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

In this essay we shall note of any similarities or differences in philosophical content between these two great thinkers, and how we may bridge the gap between the two. Special attention shall be paid to the different perspectives that are presented and an attempt to justify and account for these apparent divisions in opinions will also be made. Looking into the influences and values that had effect on these two theorists. What they attempt to portray and the speculated reasons for their advocations regarding sacred space.
First let us define the term sacred, through adopting the explanation offered by Anthony Thorley and Celia M Gunn ‘The English word ‘sacred’ derives from the Latin word sacer, often taken to mean ‘set apart to, or for, some religious purpose’ or more principally:’ dedicated or consecrated to a divinity, holy, sacred.’ However, it also carries a related meaning ‘accursed execrable, horrible, infamous’ or devoted to a divinity for destruction, forfeited.’ [footnoteRef:1] So, the definition in use clearly indicates how the sacred is different from the profane, and that these are the two dividing factors which are inherent through, and that which distinguish and separates ‘our’ lives. [1:  Anthony Thorley and Celia M Gunn, Sacred Sites: An overview, (London: Gain foundation Press, 2008) pg 8.] 

The main and apparent reason for the fundamental differences in approaches seem to lie in the basic professional influences of these two authors. Emile Durkheim, a French Sociologist, opposed to Mircea Eliade, a Romanian Theologian. So, whereas Durkheim is concerning himself with the effects of the mind and social conditions, Mircea Eliade has a transcendental perspective based on the reality of the independent nature of the Divine and how we are to approach our life regarding such an Almighty presence. The authors were alive at different periods of time. This can also account for the differences in philosophical content. Emile Durkheim was alive from the late 19nth Century to the early 20th century and was situated in France; where Mircea Eliade was alive from the years 1907-1986 and travelled extensively but was from a Romanian heritage. So, there is a both a slight time gap and a national identity differentiation between the two authors, which may account for some of the differences in approach to the subject of what is meant by a sacred space.
[bookmark: _Int_VKbV3kJI]Durkheim, although brought up in an intensely religious family (both his father and grandfather were ordained Rabbis) was concerned primarily with the mind and the culture which influences society. He was responsible for coining up the term's ‘collective consciousness’ and that of the ‘sacred and profane.’ Which were taken from him (without paying him due credit) by Carl Jung and Mircea Eliade, respectively. Durkheim indicates that there is a tension between reason and the senses and that the degree of ritual and belief indicate sacredness for the collective consciousness. So, we can illuminate that sacred space is defined (by Durkheim) as a place which holds ritual             practises and is regarded by the collective consciousness as being a place of                     fundamental difference to that of the profane and mundane; that which is the normal governance of society. 
[bookmark: _Int_rODIhPZU]Eliade, by contrast seems to combine Otto’s sentiments regarding the ‘numinous’ (To experience the wholly other) and Durkheim's concept of ‘sacred and profane’ to decipher his own teachings on the Hierophany; which is to be acknowledged as an explosion of sacred energy out of the profane. Eliade (being a theologian) understood that the sacred permeates all of reality. Indeed, he comments ‘For religious man every world is a sacred world’[footnoteRef:2] He goes onto say that ‘Temples are replicas of the cosmic mountain and hence constitute the pre-eminent “link” between Earth and Heaven’[footnoteRef:3] This is aligned to Durkheim perspective of temples providing a sacred space; yet Durkheim would place emphasis on the fact, it is the ritual practise and human participation which leads to the construction of the sacred. Whereas as is clearly apparent, Eliade holds reverence to the reality and independent nature of ‘God,’ and the fact that these Holy Temples propagate and induce a source of connection to the Divine Oneness that may otherwise be missed.  [2:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and Profane, (United States: Harvest Press, 1957) pg 29.]  [3:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and Profane (United States:  Harvest Press, 1957) pg 39.] 

