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Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim - Similarities and contrasts in their vision of the Sacred[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  (1571 words)] 



Claude Maumené 


Introduction

Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) and Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) were to put forward one after the other their insight of the sacred, seen from the social scientist’s viewpoint and also from that of the religious historian. This essay will compare and contrast the principal topics broached by the two scholars, respectively in The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life – The totemic system in Australia published in the Works of the sociological year, Paris, 1912, and in The Sacred and the Profane Gallimard, Paris, 2013 [1965].
    
    
The Sacred as opposed to the profane 

Durkheim as Eliade offers a definition of the sacred based on a dualistic representation of the world, a sacred-profane dichotomy. For Durkheim, seen from a religious viewpoint, the world is conceived in accordance with two modalities, ‘in two opposed types, usually designated by two distinct elements which suitably express the terms of the profane and the sacred’ (my translation).[footnoteRef:2] He constantly implies a bipartite division of the universe into two kinds which radically exclude one another.[footnoteRef:3] Hence, the sociologist sets the sacred aside. [footnoteRef:4]  [2:  ‘En deux genres opposés, désignés généralement par deux termes distincts que traduisent assez bien les mots de profane et de sacré’, Emile Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse – Le système totémique en Australie  (Paris, Travaux de l’année sociologique, Librairie Félix Alcan, 1912), p.50. http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k744652?rk=42918;4 [accessed October 29,2017]]  [3:  Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires, p.53]  [4:  Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires p.56.] 


Likewise, from his side Eliade proposes a definition of the sacred based on the same opposition, stating ‘the first definition one can offer of the sacred is that it is opposed to the profane’ (my translation).[footnoteRef:5] For him the sacred is also apart, moreover he borrows from the work of Rudolf Otto the notion of the sacred as something completely else, ‘ganz andere’, radically and totally different.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  ‘Or la première définition que l’on puisse donner du sacré, c’est qu’il s’oppose au profane’ ; Eliade, Le sacré et le profane (Paris : éditions Gallimard, collection folio essais, 2013 [1965]), p.16]  [6:  Eliade, Le sacré et le profane, p.17.] 


The hierarchy of the Sacred 

Both scholars place the sacred on a superior plane. For Eliade, the sacred is an absolute reality, transcending this world here.[footnoteRef:7] Symmetrically, Durkheim for whom the sacred is a product of society, considers collective ideals to be superior to egoistic passions and individual preoccupations.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Eliade, Le sacré et le profane, p. 171-172.]  [8:  Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires, p.453] 


Dualistic approaches 
Further to the publication of his book, ‘The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life’ Émile Durkheim reasserted the duality of the nature of mankind. According to him, the latter is just ‘a particular case of this division of things into the sacred and the profane’ (my translation).[footnoteRef:9] Here he is in accordance with the dualistic concepts of Descartes who separates the body and the soul, elements seen by Durkheim to be respectively profane and sacred, just like the transposition of society and the individual on the scale of humanity.[footnoteRef:10]  ‘For society’, he writes, ‘this unique source of all things sacred, does not confine itself to moving us from the outside and briefly affecting us; it organises itself within us in a sustainable way’ (my translation).[footnoteRef:11]  Eliade’s concept is none the less dualistic. He explicitly opposes the Sacred and the profane, opposition he homologates to that of the Cosmos and the Chaos, to Being and not-Being. At this point the two scholars are in agreement, but are radically opposed to monist positions, in particular the neutral monist position defended by the philosopher Bertrand Russel (1872-1970). According to Russel, matter and spirit are indivisible, composed of one and the same neutral substrate, their sole difference lying in their organisation.[footnoteRef:12]  [9:  ‘Qu'un cas particulier de cette division des choses en sacrées et profanes’, Emile Durkheim, ‘Le dualisme de la nature humaine et ses conditions sociales’, Scientia, XV, 1914, 206-221. ]  [10:  René Descartes, Méditations métaphysiques (1641), Traduction française du duc de Luynes (1647), Méditation sixième, http://philosophie.ac-creteil.fr/IMG/pdf/Meditations.pdf [accessed October 29, 2017]]  [11:  ‘Car la société’, écrit-il, ‘cette source unique de tout ce qui est sacré, ne se borne pas à nous mouvoir du dehors et à nous affecter passagèrement ; elle s’organise en nous d’une manière durable’, Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires, pp. 387-388]  [12:  Bertrand Russel, ‘On the nature of acquaintance. II Neutral Monism’, The Monist, Vol. 24, No. 2 (April, 1914), Published by: Oxford University Press, 1914, p. 161. ; ‘Le monisme est une doctrine empiriste qui affirme que tout ce qui existe est constitué d’entité physiques et que la seule physique tant du point de vue de la langue que de sa méthode, permet d’assurer l’unité de la science ». A. Simha, « Monisme », in M. Blay (dir.), Grand dictionnaire de la philosophie, Paris, Larousse/CNRS éditions, 2003, p. 700.] 

