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Compare and critically contrast Mircea Eliade and Émile Durkheim views of sacred space. 

Word Count: 2363
Introduction.

The purpose of this essay is to analyse and contrast the concept of the sacred space in the works of philosophers Émile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade. The essay will be based on comparison of two texts The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion.  by M. Eliade and The Elementary Forms of Religious Life by E. Durkheim as primary sources of reference. Additionally, 6 secondary sources will be used to aid theoretical comprehension. 
Émile Durkheim (1858-1917) widely regarded as a founder of French school of sociology. He developed a methodology combining empirical research with sociological theory. (Enc Brittanica). Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) was one of the most influential scholars and historians of religion and interpreters of religious symbolism and myth
.
. 

According to Larry E. Shiner Eliade was one of the two scholars who gave the idea of space a prominence in religious studies
. Durkheim, in comparison to Eliade, did not produce any set-apart written work specifically dedicated to concept of the sacred space, hence his views must be analysed within  the context of The Elementary Forms of Religious Life framework. 

Taking to consideration that both philosophers reflected on the idea of sacred at the beginning of the 20th century their written work had been addressed to an audience whose perception of religion may had been different from the modern-day views and reflected acute social and philosophical problems at the time of writing. 
While doing research through the secondary source the reviews in a negative light of Durkheim theories have been accounted, however many scientists had been ecually had been the followers of his ideas.
 While Eliade’s views are more widely accepted, agreed on and being used as an academical base for research.  which emphasise the level of contradictory opinions in the works of both theorists. As an introduction to the topic of the sacred space the quote from the article will provides a solid introductory definition, “Sacred space is a place where human beings find manifestation of divine power, where they experience a sence of connectedness to the universe.”

Within the framework and structure of the essay deep examination of both theorists’ work is not achievable, only four creterias will be compared. The essay consists of two parts: in the first part we will try to analyse the idea on the sacred produced by both philosophers,  in the second - the manifestation of the sacred in the space, the sacred centre, and segregation of the sacred space.  Above mentioned factors are analised in order to draw a critical conclusion of what each of the authors recognises as a sacred space and compare how they relate to each other. 

1

The Sacred

In order to proceed to the correlation of the views on the sacred space it would be essential to outline the definition of ‘sacred’ itself as viewed by E. Durkheim and M. Eliade. By analysing the work of both theoretics and reading researches of other scholars dedicated to this topic it became obvious that  E. Durkheim and M. Eliade assign dissimilar quality to the meaning of ‘sacred’. 

E. Durkheim saw sacred as a projection of collectivity and a product of interaction of social forces and religious beliefs, that in turn serve the needs of social groups.   According to Durkheim humans must engage with their gods via forms of ritual offering, prayer and sacrifice, If the gods are not worshiped- they die. “Sacred beings exist only because they are imagined as such. If we cease to believe in them, they will cease to exist.” 
 There for religious beliefs and ritual are seen as sacred by E. Durkheim and are a binding element in itself that keeps the social environment together: 

All known religious beliefs, whether simple or complex, present a common quality: they presuppose a classification of things – the real or ideal things that men represent for themselves -into two classes, two opposite kinds, generally designated by two distinct terms effectively translated by the words profane and sacred.
 

M. Eliade started the introduction to his work The Sacred and the Profane by referencing Rudolf Otto and his idea of the sacred (Das Heilige) which imbodies the irrational aspect of religion. From which the affinity with Otto’s ideas is noticeable. Undoubtedly Otto’s works had influenced and given background for developing Eliade’s own theory of the sacred. Eliade wrote, “sacred is the opposite of the profane”.  

Highly important to note that original language of both works is French, and researcher  Matthew T. Evans suggested that the accuracy of translation of  The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion might hade been lacking.
  .
  

Durkheim suggested that anything could be sacred including rocks, trees, houses, etc. In other words, any place can become sacred as long it is empowered with collective functions of religious ritual.  “For what defines the sacred that it is superimposed on the real;”

Eliade wrote that men were not free to choose the sacred site and they could only seek it by the help of the mysterious signs.
  By this statement the sense of fate is revealed, the presence of ‘another’ and the feeling of transcendence can be detected. The apparent polarity in the views of both scholars is revealed, according to Dukheim the men as a social group had created sacredness’ around the space while in Eliade’s view men had had  little influence and are dependent on the sign from the supernatural.  

To summarise the above discussed ‘Sacral’ for Durkheim had the meaning for social and religious foundation of the society connected by ritual of worship and established structure of permitted or prohibited rites. As well as a marker of the social hierarchy between the gods and worshipers. Sacred cannot be separated away from the cult and social group that supports it.  Where for Eliade ‘sacral’ bears resemblance the meaning of Ottos numinosity, divinity and supernatural force, the sort of power manifested within the divinity, highly independent from the men it reveals itself to. 

2

The space.

Manifestation of the sacred on the space.  
In his work Eliade proposed the term “hierophany” for manifestation of sacred reality, which is manifestation of a wholly different order into a profane world.
 

Once hierophany manifests itself in any object or space it is not viewed as such but obtains a qualitative transition into the sacred, and here Eliade used Otto’s idea of “ganz andere’ which indicates that otherness had manifested itself upon the space or object. The sacred itself in Eliade’s views exists outside of space
.  

