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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources


Introduction

In this essay I will critically compare and contrast Mircea Eliade’s and Emile Durkheim’s views of sacred space through an examination of their conceptions of: religion’s role in relationship to sacred space; the nature of hierophany and how it relates to understandings of a space’s sacredness; the extent of the importance of the repetitive act of ritual in defining the space’s sacredness and in general the two theorists’ views on the relevance of human-sacred space interaction; the relationship between sacred consciousness and sacred space; the phenomenological approach of both Eliade and Durkheim; and the inclusivity/exclusivity of sacred space.

Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) was a Romanian phenomenologist and religious historian.[footnoteRef:1] Emile Durkheim (1856-1917) was a French sociologist.[footnoteRef:2] Both wrote extensively on what constitutes sacred space and what in fact gives it its sacredness, primarily in their works: The Sacred and the Profane, and The Elementary Forms of Religious Life respectively. Durkheim’s position was that sacred space, and all other ‘experienced phenomena’, ‘only exists in and through the minds who think of it’,[footnoteRef:3] deducted from his belief that non-physical attributes cannot exist externally, necessitating consistent human engagement with it in order to uphold its sacredness. He believed that space was homogeneous and that there was no external difference between sacred and profane space.[footnoteRef:4] Eliade delineated sacred space as independent from perception, ‘manifesting itself in any hierophany’ (which he defines lengthily, but which ultimately boils down to: revelations of seemingly absolute universal Truths - which may be interpreted as religious experiences). He believed that space was (not homogeneous,[footnoteRef:5] and that a place can be inherently remarkable, and can draw sacred relationships to it; that it may possess, to some extent, agency.[footnoteRef:6]  [1:  Douglas Allen, ‘Mircea Eliade’, Encyclopedia Britannica (18 Apr. 2021), <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mircea-Eliade>  [Accessed 11 November 2021].]  [2:  Henri M. Peyre, ‘Émile Durkheim’, Encyclopedia Britannica (11 Apr. 2021), <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Emile-Durkheim> [Accessed 11 November 2021].]  [3:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, 10th edn., trans. by Karen Fields (NOT SURE IT IS) (New York: The Free Press, 1995), p. xix.]  [4:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, 10th edn., trans. by Karen Fields (NOT SURE IT IS) (New York: The Free Press, 1995), p. ________]  [5:  Eliade, p. 20.]  [6:  Eliade, p. 26.] 



Main Body
One emergent similarity between their views lies in their acknowledgement of religion’s importance in defining sacred space. Durkheim viewed the role of religion as an integral progenitor of a space’s perceived sacredness - religion being one of the fundamental examples of ‘shared mental constructs with the help of which, he argues, human beings collectively view themselves, each other, and the natural world’[footnoteRef:7] This is not dissimilar to Eliade who recognised that religion and culture give the framework for the hierophany that the recipient of the sacredness of space’s agency experiences. He states that ‘Every sacred space implies a hierophany, an irruption of the sacred that results in detaching a territory from the surrounding cosmic milieu and making it qualitatively different.’[footnoteRef:8] With hierophany being the key component of Eliade’s views on sacred space, religion is thus evidently extremely relevant for both views on sacred space.   [7:  Durkheim, p. xviii.]  [8:  Eliade, p. 26.] 

Expanding on his perceiving of the role of religion in defining sacred space, Durkheim seems to suggest that the sacredness of space is not accessible to everyone equally - that it necessitates background understanding and integration within religious culture. Durkheim remarks that ‘access to sacred things are not free’,[footnoteRef:9] and later that ‘if the sacred beings always manifested their powers in a perfectly equal manner, it would appear inconceivable that men should dream of offering them services, for we cannot see what need they could have of them.’[footnoteRef:10] Similarly, Eliade appears to be of the opinion that some are more open to hierophany and as a result: to the sacredness of space, an opinion exemplified by his comment:  [9:  Durkheim, p. 148. ]  [10:  Durkheim, p. 399.] 