[bookmark: _Int_JlAVa2wu]To adopt another quote from Eliade that really differentiates these two thinkers proposals ‘This is as much to say that every religious man places himself at the centre of the World and by the same token at the very source of absolute reality, as close as possible to the opening that ensures him communication with the gods’[footnoteRef:4] It is reasonable to illuminate the fundamental differences in perspectives between the two thinkers, if one is to firmly contemplate this last statement. Through making the distinction that where Durkheim is of the persuasion that the concept of the Sacred relies predominantly on human participation, Eliade goes further to suggest that Sacredness is fundamentally everywhere, but it is a responsibility of ‘religious man’ to access and connect with this reality. Diametric to this proposal Durkheim claims ‘religions exist because human beings exist only as social beings and in a humanly shaped world. Religion is an eminently social thing.’ [footnoteRef:5] Here we may detect the division in opinions. Although both thinkers are quite adamant in their indications that sacredness may be found in the temple, for example; Durkheim limits the boundaries of the sacred to that of human persuasion; whilst Eliade promotes the notion of a transcendental existence that is independent of human activity. It is both evident and important to remark that Durkheim is of a dualistic mind set, in contrast to the non-dual appreciation favoured by Eliade, otherwise referred to as Advaita Vedanta. Advaita Vedanta is the concept of Oneness and is diametrically opposed to the Dualistic position held by Durkheim. This is another explanation of their differing opinions and of their contrary belief systems. [4:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and Profane (United States: Harvest Press, 1957) pg 65.]  [5:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary forms of religious life (Free Press, 1905) pg xvii.] 

[bookmark: _Int_8lAYyTCm]Jack Hunter comments ‘Durkheim observes that religion exists like a kind of ‘social glue’ that binds members of a society together under a common set of beliefs and practises.’ [footnoteRef:6] This is an accurate account of Emile Durkheim persuasion and provides a clear account of his position. When analysed, indicates how different in theory Durkheim is to Eliade; who stands firm on theological ground and awareness of the Higher Power which governs the Universe. ‘For religious man, nature is never only “neutral’, it is always fraught with religious value. This is easy to understand, for the cosmos is a Divine creation: coming from the hands of the gods, the world is impregnated with sacredness.’ [footnoteRef:7] Here Eliade clearly presents his view that all life is inherently sacred, and it is simply the case of humanity being                          unable to access this awareness fluidly and continuously that prevents many from recognising this truth. [6:  Jack Hunter, Ecology and Spiritulity: A brief Introduction (Ceredigion, Wales: Sophia centre Press, 2023) pg 24.]  [7:  Mircea Eliade The Sacred and Profane (United States: Harvest Press, 1957) pg 116.] 

There are several similarities in these thinkers' proposals, we may quote Durkheim to further assert this ‘Claiming that religion would not have survived if it had not been grounded in the real.’[footnoteRef:8] Here we have unmistakable evidence that indicates the similarities in approaches between these two thinkers. As both are saying how religion (a major premise to deciphering a sacred place) is both a real and an obvious thing, to relate to and too honour. ‘In all cultures, sacred places are seen crossing-over points, sited between the mundane and the spirit world: entry points into another consciousness.’ [footnoteRef:9] Both the writers in question would agree with this sentiment. However, Durkheim would insinuate that these sacred places which contain linear passage (which are stepping points into another world) were a direct consequence of human ability to traverse between the material, mundane and profane reality and the extra-ordinary presence of the Divine; whereas Eliade may comment, saying how this describes the process of receiving religious knowledge and affirmation of beliefs.   [8:  ibid , pg xx.]  [9:  Anthony Thorley and Celia M Gunn, Sacred Sites: An Overview (London: Gain Press, 2008) pg 7.] 

[bookmark: _Int_SKC7UXDl]Anthony Thorley and Celia M Gunn explain how ‘Sacred sites are portals of intense spiritual energy’[footnoteRef:10] Both thinkers would agree with this sentiment. Therefore, it is not reasonable to suggest that Eliade and Durkheim present totally contradicting notions of what they consider sacred. Because they do agree on some fundamental issues; the fact that religion is based on the real and that a sacred place is separate from the profane regarding the spiritual elements which can be detected in a sacred place. Another point that these two thinkers would most probably agree on would be Beldon Lane comment ’Sacred places generate political polarities just as does the practise of authentic spirituality.’[footnoteRef:11] Hence, it maybe speculated that the thinkers have views that are not total dichotomies and they in fact agree on many issues. To bring the point home, both thinkers would validate Kim Knotts suggestion that ’Churches and other places of worship, as symbolic places, are one means by which religious ideas about the divine, the human community, and the ritual process of producing sacred space are given a material presence.‘[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Anthony Thorley and Celia M Gunn, Sacred Sites:An Overview (London: Gain Foundation Press 2008) pg 9.]  [11:  Beldon C Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred (United States: John Hopkins Press, 2001) pg 4.]  [12:  Kim Knott, Spatial Theory and Method for the Study of Religions (Leeds, United Kingdom: University of Leeds, 2005) pg 162.] 

