is a key aspect of the sacred in Durkheim. He defines religions as a ‘unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things,’ and furthermore sacred things as those ‘set apart and forbidden.’[footnoteRef:17] When sacred objects (though this could also refer, for example, to the physical space in which the assembly occurs) are ascribed power, there is no physical change to the object, however the attitude of the group’s members towards it are modified to reflect due reverence. It therefore can manifest physically, particularly in the manner in which sacred objects are set apart from non-sacred ones, in a form of distinguishing distinction. This setting apart makes sacredness eminently real, as well as nonphysical, since it cannot necessarily be identified as such by someone who does not share the same collective consciousness as well as beliefs and practices. In this manner, sacredness circumscribes a certain group from others, setting them apart from others. Hence, in essence, sacredness and religiousness are borne of the ‘same human capacities that make society possible’ according to Fields. [footnoteRef:18] [17:  Durkheim, Emile. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Translated by Karen E. Fields, New York: The Free Press, 1912 (1995), p. 44.]  [18:  Fields, E. Karen. Translator’s Introduction to The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. New York: The Free Press, (1995), xlviii.] 


	Sacredness, according to Durkheim, has no set physical characteristics. A sacred object or space is created when it is collectively set apart from other, profane objects or spaces, and stays sacred as long as this remains the case. But since that sacredness is a mental construct with physical manifestations, it is intrinsically ephemeral: Fields analyses that ‘nothing that must be imagined “always exists”, but must be continually re-imagined through human doing.’[footnoteRef:19] In other words, for Fields the ascribed power fades unless the distinguishing distinction is added ‘again, and again, just as it was originally; by collective human doing.’[footnoteRef:20] Sacredness therefore emanates from collective mental constructs: devoid of the collective element, the sacred quality ceases to exist immediately.  [19:  Ibid xlv. ]  [20:  Ibid, xliv. ] 



COMPARISON OF SACRED SPACE IN ELIADE & DURKHEIM
	
	As Eliade and Durkheim found their notion of the sacred on entirely different grounds, the similarities do not run as deep as the differences. For Eliade, sacredness emerges from a metaphysical, otherworldly absolute reality in the form of a hierophany, while for Durkheim it is a real, but nevertheless fictional mental and social construct emerging from collective human activity. But on this basis, both agree that it has a power, or force, which can be manifested and reflected in the material world. As a result, sacredness has a finite nature, which requires a repeated performance or ritual of sorts to maintain its sacred power. For Eliade, this ritual mimics divine archetypes, while for Durkheim these emerges from social constructs.

In Eliade, sacredness exists in a dichotomy with the profane, which enables spatial orientation and differentiation. To the extent that this applies to Durkheim, it is primarily in a social application. Admittedly, a Durkheimian sacred object does necessarily need to be set apart, differentiated from the profane to maintain its sacred quality: this is a core feature of his conception. However, it only truly creates heterogeneity in the social sense. A group or assembly with collective representations necessarily circumscribes itself from other groups and individuals who do not share the same unified belief system. For both, it can therefore be said that religiousness is a prerequisite for the emergence of the sacred. Yet ultimately, Eliade sees sacredness as a metaphysical cosmology, and Durkheim as merely a societal cosmogony.

After all, Durkheim argues that sacredness can only emerge from a collective, which it then serves to unify. It cannot emerge or even exist through a single human being. In Eliade, though sacredness emerges from the religious, even an irreligious human being must have some form of orientational, and thus sacred, central point. A hierophany, the means by which sacredness emerges, is accessible to both individuals and groups. The central, absolute fixed points hierophanies create can and do provide a frame of reference for groups, but hierophany can also be personal in nature. In a similar manner, to the extent that Durkheim includes the idea of a threshold, or boundary, between what is sacred and what is not, the threshold for the manifestation of the sacred is simply the boundary between an individual and the prerequisite group. 
 
Eliade’s conception could be seen to impart an agency of sorts to sacredness: since it imposes itself in a hierophany which is understood as extrinsic to human beings, coming as it does from without. In Durkheim, since it emerges from a human assembly, it therefore depends on factors predetermined by human beings. In fact, Durkheim is primarily concerned with sacred objects of a totemic nature, while Eliade is more explicit in stating that any space could be the site of a hierophany and its attending sacredness. For Eliade, sacredness has a suprahuman origin. For Durkheim, it originates in, and must continually be added through, collective human activity.  

 
CONCLUSION

	In conclusion, certain threads run through both Eliade and Durkheim’s views of sacred space, particularly when it comes to its religious nature, the real effects of its power’s and the need for a performative or ritual aspect to perpetuate its sacredness. The scope of Durkheim’s view is narrower, since he perceives sacredness as purely anthropogenic, and therefore more readily applicable to sociological inquiry on the nature of sacredness. Eliade, with his suprahuman, metaphysical origin of the sacred, provides a framework applicable to a far wider, almost infinite spectrum of religious or cosmological inquiry, including the nature of sacred space and geography and societies and eras far beyond those of Durkheim’s totemistic societies, but at the expense of a loss of scope. Ultimately, Durkheim’s rigid emphasis on the collective origin and collectivizing role of sacredness, and Eliade’s core tenet of the ordering, orienting function of sacredness, both relay the same undercurrent: sacredness has its roots in core religious, as well as social, capacities and impulses.     
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