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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources

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

INTRODUCTION 
This paper makes a critical comparison of the views held by two very influential theorists on the subject of sacred space.  These authors are Émile Durkheim (1858 – 1917), with a particular focus on his book The Forms of Religious Experience (1912), and Mircea Eliade (1907 – 1986), whose views on this subject were set out in his book The Sacred and the Profane (1956), and others. Durkheim and Eliade have been taken as the leading proponents of two different approaches to the notion of the sacred in general, and the quality of sacred space in particular. Durkheim was an early sociologist, being the first to teach the subject in France. He considered the sacred to be a product of society, and therefore entirely a human construct. He approached this work from the perspective of a positivist scientist of the ‘science of religion’, setting out to develop a ‘rational interpretation of religion’.[footnoteRef:2] By contrast Eliade described himself as a historian of religion, writing numerous influential books on the subject. He considered the sacred realm to be a more ‘real’ form of existence than the everyday world, holding that it exists as a transcendent realm, which may reveal itself to people by intruding on the profane world.  [2:  Emile Durkheim and Karen E. Fields, The elementary forms of religious life (New York ; London: Free, 1995). p.xvii.] 





The philosophical context

The philosophical framework for the thinking of both theorists lies firmly within the Western tradition and can be traced all the way back to the cosmological ideas of Plato (428-348 BCE) and Aristotle (384-322 BCE). Edward Casey wrote of ‘the universalism inherent in Western culture from the beginning’, referring to the search for ‘ideas that obtain everywhere’. [footnoteRef:3] Both Durkheim and Eliade approached their task from this perspective, seeking to find definitions and explanations that could apply to all places and all times. In other ways however, Plato and Aristotle, as with Durkheim and Eliade, differed radically in their conception of space and place. Plato referred to space as ‘chora’, a realm of ideal forms, without a sense of place, simply Being, and possessing absolute reality separate from and containing the unreality which obtained in the realm of Becoming. Casey described this as where ‘Aristotle's departure from Plato becomes most manifest. In the Timaeus, space qua chora-including both regions and particular places-is held to be receptive: indeed, it is "omnirecipient.’[footnoteRef:4] This can be likened to the realm of the sacred as described by Eliade as a separate realm of absolute reality, ultimately the source of all form in the profane realm. Aristotle however rejected the notion of a transcendent realm, holding that everything was immanent within the placed existence of the single cosmos rather than split into a duality. As described by Casey, ‘Aristotle, in revealing contrast to Plato, opts unambiguously for a model of immanence’ in which the single world contains all that is required for existence.[footnoteRef:5] This can be seen as a view that underpins Durkheim’s approach: a single world, organized by social activity. In this way both Durkheim and Eliade can be seen to be firmly rooted in the powerful philosophical tradition that has informed so much of Western thinking. [3:  Edward S. Casey, The fate of place : a philosophical history (Berkeley ; London: University of California Press, 1997). p.xii.]  [4:  Casey, The fate of place : a philosophical history. p.55.]  [5:  Casey, The fate of place : a philosophical history. p.56.] 


Both Durkheim and Eliade made a clear distinction between sacred and profane space, between religious and everyday experience, but their accounts of the sacred were very different. Part of the more modern context for this work was established by the very influential work of Rudolf Otto (1869 – 1937), whose book The Idea of the Holy (1917) set out the notion of the sacred as a mystery in which an awe-inspiring experience of the ‘other’ is perceived, an experience he described as ‘numinous’, based on the Latin word numen, meaning divinity. The context for the work of Durkheim and Eliade was also partially established by the extensive anthropological and ethnographic work published during the nineteenth century, by authors such as James Frazer (1854-1941), which focused on reports of the cultures of non-western peoples. It is striking that both Durkheim and Eliade based much of their analysis on the reported religious beliefs and behaviours of non-western people, in particular the indigenous Australians, founded on the unexamined assumption that what they termed these ‘primitive’ people had simpler cultures and beliefs which allowed for clearer analysis of the way people and societies experience the sacred. Both were pioneering in their time in taking such cultures seriously.



The separation between sacred and profane space  

While both Durkheim and Eliade clearly distinguished between sacred and profane spaces, their distinctions were based on quite different ideas. For Durkheim the sacred space was somewhere set apart from the everyday, and often forbidden, and therefore treated as special. However, he considered the process of setting apart to be a purely human, social act, unrelated to any intrinsic or transcendent quality of the space itself, which he treated as neutral. Durkheim explained the fact that people describe a sense of power in their experiences of the sacred to the fact that society itself is powerful in shaping human lives. He wrote that ‘society in general … undoubtedly has all that is required to arouse the sensation of the divine’. [footnoteRef:6] He argued that society alone is a sufficient explanation for the phenomenon of the sacred. As Karen Fields, in her introduction to her translation of his book The Forms of Religious Experience pointed out, for Durkheim ‘Sacredness is an aspect of the real that exists only in the mind but cannot possibly exist as the real in only one mind’.[footnoteRef:7]  This indicates that the sacred for Durkheim was an aspect of the collective structure of society, rather than anything either ontologically ‘other’ as Otto and Eliade contended. He wrote that objects which are set apart as sacred ‘..remain sacred only so long as groups continue to do this. Humans acting collectively make and remake this quality of sacredness’.[footnoteRef:8] Thus, if people stop engaging in the activity, the space immediately reverts to the profane. [6:  Durkheim and Fields, The elementary forms of religious life. p.208.]  [7:  Durkheim and Fields, The elementary forms of religious life. p.xliii.]  [8:  Durkheim and Fields, The elementary forms of religious life. p.xlvi.] 


