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Compare and critically contrast Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim’s views of sacred space
(Words: 2166)

Introduction

This essay will compare and critically contrast Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim’s views of sacred space. The essay will focus on Eliade’s origin and cosmogonic myths in relation to sacred space. Eliade defined the myths as ‘the archetypal gesture of the Creator God, the Creation of the World.’[footnoteRef:1] This distinction will be unfolded further on in this essay, to see how places that resemble the cosmos and its origin are deemed as sacred by Eliade. In contrast to Eliade, from Durkheim’s ideas on totemism in his book The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life,[footnoteRef:2] his views implied sacred space was a social construct. Along with myths and social construct the concept of phenomenology will be delved into regarding sacred space. [1:  Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality (New York: Harper and Row, 1963), p. 32.]  [2:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, trans. by Joseph Ward Swain (Great Britain: Amazon).] 


Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) was a French philosopher and sociologist. Durkheim took the humanities approach within academia and was one of the first to establish sociology as a discipline. Although, he came from a devout Jewish family he was interested in finding his own way regarding religious beliefs.[footnoteRef:3] On the other hand, Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) was a Romanian scholar and a historian of religion. His work was influenced by esoterism such as shamanism and yoga and he sought to understand how the concept of religion influenced human life.[footnoteRef:4] As seen with Durkheim, Eliade’s work also attracted scholars from various academic fields from philosophy to theology and psychology. [3:  Internet Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, https://iep.utm.edu/durkheim/ (accessed November 8, 2020).]  [4:  Britannica https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mircea-Eliade (accessed November 8, 2020).] 


What is considered as a sacred space? Belden Lane reflected on the meaning of sacred place in regards to ‘the interplay of cultural, religious, and ecological forces that constitute the identity of a given site?’[footnoteRef:5] Eliade considered ‘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:6] Eliade implied a sacred space is a manifestation of the sacred and does not require human intervention. Whereas, Durkheim’s research on totemism looked towards symbolism, as it is ‘either of man or of the universe, that we must look for the germ of the grand opposition which separates the profane from the sacred.’[footnoteRef:7] Durkheim explained further what separates the profane and sacred is not just humans and the physical world but ‘another source.’[footnoteRef:8] Therefore, all three authors touched upon something unexplainable, beyond human and the physical that makes a space sacred. At the same time, this essay will also show how Eliade and Durkheim’s views differ over sacred space.   [5:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2002), p. 5.]  [6:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane (New York: Harcourt, Inc., 1987), p. 26.]  [7:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 36.]  [8:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 36.] 



Myths

Eliade’s cosmogonic and origin myths were considered to continue cosmogony in relation to sacred space. Both myths speak of creation and possess a healing quality; as there is a projection ‘out of profane time into the fullness of primordial Time; he is carried “back” to the origin of the World and is thus present at the cosmogony.’[footnoteRef:9] Therefore, the beginning of the universe holds sacredness that emerges when it is recalled in particular rituals, events and space. According to Lucien Levy-Bruhl ‘there is nothing further to seek when the myth has spoken.’[footnoteRef:10] Both Eliade and Levy-Bruhl alleged that myths can bring spaces alive with an infusion of sacredness.  [9:  Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality (New York: Harper and Row, 1963), p. 26.]  [10:  Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, The Notebooks on Primitive Mentality, trans. Peter Riviére (San Francisco: Harper & Row Publishers, 1975), p. 109.] 


Similarly, Lane pointed out that a ‘myth that is understood is no longer myth,’[footnoteRef:11] when an experience that is profound, analysing it with words and rationale takes away its power and mystery. Eliade concurred, once a myth has been spoken ‘it establishes a truth that is absolute.’[footnoteRef:12] They both advocated the essence of myth should be revered. Likewise, Christopher Tilley suggested that a landscape can become alive through mythological characters.[footnoteRef:13] At the same time, Tilley’s viewpoint coincided with Durkheim that the mythology of a place or totem object was a human creation. [11:  Lane, Landscapes, p.24.]  [12:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 95.]  [13:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape (Oxford: Berg, 1994), p. 24.] 


The totem in Durkheim’s research can be regarded as a myth, for the emblem of the clan represented a guardian or ancestral spirit. The totem has many functions within the clan structure, and this is where Durkheim differs from Eliade; Durkheim considered the totem myth as a social construct. Durkheim suggested ‘a society can neither create itself nor recreate itself without at the same time creating an ideal.’[footnoteRef:14] The power of a myth and its associated symbolism can either bring a group together or divide it. Contrary to Eliade, Durkheim implied removing the myth would remove the sacredness. Therefore, myth can be associated to sacred space giving ordinary space power through intention; or as Lane suggested ‘sacred place ultimately is not chosen, it chooses.’[footnoteRef:15] Implying there is no control over the sacredness of space as it chooses itself through the myth.  [14:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 169.]  [15:  Lane, Landscapes, p.20.] 


