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

Sacred space can be felt amongst the vast or the intimate, it is often social but also can be highly personal to an individual. To grasp a notion of what we consider ‘sacred’ or ‘profane’ within a space I will consider two popular models of religious study. Examining the views of two authors, Émile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade, both European men who use fieldwork and social theory to ask questions about sacred space. Eliade appears to often focus on the notion of the phenomenological, of myth origin and what these notions mean for society and religion. While Durkheim looks into how social cohesion and shared belief can influence religious practice and what that social cohesion can bring into a community.

A space can be made sacred through intentional group action, after years of socially expected routine, during special seasonal times of the year or at mile stone events in an individual’s life. Both Durkheim and Eliade saw this to be true within their studies of the elementary cultures; cultures who appear to have actualised the first instances of religion within Humanity. They are curious about the similarities we see manifesting time and time again within world religions. Although both authors look at archaic societies, mostly in Australia, their work contains many examples from a various array of different religious practices.
 

Although both of these theorists have accumulated a large body of work, over a lifetime of research, I shall mostly be looking into Durkheim’s book The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1995 edition, originally published in 1912), Eliade’s The Sacred and The Profane (1957b) and Eliade’s Myth and Reality (1957a). These books have been translated from the French language into English.   
Émile Durkheim wrote at length to what effect religion has on the society at large and even stressed that “religions exist because human beings exist only as social beings.”
 

He looked at beliefs of native Australian cultures and what their beliefs held for society structures and a sociological viewpoint of an individual within that group.  He believed that these groups to exhibit the oldest form of religion on the globe. In theory, by looking at an archaic, ‘primitive’ group would allow him to see an authentic picture of religiosity or explanations for religion within a society
. Specifically, he also noted that the peoples of Australia who express totemic belief seek to draw parallels of symbolism of the natural and human world to that of the sacred and holy world. Creation stories and tales of social morality help to maintain an ordered society and helps an individual to navigate their expected actions or roles within a societies structure. Durkheim does not seem to want to understand what the sacredness or ‘phenomenological’ aspect of religion, he is more interested on the impact religious participation has onto an individuals perception of himself and onto a larger group as a whole. Moral guidance is held within archaic stories of creation, ritual and belief within social groups to show a member of a kinship what not to do in order to maintain cosmic order. Systematically this might influence a society gradually and create powerful bonds to that belief which transcend time as well as function. By performing or allowing oneself into a sacred space one can access ancient beliefs 
 “By the comparative method, they believed one should be able to go back, beyond these great religions, to a much more ancient system of ideas, and to the really primitive religion, from which the others were derived.”
 This is similar in the writings of Eliade as he also believes that by copying the forefathers, who have thus copied the ancestors, an individual can forge his own loyalty to the group and to the understanding of the community and the community’s legacy.
 Such as; the genealogical prayer chants of the royal family in Hawaii. Not only does this solidly place the individual in the centre of that culture, it also connects them to the wider population of Polynesia and other allied groups.
 “The priest recites the cosmogonic myth and reminds the audience of the important role that their tribe played in the creation of the world.”
 Ritual and the origin story being recreated again and again for social benefit and for cosmological order within that community creates ‘social effervescence’; a heightening excitement or holding up of valued beliefs amongst a group when they enter into ritual together
. 

Collective effervescence, a term coined by Durkheim, can be understood in comparison to ‘collective consciousness’, a shared feeling or belief a group may have. For example, when a group share in grief together they can empower their shared feeling by mutual support within that societal structure
. Collective consciousness shared with a group keeps society strong by reaffirming creation stories at particular festival events during a year, or at one’s birth, or coming of age ceremony. This shared ethos and the reciprocal need for each other deepens bonds not just with the group in the immediate act, but also through time itself. Durkheim believed that a sacred space needs human perception, to reaffirm it, to renew the world while in contradiction Eliade suggests that even a non-religious person can have “holy places” or places of “other” without specifically making it so intentionally. He called these ‘privileged places’, places that will hold a ‘qualitatively different’ aspect about their quality due to what occurred in said place. 
 