Eliade by contrast made a qualitative distinction between sacred and profane space, describing the profane space as ‘geometrical’, and the sacred space as ‘existential’ and ‘transcendent’.[footnoteRef:9] He described sacred space as being ‘..an irruption of the sacred that results in detaching a territory from the surrounding cosmic milieu and making it qualitatively different’.[footnoteRef:10] Unlike Durkheim, Eliade here was making a very clear distinction between the fundamental natures of sacred and profane space. He referred to the world as being transparent, allowing the homogeneity of its profane space to be interrupted by the sacred realm revealing itself in what he termed a ‘heirophany’, or a showing of the divine. He strongly resisted the Durkheimian move to ‘reduce’ experience of the sacred to a sociological construct. As Douglas Allen pointed out, Eliade ‘insisted on the irreducibility of the sacred’.[footnoteRef:11] For Eliade, the phenomenon of experience of the sacred must be accepted as such and could not be explained away in any other terms. [9:  Mircea Eliade and W. R. Trask, Sacred and the profane : nature of Religion ([S.l.]: Harcourt Brace, 1959). p.57.]  [10:  Eliade and Trask, Sacred and the profane : nature of Religion. P.26.]  [11:  Douglas Allen, "Mircea Eliade's Phenomenological Analysis of Religious Experience," The Journal of Religion 52, no. 2 (1972). p.175.] 


For both Durkheim and Eliade, the profane and sacred spaces, while being separate from everyday space, are interwoven with profane space:  Durkheim’s set apart and forbidden sacred spaces are, as it were, made of exactly the same neutral ‘stuff’ as profane life, except for the fact that they are socially set apart, while for Eliade, the sacred can choose to reveal itself anywhere, regardless of human social institutions or intentions.  He declared that ‘we must get used to the idea of recognizing heirophanies absolutely everywhere’.[footnoteRef:12] He refers to the ‘co-existence of contradictory essences: sacred and profane’.[footnoteRef:13] This makes clear that sacred space in some manner ‘intrudes’ and participates in the profane space, while retaining an essential difference in nature. Both theorists can thought to consider the profane world as ‘disenchanted’, a word used by Willis to denote ‘‘desacralized’ [12:  Mircea Eliade and Rosemary Sheed, Patterns in comparative religion ([S.l.]: [s.n.], 1958). p.11.]  [13:  Eliade and Sheed, Patterns in comparative religion. p.29.] 

or ‘demythologised’’, thus not alive or imbued with sacredness in its fundamental structure.[footnoteRef:14] In these two theorists, the sacred is either eliminated in any ontological sense, by Durkheim, or separated from the neutral, profane and unreal ordinary, by Eliade.  [14:  Roy G. Willis and Patrick Curry, Astrology, science, and culture : pulling down the moon (Oxford: Berg, 2004). P.78.] 


One of Belden C. Lane’s four axioms for the study of sacred space, that ‘sacred place ultimately is not chosen, it chooses’ points towards a further important distinction between Durkheim and Eliade in this respect.[footnoteRef:15] For Durkheim, the establishment of sacred space is entirely in the hands of people, individually and collectively: the place itself is neutral. For Eliade, the sacred itself has agency, choosing to reveal itself. Nevertheless, Eliade did indicate that a certain human receptivity to an experience of the sacred is involved. As Robert Meagher wrote, Eliade considered that the ‘consciousness of homo religious is alchemic, transforming the base metal of the profane into the gold of the sacred’.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the sacred : geography and narrative in American spirituality (New York: Paulist Press, 1988). P.16.]  [16:  Robert E. Meagher, "Mircea Eliade: methodology and the meaning of the sacred," Hermathena, no. 128 (1980). p.13.] 