The origins of the Sacred 

No doubt this topic concerning the origins of the Sacred is the question fundamentally opposing the sociologist to the historian of religions. For Durkheim, society « produces » religion. Religion ‘is an eminently social thing’.[footnoteRef:13] For the sociologist, the religious sense is the product of the collective thought; it allows for the transfiguration of reality, through the projection of collective ideals.[footnoteRef:14] ‘From « god » to « society », it is ‘a founding equivalence’, he tells us. If the totem is ‘both the symbol of god and society, is not this because god and society are one?’ [footnoteRef:15] On the contrary, according to Eliade, the Sacred results from a hierophany, i.e. from its manifestation.[footnoteRef:16] He believes mankind grasps the irruption of the Sacred in the world and thereby discovers the existence of an absolute reality.[footnoteRef:17] [13:  Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires, p.13]  [14:  Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires, p. 340]  [15:  ‘A la fois le symbole du dieu et de la société, n’est-ce pas que le dieu et la société ne font qu’un ?’ Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires, p. 294-295]  [16:  Eliade, Le sacré et le profane, p.17]  [17:  ‘Une pierre sacrée reste une pierre ; apparemment (plus exactement : d'un point de vue profane) rien ne la distingue de toutes les autres pierres. Pour ceux auxquels une pierre se révèle sacrée, sa réalité immédiate se transmue au contraire en réalité surnaturelle.’,  Eliade, Le sacré et le profane, p.18] 

Here lies the fundamental difference in the way the two scholars conceive things. For the sociologist, man « produces » the sacred, whereas, according to the historian of religions, the Sacred is revealed to him.
 
The forces of the sacred

Eliade ponders on the forces causing the profane to become sacred.[footnoteRef:18] He admits that the matter goes beyond the competence of the historian of religions. For Durkheim, religions are without any doubt of a social origin; their unity stems from the existence of a collective moral force within the conscience of the faithful, but it is not the result of a ‘very rational act of willpower’.[footnoteRef:19] In the time of primitive mankind, Durkheim considers the origin of the religious sense to be just the result of the simple observation of nature. ‘For them nature came as the great surprise, a huge terror ; it was a wonder and a permanent miracle… it is that wonder, that unknown miracle as opposed to what is known… which gave the primary impulsion to religious thought and to the language of religion’. (my translation)[footnoteRef:20] A viewpoint bringing him at length closer to Eliade, except that where Durkheim refers to a «wonder » and a « miracle » of nature, the historian of religions perceives a « hierophany ». [18:  Eliade, Le sacré et le profane, p.12]  [19:  Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires, p.522]  [20:  ‘La nature était pour eux la grande surprise, la grande terreur ; c’était une merveille et un miracle permanent…c’est cette merveille, ce miracle inconnu opposé à ce qui est connu… qui donna la première impulsion à la pensée religieuse et au langage religieux’, Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires, p.104 & p.245] 



The renewal of the Sacred by rite 

The Sacred must be sustained, it exists solely by its renewal in the collective consciousness, Durkheim tells us.[footnoteRef:21] ‘Without gods men could not live. But on the other hand, the gods would die if they were not worshipped’ (my translation).[footnoteRef:22] For Eliade, rites maintaining myths are just as important.[footnoteRef:23] Men imitate the acts of the gods, offered to them as a model to guide their activity. And the actualisation of the Sacred through rites, enables them to recreate the world, to reproduce it in its state of origin, to ensure its fecundity, its prosperity. Where Eliade considers the gods guide the activity of mankind, for Durkheim it is the collective moral force, renewed by rite, which provides guidance for individual willpower.  [21:  Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires, p.610]  [22:  ‘Mais d’un autre côté, les dieux mourraient si le culte ne leur était rendu’, Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires, p.494]  [23:  Eliade, Le sacré et le profane, p.89-93] 