On the other hand, Eliade explained further how sacred space holds the myth of the ancestors as well as creation; this keeps the place alive and gives a sense of belonging. What takes place is  ‘recovering the primordial Time, which alone can ensure the complete renewal of the Cosmos, of life, and of society, is bought about primarily by re-establishing the “absolute beginning,” that is, the Creation of the World.’[footnoteRef:16] The myth emanates a sense of returning to the time of creation and connecting to something higher. The land remembers the myths and when you visit the sacred space there is a remembrance, a recall of the myth and cosmogony. Likewise, Tim Ingold in his work Lines outlined how Aboriginal cosmology implied that ancestors ‘roamed the country during the formative era known as the Dreaming, leaving their mark in such landscape features as hills, rocky outcrops, waterholes and gullies.’[footnoteRef:17] Ingold pointed out the importance of ancestral input in myth and landscape. Therefore, it is questionable, does removing the myth remove the sacredness?  [16:  Eliade, Myth and Reality, p. 37.]  [17:  Tim Ingold, Lines (New York: Routledge Classics, 2016), p. 51.] 


Social Construct

As a contrast to Eliade’s views on the cosmogonic and origin myths; Durkheim considered social construct in relation to sacredness. Durkheim’s work investigated Australian Totemic clans; he described how the natives believed all things possess ‘spiritual beings.’[footnoteRef:18] Although, Durkheim respected totemic beliefs regarding animate and inanimate objects; he was steadfast that the rituals and activities as a concept were to maintain social order.[footnoteRef:19] Therefore, Durkheim’s conclusions inferred human interaction is required for a space to become sacred. Durkheim’s findings on cosmology being reflected in social construct and social order is supported by Denise Martin’s paper on Maat; where she outlined the deity Maat ‘represents a fundamental order.’[footnoteRef:20] Jai Pal Singh and Mumtaz Khan in their paper found sacred cosmology was used to construct social and geographical order to create a harmonious society.[footnoteRef:21] Therefore, space became sacred when a deity was attached to it making it a social construct. [18:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 20. ]  [19:  Durkheim, Forms, pp. 166-181.]  [20:  Denise Martin, ‘Maat and Order in African Cosmology: A Conceptual Tool for Understanding Indigenous       Knowledge,’ Journal of Black Studies, 38, 6 (2008), p.952.]  [21:  Jai Pal Singh and Mumtaz Khan, ‘Hindu Cosmology and the Orientation and Segregation of Social Groups in Villages in Northwestern India,’ Geografiska Annaler. Series B, Human Geography, 81, 1 (1999), p. 19. ] 


Whereas, Eliade argued that a place holds the memory of rituals and myths, making a space sacred regardless of human interaction, as space is consecrated by the gods.[footnoteRef:22] Therefore, not supporting the above ideas of sacred cosmology being utilised by society to create order and harmony. Similarly, Levy-Bruhl found in his research the primitive mentality understood concepts and had beliefs regarding sacred cosmology that westerners could not understand. Levy-Bruhl termed the primitive mystical notion as ‘prelogical;’ it is beyond scientific rationale but does not make it irrational.[footnoteRef:23] Is it possible that Durkheim placed his research on totemism in a sociological framework due to this lack of mystical and prelogical understanding.  [22:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 30.]  [23:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1926), p. 78.] 


The viewpoints presented above by Eliade and Durkheim can be unfolded further within a cultural and social stance. Durkheim’s work on totemism referred to the importance of the natives possessing shared ‘multitude of beliefs and practices’[footnoteRef:24] from ‘animal-worshipping and plant-worshipping cults.’[footnoteRef:25] The kinships created a bond between the clans and the geographical relevance pointed to a social construct created amongst the natives. Although, Eliade eluded to the creation myth being a commonality between the different tribes; he did not view the commonality as a social construct. Eliade believed the community tapped into the benefit and healing of rituals which he termed ‘universal renewal.’[footnoteRef:26] Whereas, Durkheim identified the totem as a sacred emblem in its various forms bringing people together not for healing as Eliade claimed but as a way to establish order.[footnoteRef:27] Durkheim categorised totemism as a religious force which ‘collective sentiments can become conscious of themselves only by fixing themselves upon external objects.’[footnoteRef:28] Once again, coinciding with Levy-Bruhl’s idea that a western and academic mindset may not fully understand primitive rational.[footnoteRef:29] [24:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 36.]  [25:  Durkheim, Forms, pp. 36-37.]  [26:  Eliade, Myth and Reality, p. 35.]  [27:  Durkheim, Forms, pp. 54-60.]  [28:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 168.]  [29:  Levy-Bruhl, Natives, p.70.] 