Eliade believed that a place can be sacred on its own and only once someone is drawn to that place a hierophany will come out of the landscape. By making a transcendence, from profane into sacred, by way of symbolic act i.e. walking Borobudur to reach the highest terrace of the complex, a person can “break through from plane to plane”
 The sacred space has become sacred through an interaction with the place. One can both draw out sacredness (hierophany) or can reaffirm that sacredness by ritual act if they wish to. 

Durkheim noticed that object charged with a special sacredness are “things set apart and forbidden.”
They are different from profane objects. This notion can be compared to an observation noted by Eliade with the Achilpa tribe and their particular axis mundi of a gum tree trunk.
 Durkheim believed an object can only become sacred when made so by the group in a collective morality. An example of this in Eliade’s findings around the before mentioned Achilpa group of Australian Arunta. Their belief that the central pole of a gum tree trunk was consecrated by their deity Numbakula by anointing blood and climbing the pole into a celestial realm.
 The axis mundi becomes a direct communication line to the deity and also a middle point to outwardly contextualise the rest of their habitation. When the symbolic pole comes into consternation (is broken or lost for instance) chaos is made manifest for the group; “Once contact with the transcendent is lost, existence in the world ceases to be possible.” 
 

An apparition of the world or of the heavens, can be symbolically seen within a person’s own home, which can be made sacred with its own meaning to a family or kinship,
 and within sacred buildings that seek to mirror a microcosmic version of the entirety of the universe.
 The imago mundi (sacred image) is “construction equivalent to a magical re-creation of the world.” 
 and can also represent a pantheon of deities. In similarity Durkheim speaks on the phenomenon of nature spirits who embody natural forces or features such as rocks, wind, sky or trees. They are animate and conscious, but differ with the special natural forces that are ascribed to them; special characteristics which are often not visible to human eyes.
 Durkheim believes humans ascribe a sacredness onto an object, while from Eliade’s research suggests that the sacredness comes out of the object. 

Both Durkheim and Eliade noted that reiteration of origin stories are extremely important within religion. Rites, poetry and songs can be performed around events or an effort to control an outcome of an event. In healing ceremonies a priest might reiterate a particular creation story while standing over a sick person, projecting them to the source of the origin of all creation and thus to the origin of the illness/pain and its treatment.
 Eliade writes: “The patient is projected 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.”
 By this logic, back to the beginning which includes back to the ‘evil force’ which brought it into cosmic order, and thus also to the origin of medicinal plants, overcoming of illness and eventually remedy.
 With a defining event, such as death, illness or celebration, the religious man must come to primordial time, in a way to reveal the holy, to feel connected or perhaps to come to some sort of understanding around this change. A liminal or ‘out of time’ time to come back to a central identity. “Cosmogony is the exemplary model for every creative situation: whatever man does is in some way a repetition of the preeminent “deed” the archetypal gesture of the Creator God”
  The symbolic importance of a centre is prominent with various religious practice. It represents our beginning and also epitomizes important cosmological stories 
. Eliade goes on to state that locations of temples are often found to hold a story of a centre, a beginning place, an origin of hierophany apparition or enlightenment. The holy house, building, temples is on microcosmic scale, to represent the universe.
 This is similar to views in Elementary Forms of Religious Life when looking at totemic beliefs. Durkheim states: “Certain geographical features of the land become totems [is] that a mythical ancestor is supposed to have stopped there or to have performed some act of legendary life there”
 ; A natural intersection for example.

To conclude, while both of these authors have similarities within themselves by the way they have come to their conclusions, from drawing from a wide scope of cultures and looking at how a place can be made sacred in relation to society and humanity. Eliade’s notion of hierophany, of sacredness irrupting from a space, shows us that sacredness can be encountered organically; when one walks into or through a place or comes it to intangibly through speech or song, higher values of that person’s society can be strengthened by deep meaningful bonds, which Eliade also suggests, can transcend time. Both authors look at symbolism throughout their research however Durkheim believed that is us, the human, who ascribes sacredness upon it. Sacred objects can be filled with sacredness and become an axis mundi, a centre for belief. Durkheim believed that the power of our societies overarches us, and binds us together, this societal force was enough to have brought about religion and through those religions’ information can be passed through generations to assist the observer in the present time to right virtue, values and morality. 
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