Reality

It is in their ideas about what constitutes ontological reality that Durkheim and Eliade are in very clear contrast. For Durkheim only the reality of everyday social existence is actually real, while Eliade takes a Platonic position, asserting that the sacred ‘is a revelation of an absolute reality, opposed to the nonreality of the vast surrounding expanse’, arguing that the transcendent realm of the sacred is the only true reality, with the profane world being essentially unreal.[footnoteRef:17]   For Durkheim, the evidence for the existence of spaces regarded as sacred was not a difficulty, as he considered it a simple fact of societies across the world that there are places set apart and forbidden, where people experience a (socially constructed) sense of the sacred. Therefore, controversially at the time, he considered the sacred to be as real and as lacking in mystery as any other human construct. For Eliade, the evidence for his transcendent realm is based on assertion, derived from his analysis of religious behaviour across numerous societies, particularly what he termed the primitive and archaic non-Western cultures being studied by anthropologists. As Randall Studstill observed, ‘whether or not this sacred reality exists is not a question Eliade addresses’.[footnoteRef:18] Studstill pointed out that Eliade’s description of the heirophany that is central to his work in this area, can be seen as phenomenological rather than historical or theological, writing that ‘Eliade's approach is guided and shaped by implicit presuppositions and concerns that are essentially phenomenological’.[footnoteRef:19] Studstill further observed a relation between Eliade’s approach and that of Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), one of the founders of phenomenalism, in that both had the intent to ‘identify and describe structures of consciousness’, suggesting that the evidence for the existence of the sacred lies only within the phenomena of human consciousness.[footnoteRef:20]  [17:  Eliade and Trask, Sacred and the profane : nature of Religion. p.21.]  [18:  Randall Studstill, "Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred," Religious Studies 36, no. 2 (2000). p.187.]  [19:  Studstill,”Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred.” P.178.]  [20:  Studstill, "Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred." p.179.] 


Permanence
Both Durkheim and Eliade held that sacred space is inherently impermanent: for Durkheim the sacred nature of a space could only be maintained through consistent human interaction, while for Eliade the nature of sacred space depended on the absolute reality of the realm of the sacred ‘breaking through’ into ‘unreal’ profane space. However, Eliade did set out many examples of how people create spaces held to be sacred, such as the custom of regarding a central tent pole as an axis mundi, representative and partaking of the nature of the paradigmatic central pillar holding up the universe.[footnoteRef:21]  Caroline Ormrod explained that, for Eliade, the  [21:  Eliade and Trask, Sacred and the profane : nature of Religion. p.53.] 


‘..purpose of generating sacred space is to experience the original manifestation of the cosmos…to conquer the forces of chaos. This vanquishing and reclaiming is a repetitive event which maintains the safety of the world’.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Caroline Ormrod, "Blood Swept Lands and Seas of Red and the Tower of London: Contested sacred space or renewal of a historical landmark?," Spica IV, no. 2 (2016). P14.] 


This suggests a necessary involvement of people in the manifestation and maintenance of the sacred, recalling Durkheim’s view. 

Although very different, it may be possible to consider the views of these authors as co-existing. They set out clear separations between sacred and profane, yet Lane argued that ‘sacred and profane, religion and culture are overlapping dimensions of human experience’ and both Durkheimian and Eliadian descriptions of sacred space could have validity as descriptions human phenomenological experience.[footnoteRef:23] It could be argued that our knowledge of sacred space can only be from a human perspective, and Robert Trubshaw indicated this,  writing that places are ‘the venues where we live our lives, and as such range from entirely secular to entirely sacred’.[footnoteRef:24] This paper suggests that there may not necessarily be a simple dichotomy between sacred and profane in actual human experience, and that both Durkheim and Eliade can be considered to provide valid descriptions of different aspects of sacredness. [23:  Lane, Landscapes of the sacred : geography and narrative in American spirituality. p.43.]  [24:  Bob Trubshaw, Sacred places : prehistory and popular imagination (Loughborough: Heart of Albion, 2005). p.1.] 



CONCLUSION
This paper made a critical comparison between the views on sacred space held by Émile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade. Fundamental differences in their work were found, in the areas of the nature of the distinction between the sacred and the profane, the nature of the reality of sacred space, and the permanence of the sacred. It was observed that both theorists belonged in the Western tradition, seeking an analysis and understanding that would account for the human experience of sacred space in all times and places. Their place within this tradition was explored with reference to the founding ideas of Plato and Aristotle. Durkheim’s approach, underpinned by the Aristotelian position which rejected the notion of a transcendent realm, identified sacred space as constructed and maintained by society, with no need for recourse to a transcendent or religious realm. Eliade followed Plato in positing the existence of a separate transcendent realm of absolute reality and argued that it made itself felt by intruding on and disrupting profane space. For Durkheim sacred space was a social construct, resulting from the behaviours of communities of people, while for Eliade it was an interruption in the homogeneity of profane space by a separate realm of the sacred. Thus, for Durkheim ordinary space was the only reality, while for Eliade, profane space was unreal until the sacred imbued it with reality. This is also reflected in their views on the permanence of the sacred: for Durkheim it existed only while maintained by human behaviour, yet for Eliade it existed separately as the ultimate permanent reality, and its intrusions into the profane were discrete events. Rather than treating the two positions as incompatible opposites, this paper suggested that it may be possible to view human experience of the sacred in both lights, in different places and at different times. The dichotomy between them could be seen as a spectrum from socially constructed sacred spaces, to encounters with the numinous at a time and place apparently chosen by the sacred realm. 
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