The Sacred: a chosen or a revealed space

For Eliade as for Durkheim, an element related to the sacred is also related to the Sacred space. For both, the Sacred space does not coexist with the profane space, they are divided apart from each other. But for the historian of religions, the Sacred space is the place of hierophany, so it is not a free choice, it is a revelation. For the sociologist, the sacred space is a social allocation, a place apart, somehow chosen to be sanctified by society.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires, p.22] 



The Sacred space is oriented

Both for Durkheim as well as Eliade this space is oriented and distinct. However, for the sociologist the values assigned to different areas are of a social origin. For him the organisation of society followed ‘the early model of spatial organisation, it is a transfer’.[footnoteRef:25] This social character is manifest among the Zuni, where within the pueblo (Amerindian village), there are as many areas as there are clans in the tribe.[footnoteRef:26] But the sociological definition of the sacred space hits close to a limit. The space itself and its natural resources may possibly influence the way of life of any society as well as its social organisation, in accordance with the ecological niche described by Grinnell the American zoologist (1877-1939).[footnoteRef:27] Again using the example of the pueblo provided by Durkheim, the Taos pueblo is built of local raw material, of mudbricks, their mechanical properties leading inhabitants to construct multi-storey, terraced properties, so as to ensure better stability and the durability of each group.[footnoteRef:28] This organisation of housing, made necessary by the natural resource used, inevitably shaped the interactions between the habitants and the social organisation of the pueblo.[footnoteRef:29]  [25:  ‘Le modèle de l’organisation spatiale qui est un décalque de la première’, Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires, p.17]  [26:  Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires, p.16]  [27:  Joseph Grinnell, « The niche-relationships of the California Thrasher », The Auk, vol. 34,‎ 1917, p. 427–433, http://artifex.org/~ecoreaders/lit/Grinnell1917.pdf [accessed October 29, 2017]]  [28:  Luis Mountain Zamora and Mary Kay Judy, ‘Taos Pueblo Preservation Program’, APT Bulletin: The Journal of Preservation Technology, Vol.46, No. 4 (2015), pp.38-45]  [29:  Zamora,‘Taos Pueblo Preservation’, pp.38-45] 


As we have seen, for Eliade, the lack of homogeneity of space is the result of an initial religious experience. So this is where the point Eliade calls a Centre appears,    around which the world organises and orients itself. [footnoteRef:30] The revelation of this fixed point is equal to a creation of the world. This Centre may be a holy mountain, or a temple or a palace, and by extension any city or royal residence, or more commonly an « Axis Mundi ».[footnoteRef:31] So the Centre is revealed to mankind and « man builds following a celestial prototype » Eliade tells us.[footnoteRef:32] He backs up his point by recalling the Heavenly Jerusalem, the celestial city of Alakamanda in Ceylon, the ideal city of Plato...[footnoteRef:33] But the place of God in the relationship of man to his dwelling space recedes, as of today the Cosmos is almost entirely desacralized. This is why the organisation of the space of modern day mankind has almost completely slipped away from any religious consideration.  [30:  Eliade, Le profane et le sacré, p. 38-47]  [31:  Eliade, Le profane et le sacré, p. 26]  [32:  Mircea Eliade, Le mythe de l’éternel retour, (Paris: éd. Gallimard, collection folio essais, 2009 [1969]), p.22]  [33:  Eliade, Le mythe de l’éternel retour, p.19-23] 


Conclusion

If Durkheim and Eliade share the same dualist vision of space, if they agree on the impermanence of the Sacred and on the necessity to actualize it, on the superiority of the Sacred above the profane and its function as a guide to men, they fundamentally disagree on its origins. For the sociologist, the Sacred is « conceived », for the historian of religion it is « perceived ». And, however pertinent they may be, Durkheim’s « social » model and Eliade’s « celestial archetypes » seem no longer the unique determinants of the organisation of the space of the modern, or pre-modern day man, who, from now on, has to take into consideration other matters, not just simply social or religious. 
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