Although, Durkheim concluded a ‘collective life awakens religious thought on reaching a certain degree of intensity, it is because it brings about a state of effervescence which changes the conditions of psychic activity.’[footnoteRef:30] The collective life within a group determines a sacredness, they can infuse a space with intensity that may then become deemed to be sacred. Similarly, Eliade mentioned within particular cultures they have ‘collective rituals, performed at irregular intervals and including the construction of a cult house and the solemn recitation of origin myths of cosmogonic structure.’[footnoteRef:31] These cultural activities created a bond within the community that amplified the sacred and bought everyone together for a greater good. Barbara Bender’s perspective of landscapes supports Eliade and Durkheim’s viewpoints; she pointed out that spaces are not neutral, there is cultural relativity and ‘through our embodied understanding, our being-in-the world, who create the categories and the interpretations.’[footnoteRef:32] Bender’s embodied understanding leads nicely onto the next section, phenomenology. [30:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 169.]  [31:  Eliade, Myth and Reality, p. 35.]  [32:  Barbara Bender, ‘Time and Landscape.’ Current Anthropology, vol. 43, Supplement (2002) p. 104.] 


Phenomenology

Merleau-Ponti defines phenomenology as ‘an account of space, time and the world we ‘live’ them.’[footnoteRef:33] Therefore, phenomenology is a direct, lived experience of an object or place. This leads to the question; how does personal experience determine a sacred space? Durkheim’s study of totemic societies in Australia explained a phenomenological experience where ‘a man does not recognise himself; he feels himself transformed and consequently he transforms the environment which surrounds him.’[footnoteRef:34] Surmising a sacred space is induced after a profound personal experience. Lane supported Durkheim’s view, he found people can enter a sacred space without feeling the sacredness as they do not have a direct experience. Lane reflected ‘the identification of a sacred place is thus intimately related to states of consciousness.’[footnoteRef:35] It is arguable, whether the space is sacred regardless of human interaction or whether the person has an epiphany which then deems the space sacred. The dichotomy therefore is, does the experience come before the sacred space or does the sacred space come before the experience. [33:  Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (London: Routledge, 2013), p. vii.]  [34:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 169.]  [35:  Lane, Landscapes, p. 19.] 

Although, Durkheim recognised a profound experience, as mentioned above, he nonetheless placed phenomenology within an organised religion. Durkheim perceived these experiences as ‘a natural product of social life.’[footnoteRef:36] Whereas, Eliade used the term hierophany to explain the experience of the sacred, ‘where a man becomes aware of the sacred because it manifests itself, shows itself, as something wholly different from the profane.’[footnoteRef:37] There is a direct experience of the sacred and this can be felt in ‘some ordinary object, a stone or a tree.’[footnoteRef:38] Eliade’s description of hierophany correlates with Durkheim’s work with totemic thinking. Although, Durkheim himself related to totemism as part of a social construct and order; however, is this what the clan people thought? Lucien Levy-Bruhl argued that ‘we shall never know the inwardness of the native mind.’[footnoteRef:39] Thus a western, academic mindset according to Levy-Bruhl is not able to understand primitive rationale. Similar to Eliade, Levy-Bruhl advocated how natives participated with nature and its mystical qualities.[footnoteRef:40] Going back to Eliade’s point on hierophany, the sacredness of a space can be felt as ‘whatever resembles a Cosmos – is sacred.’[footnoteRef:41] A space is sacred because it reflects the cosmos, regardless of all other social constructs. Eliade believed the ‘world is impregnated with sacredness,’[footnoteRef:42] implying it is possible to walk in sacred space knowingly or unknowingly and feel the experience phenomenologically.   [36:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 169.]  [37:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 11.]  [38:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 11.]  [39:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl, Natives, p. 70.]  [40:  Levy-Bruhl, Natives, pp. 69-104.]  [41:  Eliade, Myth and Reality, p. 34.]  [42:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 116.] 

Conclusion
In conclusion, Durkheim’s extensive work on totemism considered clan beliefs on spirit beings and the myths of how these spirit beings possess things and places. Although, Durkheim recognised the sacredness and the profound phenomenological experience, he placed it under his sociological framework as a social construct. Which was supported by Martin’s work on Maat and Singh and Khan’s work on Hindu cosmology, all scholars referred to the significance of sacred cosmology being utilised for social order and harmony. 
On the other hand, Eliade placed importance on cosmogonic and origin myths; which related to a remembrance of ancestors and the creation of cosmology. Lines explained ancestors walk in the land and their essence remains in the space making it sacred. Levy-Bruhl bridged the views of Durkheim and Eliade. His work on primitive mentality supported Eliades but also depicted that prelogical beliefs are not something a western mindset can fully understand and thus some scholars place it under their own academic framework and rationale.
On the one hand there is Durkheim’s views of totemism and social construct and on the other Eliade’s views on myths; where a sacred space has a spirit. Eliade’s work alluded to a space being sacred regardless of constructs and intentions as its part of the cosmos. Both recognised how phenomenological affect can occur when experiencing a sacred space, object or ritual. Similarly, Tilley and Lane expressed a space can come alive either with myth or intention. Durkheim and Eliade, in their research expressed that a space can be sacred with or without human interaction respectively.
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