An existence open to the world is not an unconscious existence “buried in nature.” Openness to the world enables religious man to know himself in knowing the world— and this knowledge is precious to him because it is religious, because it pertains to being.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Eliade, p. 167.] 


This, he asserts, ‘helps us to understand the perspective adopted by the man of the archaic societies; for him, the whole of life is capable of being sanctified.’[footnoteRef:12] Eliade does not however, in contrast to Durkheim, seem to exclude the non-religious or uninitiated or even entirely unfamiliar with the particular landscape, from having hierophanies, which he assures can occur through a ‘chance openness’[footnoteRef:13] (italics my own) and thus an experience of the sacredness of space can be considered universally possible in the Eliadean view. [12:  Eliade, p. 167.]  [13:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology and the Sacred’, Religious Studies, 36.2 (2000), pp. 177-194 (188) < https://www.jstor.org/stable/20008280>.] 


This Durkheimian exclusivity of space’s sacredness to certain religiously initiated peoples is furthered by the fact that an integral component of his views on sacred space is the notion that the interaction between humanity and the sacred space must be continually repeated - with each ritual interaction recreating its sacredness.[footnoteRef:14] This is dissimilar from Eliade’s overall views, exemplified in Randall Studstill’s overview of his theories, where he states that to Eliade ‘the experience of the sacred would seem to represent a chance openness to the qualities represented by an object, experienced as meaningful in reference to the believer's existential condition.’[footnoteRef:15] This existential condition is an important point to both Eliade and Durkheim within their views on sacred space. Eliade discusses the existential condition of the archaic human at length, and makes the assumption that they, being of a sacred consciousness,[footnoteRef:16] were more aware of and had a more intimate relationship with sacred space than those living in his contemporary, more profane times. This is made apparent in his introduction to The Sacred and the Profane, when he claims that the archaic human tended to ‘live as much as possible in the sacred’.[footnoteRef:17]  Their existential condition therefore, according to Eliade, was one of attunement with the sacred space that surrounds them. [14:  D’Orsi, Lorenzo, Fabio Dei, Fabio, ‘What is a rite? Émile Durkheim, a hundred years later’, Open Information Science, 2 (2008), 115–126 (116) <DOI: https://doi.org/10.1515/opis-2018-0009>]  [15:  Studstill, p. 188.]  [16:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology and the Sacred’ in Religious Studies, 36.2 (2000), pp. 177-194 (p. 185). <https://www.jstor.org/stable/20008280>. ]  [17:  Eliade, p. 12.] 


As such, this poses another similarity between the two theories of sacred space. For the archaic human, Eliade posits, it is through this repetition of religious ritual, sacrifices, and engagement with the sacred landscape that reiterates the sacredness of the place to them as individuals and as a culture/society.[footnoteRef:18] Rennie argues that Eliade's sacred arises through a reciprocal relationship between the object's qualities and an interpretive act in the perception: [18:  D’Orsi, Dei, p. 116.] 


While it is true that we do not simply 'project' the qualities of infinitude and transcendence onto the sky [for example], it is misleading to assume then that we are simply given these concepts by our experience of the sky. Rather our experience of the world is a reciprocal affair. Without some pre-existent conception of infinitude we could never recognize the infinitude manifested to us by the sky.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Rennie, p. 78 (citing Rennie, 1996, p. 14).] 


It is their religion and their persistent sacred ritual engagement with the landscape that gives them this fully-formed conception of infinitude, as well as providing, through consistent engagement, the knowledge of their sacred universe.[footnoteRef:20] Therefore, Eliade shares Durkheim’s position, to some extent, that the renewal of a space’s sacredness is essential to a full conception of its sacredness - through reciprocal interactions between humanity and sacred space. To contrast their views once more, however: this reciprocity to Durkheim would have been a mental construct and as such, in reality, an unrequited interaction with the sacred space.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Rennie, p. 78.]  [21:  Durkheim, p. xix.] 