As can be seen, one may claim that the two great thinkers have some fundamental differences in opinion, however, we may also detect many similarities in their philosophies and accounts of what they depict as being a sacred space. So let us see if a bridge may gap and unite the two. Lucien Levy Bruhl ( tragically killed in a bomb raid during the Great War, WW1 1914-1918) seems to promote an understanding between Durkheim and Eliade through bringing special attention to the notion of intention; whose general principle can be condensed as ‘Participation can be created by un-ambiguous imitation –taking an action with a clear intention.’ (Lucien Levy Bruhl) Which can also elucidate to Beldon Lanes comments ‘A third axiom would insist that sacred place can be tred upon without being entered.’[footnoteRef:13] It is possible to combine the philosophies of the two by bringing emphasis to the fact that it is through one's intention that one can fully absorb and process the elements of the sacred. Jack Hunter unites the two, ’Argues that sacred places re-awaken humankinds Gaia and cosmic consciousness, otherwise known as transpersonal ecosophical experience.’[footnoteRef:14] Here we have a comment that fuses the two thinkers into an almost whole, where the approaches feel so similar. Both Eliade          and Durkheim understand that sacred place reignites and catalyses a sense of spiritual awakening. [13:  Beldon C Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred (United States: John Hopkins Press, 2001) pg 19.]  [14:  Jack Hunter, Greening the Paranormal: Exploring the Ecology of Extraordinary Experience (United States and United Kingdon: augustnight Press, 2019) pg 136] 

In conclusion, it is reasonable to suggest that although these thinkers are often viewed as presenting diametrically opposed sentiments in regarding the sacred, they are in fact remarkably similar. They both hold the notion that sacred place is separate from                           profane space, and that sacred place has the capability required to transform the individual who participates in her practise, if the intention is pure and focused. The two thinkers are not synonymous with each other, but they do contain striking similarities. The fundamental difference can be recognised if one is to dwell on the conflicting influences which govern these two writers. Durkheim, the sociologist pays special attention to that of human participation elements attributing to the sacred, and his preoccupation with the concept of duality. Alternatively, Eliade was a theologian who studied in ashrams high up in the Himalaya, where he studied the theology of Advaita Vedanta, non-duality; and the one true reality of Bhagavan, as the only permanent, constant element in creation. Consequently, Eliade’s approach is far more cosmic and profound. In summary it is fair to comment that the two writers present a similar yet different understanding. 
However, the concept provided by Levy Bruhl and Beldon Lane (of one’s intention being the critical factor in one’s overall experience) seems to establish a bridge providing a smooth crossing between the two. The similarities between the two can be recognised as containing the basic facts which define the concept of a sacred place. Although they both seem to omit the concept of internal transcendental awareness being capable of creating sacred space or on the natural geography of the world provoking sacred awareness. Apart from this, the writers seem to agree on the simple tenants of that which create a sacred space. It is only their emphasis which has differences, but by no means suggests that these two were direct opposites. The cosmic, transcendental theological approach of Eliade contrasts with the simpler sociological perspective presented by Durkheim. However, it is not reasonable on these grounds alone to suggest they hold different dichotomies when approaching the concept of sacred space. There is a pure progression made, a development between the thinkers. The differences are minimal and indicates nothing but a separation in belief systems. This separation though, is not so distinct or opposed; yet there is a real and genuine phenomenological divide in the lifestyle, practise. and belief of the two; this may provide the necessary reasoning for the differences in views presented. Eliade combines Otto ‘numinous 'and Durkheim ‘sacred and profane’ to create his own dialectic, based on the Hierophany. This is an accurate portrayal of how the systems of thought are simply an elaboration of the other. Eliade, although more profound and descriptive in his writing, is using Durkheim as a marking point on which he draws great impressions and further suggestions. The fundamental differences between the two can be traced back to the influences of the writers and suggestive nature of their proposals. Yet it is reasonable to finally conclude when comparing and critically contrasting the two authors perspectives of sacred space, that the two thinkers do appear to promote the same notion, but, in different ways, and placing remarkably different emphasis on what aspects correlate with what, and what the intricate details are that constitutes a sacred space.
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