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


This essay will compare and critically contrast the writings of Emile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade, in their works The Sacred and Profane and Forms respectively with a focus on their views of sacred space. 
         Durkheim was a Jewish sociologist who was the son of a Rabbi, however we are told that he outright rejected religious commitment in his youth in the translator’s introduction. However Maureen Bloom is adamant that “Durkheim’s ideas about religion were rooted in his intimate understanding of Judaism.”[footnoteRef:1] Steven Lukes wrote that his own style tends to exaggerate and ‘caricature his thought.’[footnoteRef:2] We are also told that the reaction to Forms from his contemporaries in France in 1912 was “violent.”[footnoteRef:3] His writing was considered polemical at the time, and we are told was either criticised for its rhetorical style or misunderstood for being something “mystical, metaphysical and even theological,” something which the translator is sure Durkheim would have disapproved of given his rejection of his own religious roots. Durkheim’s Forms  is not the only work where he takes a collective approach to matters which some sociologists would deem individual matters. We are told of his work Suicide, originally published prior to Forms in 1987 in which he similarly treats the subject matter as a sociological matter rather than an individual impetus. His approach of what constitutes the ‘real’ is reflective of the ambience of fin-de-siècle Paris, when art was similarly testing the accepted boundaries of what constitutes our physical reality.  [1:  Maureen Bloom, 105. ]  [2:  Intro to forms xx]  [3:  intro to forms xx.] 

Furthermore, despite his supposed rejection of his Jewish religious upbringing and family background, we should consider the collective focus of Jewish religious teachings, and the shared rituals that form the centre of the Jewish experience. Maureen Bloom writes that Durkheim would have been influenced by the Jewish commandments or ritual law that place emphasis on community. She states that Durkheim was influenced by “piacular rites having a stimulating power over the affective state of the group and individuals.”[footnoteRef:4] Therefore in Jewish teachings, so many of the rituals are an act of collective communion, and individual conduct operates within a collective Jewish behaviour.  [4:  Maureen bloom, 117. ] 

 

              In Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Durkheim discusses his belief that religious life is based on the real, and that religion is a social construct. Beginning with the Totemic religions of Australia as his central example that the roots of religion lie in the real, he stresses that all religions meet “needs that are part and parcel of human life.”[footnoteRef:5] As Translator Filed notes, Forms is just as much a discussion of what constitutes the real and about the nature of human life as much as it is about the role of religion and its dynamic in human experience. The opening chapters (Book One) define religion and totemism. The middle chapters that are contained within book two, discuss the “shared mental constructs” through which humanity views the world, and he pertains that all religions contain within them those mental constructs.[footnoteRef:6]   This leads to the series of theories which seem to be contained within each other and overlap, laid out in Book Three. Filed notes that book three deals with forms of collective conduct, which Durkheim lays out as inextricably linked to the mental constructs. Therefore it seems that book three is the discussion of the behaviours and material expressions of the mental constructs laid out in book two.  [5:  K Filed, Translated work of Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, (Free Press) p. 18]  [6:  Filed, Introduction to Forms, p.18] 

         Durkheim takes an ethnocentric approach, discussing Australian society through the lens of totemic religions of Australia, notably the kangaroo clan is his first example of humans who share an “amazing inner bond of shared essence with other humans, by sharing a name,” writes Fidel.”[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Filed, Introduction to Forms, p.18] 

         Durkheim’s approach is sociological and epistemological; insofar that he only defines what is ‘real’, according to Fidel, through his discussion of the uniquely human experience of knowing. Durkheim posits that those means of knowing “begin with human sociability.”[footnoteRef:8] He reasons that religion is therefore the first by product of knowledge, of reason, and that therefore science sprang forth from religion. Durkheim’s departure with totemism in Australia serves as a useful basket within which the various aspects of society and humanity’s needs are discussed. For him, all those aspects lead to religion as a logical conclusion and natural expression of those aspects laid out in the analysis below, namely ‘reason, identity and community.’  [8:  Filed, Introduction to Forms, p.18] 