On the importance of religion and persistent sacred ritual engagement with the space, one further similarity in the scholars’ views is elucidated in Eliade’s assertion that ‘the cosmos in its entirety can become a hierophany’,[footnoteRef:22] and thus a sacred space.[footnoteRef:23] This links back to Durkheim’s notion that space is homogeneous and that it is solely humankind’s interaction with it that potentiates its sacredness.[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Eliade, p. 12.]  [23:  Eliade, p. 26.]  [24:  Patrick Burnett, ‘The Dynamics of Time and Space in Sociological Theory’ (2015) <DOI: 10.13140/RG.2.1.4604.7204>, p. 7.] 


Likewise, on this human-space interaction, one similarity lies in both methodological approaches in explicating sacred space. Despite Eliade’s belief that space can be inherently remarkable, non-homogeneous, and ‘manifesting itself’,[footnoteRef:25] both himself and Durkheim eschew pursuit of determining characteristics of sacred space outside of human interaction in favour of a phenomenological approach. Eliade:  [25:  Eliade, p. 11.] 


propose[d] to present the phenomenon of the sacred in all its complexity, and not only in so far as it is irrational. What will concern us is not the relation between the rational and nonrational elements of religion but the sacred in its entirety.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Eliade, p. 10.] 


This is the same methodological approach as Durkheim, who ‘confront[ed] religion in the same mental state as the believer’.[footnoteRef:27] This methodology of studying religion is extended to the study of sacred space in both the research and writing of Durkheim and Eliade.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Eliade, p. xvii.]  [28:  Eliade, p. 10.] 



Conclusion

In conclusion, the views of Eliade and Durkheim on sacred space, despite initially seeming disparate do have many threads that connect them. This may not be altogether surprising due to the fact that Eliade’s views on sacred space were, as William Paden, cited by Bryan Rennie, alluded, were in part indebted to Durkheim’s. The very dichotomising of sacred and profane being the core influence Durkheim’s writing had on Eliade’s. [footnoteRef:29]  These similarities in their views on sacred space include their phenomenological approach; the supposition of highly affective social (especially religious) structures on a space’s perceived sacredness – with persistent interaction with the space serving to bring the community into a more intimate relationship with the space’s sacredness – more open to its hierophanic potential. The distinction between the two views on this point is the extent to which they attribute a space’s sacredness to this interaction and ritual re-sanctification – Durkheim being of the opinion that the space’s sacredness is created in this way alone, Eliade, conversely, that space potentiates but does not necessitate human engagement to give it the non-homogeneity of space, only possible according to Durkheim in the manifestation of mind that creates it as such. To Eliade space can be inherently remarkable. Further differences arose in analysis of the exclusivity of a space’s sacredness in the Durkheimian view contrasting the Eliadean sense of space having to some greater or lesser extent: agency with which to deliver its hierophany to any in that moment of ‘chance openness’.[footnoteRef:30] These differences are not stark contrasts however - as discussed, Eliade was of the opinion that sacred consciousness, as possessed by those who live persisting sacred rituals in their sacred space, incur greater openness and access to space’s potential sacredness. Furthermore, a key disparity that masks a hidden relatedness uncovered was the concept of homogeneous and non-homogeneous space. Durkheim was a believer that all space was the same, differentiated only by those manifestations of mind which he posits create a space’s sacredness out of a banal, universal profanity, Eliade: that a hierophany – being an ‘irruption’ of sacred space[footnoteRef:31] - is in its very essence a break in space’s homogeneity – sacred space thus being an example of non-homogeneous space. As discussed however, Eliade’s clarification that hierophany can occur by chance, and that the whole of space can potentially manifest itself in a hierophany,[footnoteRef:32] does seem to suggest that some level of homogeneity of space is present in his theories of sacred space. [29:  Rennie, p. 73-74.]  [30:  Studstill, p. 188.]  [31:  Eliade, p. 26.]  [32:  Eliade, p. 12.] 

Finally then, differentiated by certain elements of their understandings of sacred space, subtle similarities can still be uncovered through in depth analysis of the two perspectives on sacred space. As such, the emergent evidence suggests that overall, the views of Eliade and Durkheim on sacred space may in fact overlap more than they diverge.
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