 In Durkheims view manifestation of the sacred can happen by transferring it’s functions on to the society and elevating society to the spiritual level. For Durkheim the social organization had been a model for the spatial organization and it beared the product of religious and thus collective representations. Durkheim proposes that any cave may become a sacred space once the clan or the society establishes a place of worship around it. 
 

However, similarity to Eliade may be discovered as he stated that if the religious forces had no proper place of their own and they were not bound to their material form they were  inclined to fly off and propagate elsewhere.
 

From the above mentioned we can draw the conclusion that regardless of the method how the place becomes sacralised, on which Durkheim and Eliade have different view, the idea that the sacred is independent of the place can be found in works of both. 

The Sacred Centre
For Eliade hierophany not only breaks the homogeneity of the place, it cuts through cosmic planes and becomes a fixed point, the cental axis. The meaning of central axis is the conncting the heaven, the earth, and the underworld. Larry E. Shiner wrote that in Elliade’s interpretation the characteristics of the sacred space were the break in the homogeneity of the space, the breaks provided the a spatial orientation, the break is also created an opening between the cosmic levels
.   
Durkheim discussed the nature of totemic beliefes and even though he didn’t single out the space as a separate category within his work we can understand an evidence of belonging, idea where the totem can be considered as a sacred centre
. The totem which was the manifestation of the sacred for a social grou.p The totem has it’s locality and provides the connection between the worlds: 
The totems are attached neither to persons nor to groups of specific persons but to localities. In effect, each totem has it’s centre in a definite place. This is supposed to be where, at the beginning of time, the should of the first ancestors who formed the totemic group had their preferred residence.
 

Even though Durkheim didn’t develop further a category of the sacred centre, the idea of connection between the heaven, earth and the world of the dead is present. 

Segregation of the sacred space. 

Both scholars used the dichotomy of the sacred and profane space within the frames of the environment the man inhabit. Within the framework of this essay, we shall mainly be focusing on the comparison of the view on the sacred space. 
Space may be considered as one of the foundational categories of the human society and according to E. Durkheim the sacred is connected the social ideal and religious, where profane is regarded as the individual, the economic and the material. There for the sacred space should be segregated.  And for the purpose of segregation the set of rules and taboos exists:  

First, religious life and profane life cannot coexist in the same space. For religious life to flourish a special place must be arranged from the which the profane life is excluded. Hence the institution of temples and sanctuaries: these spaces are assigned to sacred things and beings, and serve as their residence, for they can claim this ground for themselves only by appropriating it entirely within a specific radius
. 

So for Durkheim the space itself can be compared to a void unless religious forces or objects didn’t materialise there and didn’t create the sacredness within the space.  

Even though both scholars had similar view that sacred space should had been set apart, the difference in quality of the space must be addressed:   

Both Emile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade highlight the role of the threshold as a sort of border between the sacred and a prophane. Eliade brings in the example of the church, which shares a different space from it’s location and the threshold of the church represent a clearly defined border between the profane and the religious. He adds that the same applies for the human habitation, therefor threshold becomes a symbol of great importance. He writes, “Every sacred place implies a hierophany, an irruption of the sacred that results in detaching a territory from the surroundings cosmic milieu and making it qualitatively different”
. 

Émile Durkheim explores the idea of separating profane and sacred places by symbolic threshold
. For him  ‘space’ is a result of having divided the universe  between sacred and profane districts. And those must be kept apart, and a kind of gulf must be kept between them. 

Just like in Eliade’s example of the church  as a qualitatively different place to it’s surroundings Durkheim expresses similar idea:

 
For religious life to flourish, a special place must be arranged from which profane life is excluded. Hence the institution of temples a sanctuaries: these spaces are assigned to sacred things and beings, and serve as their residence, for they can claim this ground for themselves only by appropriating it entirely within the specific radius”. 
  

But if for M. Eliade it bore the quality of divinity for É. Durkheim -the quality of ritual.

Durkheim wrote that space had be devided and deferntiated but questions where the basic devisions had been coming from? The answer was that all the people of the same civilization conceived the space equally, the values and the distinctions of the place had been of the social origin
. 

Conclusion 

To conclude the summary of the analysis we must outline the results:

‘The sacred’ makes the space powerful and gives it value, this thought we may find reflected in the works of both Durkheim and Eliade. However, the quality of the sacred and approach to it makes us to look at it from the contrasting perspective. 
É. Durkheim’s ideas of the sacred space embody the concept that it can be omnipresent when the society forms around it. The space is made sacral by the society and ceased to one once the social group that worshiped it relinquish. The collective energy, which is sacral bestowes the power on to the space.
In M. Eliade’s theory the quality of the sacred power is divine and is manifested upon the space autonomously. Eliade’s sacred space carries in itself the meaning of the ‘holy place’ on which the power had been bestowed. Even though M.Elaide and É. Durkheim have quite contrastive approach to religion, they both allow the presence of sacred space in religious believes. 

Even though the views of Eliade and Durkheim seems to represent opposite ideas,  at a times they are complementary to each and have reflective points, which allows their audience to look at the same idea from a different perspective. 
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