           Mircea Eliade sets out to clearly define the polarity between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane.’ In his introduction, Eliade defines the sacred primarily as the opposite of the profane, in his view they are always juxtaposed and exist in relation to one another. Eliade further defines the sacred as something which “shows itself” and it is this act of showing that he describes as a hierophany.[footnoteRef:9] However Eliade goes further to stress the unique quality of the sacred, that it is not merely something that can be perceived but that it is “the manifestation of something of a wholly different order, a reality that does not belong to our world.”[footnoteRef:10] Eliade also elaborates on the overlapping or complex relationship between the sacred as it erupts from the profane world, when he writes “a sacred stone remains a stone, nothing distinguishes it from all other stones.”[footnoteRef:11] Therefore this gives the idea of the sacred as being a potential. However Eliade is adamant in stressing the fact that all of reality is sacred. He writes that “the sacred is saturated with being,” and repeats the same idea in a different manner when stating that “the sacred is equivalent to a power, and, in the last analysis, to reality.”[footnoteRef:12] [9:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, The Nature of Religion, New York: Harcourt, Brace & World Inc. 1961. P.11]  [10:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p.11 ]  [11:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, P.12]  [12:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, P.12] 


         Translator Fidel writes that Durkheim puts forward human sociability as the root of all human means of knowing, and that this constitutes the real. The mind is presented as belonging to the collective rather than to the individual. Fidel is somewhat critical of Durkheim’s inability or choice to not address the idea of individual thought in much depth. Fidel writes that “on this subject, the early critical voice is unamazed, settling for well-worn park benches of thought.”[footnoteRef:13] Fidel scrutinizes that Durkheim does not account much for the idea of human individuality. Fidel takes this criticism further suggesting that Durkheim’s example of the relational dynamic between the Kangaroo clan does not easily translate when examining human society. Fidel writes “Human individuals are inherently distinct from one another, and so the potential for mutually recognized identity is far from obvious.”[footnoteRef:14] This seems to be the most obvious oversight in Durkheim’s philosophy. He does not account for diversity of belief within the minds of a group of humans, tempting the reader instead to consider that humans, like herds of animals or tribes might have core, shared motivations and mental constructs that ultimately when stripped of conditioning in the modern world, would lead to the same drives for religion. We should consider Maureen Bloom’s commentary on his Jewish ancestry and upbringing, that although Durkheim dropped his name David and rejected the expectations to follow a religious path, we cannot overlook the issue of anti-Semitism that would have been rife in fin-de-siècle France. Therefore Bloom is right to point out that the inherent bias in his teachings on the collective role of religion, does in some way stem from his personal background.  [13:  Filed, Introduction to Forms, p.19]  [14:  Filed, Introduction to Forms, p.19] 

          Fidel appears to applaud Durkheim for his grouping together of “reason, identity and community – three subjects that we tend neither to place under the heading religion nor to group together.”[footnoteRef:15] However we are also drawn to the rhetorical style of the body of the text that anticipates the reader’s criticism or scepticism. This is further discussed below.  [15:  Filed, Introduction to Forms, p.18] 

           In ‘Forms’ Durkheim’s underlying philosophy influences the structure of his writing.  Fidel notes that Durkheim’s theory of how society constitutes itself is presented as inseparable from how human mentality constitutes itself.  These interrelated issues are contained within the same second book that makes up the middle chapters. Only then in Book Three does Durkheim lead us to the discussion of human conduct, therefore books one and two depart from the mental constructs, and any human behaviour is discussed in book three as a result of those shared mental constructs. So the structure of his writing mirrors the structure of his theory. However this is helpful in laying out a convincing theory, one could argue it makes it easier for the reader if Durkheim’s form mirrors his thought. The more jarring the reader finds this structure to follow, the less likely they are to agree with his theory.  
      Durkheim does not clearly delineate what constitutes the “needs” of society. However from the beginning he addresses what he believes constitutes the ‘real’, confidently outlining that “There are no religions that are false,” and he goes further to say that if religion was not rooted in materiality, it would not have survived. This is an example of how even if his argument for what constitutes as ‘real’ is not fully developed,’ his style and tone anticipates challenges to his theory. 
In terms of writing style, if we return to the issue of his polemical tone, it is revealing to note that Fidel tells us “It is easy to see a calculated polemical edge in Durkheim’s Suicide, where he tackles as a sociological puzzle….” the words calculated and puzzle suggest that Fidel has picked up on a rebellious motivation in Durkheim’s work which if he expected to be controversial, would have fuelled his tone which anticipates criticism throughout. Therefore his polemical tone and style of writing is perhaps a conscious tool used to protect the very theories he puts forth. 
            Returning to Eliade’s point in his introduction referenced above in my summary, that “the cosmos in its entirety can become a hierophany,” we must note this idea of the sacred being a potential, which is a perspective not shared by Durkheim. [footnoteRef:16] What is less clear when examining Eliade’s argument is when he writes that “Sacred power means reality and at the same time enduringness and efficacity.”[footnoteRef:17] Here Durkheim’s theories are perhaps more convincing as a result of his Jewish background. For Eliade’s use of the term hierophany, seem to be a secular way of framing that which Durkheim would have subconsciously, (if we are in agreement with Maureen  Bloom) viewed as a natural expression of religion in society. Therefore Eliade’s use of the term hierophany appears to be a secular term for that which Durkheim’s theological background and inherited Judaic wisdom would naturally understand as the sacred, or an expression of the divine.   [16:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, P.12]  [17:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, P.12] 

         Similarly, Rudolf Otto’s influence on Eliade’s work means that the reduction of religion and religious experience to be described as the numinous, does not add strength to his argument, if anything it serves as an additional barrier that distances the author and reader from the term religion. It seems that Durkheim’s religious background although can be perceived as a bias, are also a strength. Despite the fact that he repressed his Jewish roots, the connection to religion means terms such as the numinous serve little use and therefore his writing is more direct. 
         Maureen Bloom’s analysis of Durkheim’s work is succinct and convincing, and it relates to the comparison with Eliade’s theories as she clearly lays out how “he saw religious experience – mainly rooted in the performance of ritual – as an experience of reality.”[footnoteRef:18] She goes on to say that ‘the reality at the heart of ritual is revealed to be society itself.”[footnoteRef:19] This sociological focus in Durkheim’s work gives his theories a cleaner context for expression which allows for easier comprehension from the reader’s point of view.  However in Eliade’s introduction, the overlap between the sacred, reality and power, is discussed without a clear context.  [18:  Bloom, Maureen, ‘The Legacy of “Sacred” and “Profane” in Ancient Israel: Interpretations of Durkheim’s Classifications.’ Jewish Studies Quarterly, Vol 5, No.2 (1998) p.105]  [19:  Bloom, The Legacy of Sacred and Profane in Ancient Israel, p. 105.] 

      Randall Studstill defends Eliade’s presentation of his theories, and deems that Eliade’s self identification as a historian of religions is misleading.[footnoteRef:20] Studstill defends Eliade against common criticism of his work which he deems is a misunderstanding. It is noteworthy that much of Studstill’s focus of his article titled “Eliade and phenomenology’ sets out to clarify many of the ‘misunderstandings’ which I also perceived when reading Eliade’s work. Much of my analysis on Eliade above falls into the misunderstandings noted by Studstill. It seems that Eliade’s phenomenological approach as well as his historian perspective become obstacles in conveying the true meaning of his theory to readers. It seems as though Durkheim’s theological perspective, whether desired or suppressed, is one of his greatest underlying strengths when outlining the difference between sacred and profane.  [20:  Randall, Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred’ Religious Studies, Vol. 36, No.2 (June 2000) pp.177-194, (178)] 
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