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A Critical Comparison of Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim’s views of sacred space.

This paper compares and contrasts different views of sacred space. The key guidelines chosen are the works of French sociologist Emile Durkheim[footnoteRef:1] and the Romanian historian Mircea Eliade[footnoteRef:2]. Whether opposed to the natural environment or not, the qualities of sacredness discussed by these authors concern space, religion, collective representations and human search for meaning. Both authors offer a large analysis of the theme enabling important perspectives about the non-physical attributes of a sacred site. What makes a space sacred? Are the geographical attributes of an environment essential for its sacredness or, does the mind of men determine its condition?  This brief comparison study also seeks, by the light of both authors, to question whether sacredness has a specific ‘place’ and if it manifests independently of the human psyche.  [1:  Durkheim, Émile, and Karen E. Fields. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. New York: Free, 1995. Print.]  [2:  Eliade, Mircea. Myth and Reality. Allen & Unwin, 1964. Print. World Perspectives Ser.] 


Anthropologist Catherine Allerton offers three distinct interpretations for the word landscape[footnoteRef:3]. She highlights, at first, the word as a possible reference to an ‘natural’ object, secondly to a cultural ‘representation’ and thirdly, to a historical process, that is, to narratives emerged between people and the environment[footnoteRef:4]’. In this sense, indeed, physical spaces may refer not only to geographical areas but also to non-physical or imaginary destinations. In her second example, however, there can be found a description close to what sociologist Durkheim calls collective representations[footnoteRef:5]. Since sacredness cannot be restrained to concrete elements, this designation may refer to shared ideas between groups of men. Durkheim assigns religion and the qualities of sacredness to society, meaning that, its origin cannot come from somewhere else besides the human mind. He says [3:  Allerton, Catherine. Introduction: spiritual landscapes of Southeast Asia. Anthropological forum, 2009. 19(3). pp. 235-251.]  [4:  Allerton, Catherine. Introduction: spiritual landscapes of Southeast Asia. Anthropological forum, 2009. 19(3). pp. 235-251.]  [5:  Durkheim, Émile, and Karen E. Fields. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. New York: Free, 1995. Print.] 


We have seen that this reality – which mythologies have represented in so many different forms, but which is the objective, universal, and eternal cause of this sui generis experience is made – is society[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  Durkheim, Émile, and Karen E. Fields. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans Karen E. Fields, New York: Free Press, 1995. p.420] 


Collective ideas, in this sense, are the basic ingredients to shape reality, society and the possible locations of the sacred. Durkheim suggests no separation between religion and community, sacredness and collective need to conceive representations. For him, the perception of sacredness, then, cannot be dissociated from the principle that had it, at first, generated. A place or object can only remain sacred due to specific repetitive actions, whose effects reinforce the projected condition. This proposition, however, leads to some more questions around the same subject: are sacred spaces, then, not real? Are they strictly constructed and determined by cultural conditions? Is, in fact, human imagination only able to perceive products of its own creation? Thus, according to Durkheim, collective shared thoughts determine reality’s parameters and, since ‘all the social institutions were born in religion’[footnoteRef:7], sacredness, religion and soul can be conceived as real although as a product of collective thinking.  [7:  Durkheim, Émile, and Karen E. Fields. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans Karen E. Fields, New York: Free Press, 1995. p.421] 


If, on the other hand, sacredness is assumed to be perceivable by the mind but not just as an object stemmed from intellectual creation, the interpretation of sacredness may change. For Corbin[footnoteRef:8], for example, there is another kind of perception which is possible to be translated by the human psyche. It comes nor from the tangible world, nor the intellect, but from a space in between. Meaning that, according to him, images captured by the mind may not be only those produced by itself, but, instead, they may be received, as if coming from other qualities, other sources of the shared reality. He explains that ‘it is a matter of a world that is hidden in the act itself of sensory perception, and one that we must find under the apparent objective certainty of that kind of perception’[footnoteRef:9]. By devising the term ‘imaginal’, he still explains that ‘it is why we positively cannot qualify it as imaginary’ and ‘just as the Latin word origo has given us the derivative "original," the word imago can give us, along with the term imaginal’[footnoteRef:10]. Ergo, Corbin’s insights points to the existence of an intermediate area, between the sensory world and the intelligible world, and which can captured as much as the data produced by the intellect or the bodily senses. [8:  Corbin, Henri, (2009) Mundus Imaginalis, or The Imaginary and The Imaginal, 1964. http://www.hermetic.com/bey/mundus_imaginalis.htm]  [9:  Corbin, Henri, (2009) Mundus Imaginalis, or the Imaginary and the Imaginal, 1964. http://www.hermetic.com/bey/mundus_imaginalis.htm]  [10:  Corbin, Henri, (2009) Mundus Imaginalis, or the Imaginary and the Imaginal, 1964. http://www.hermetic.com/bey/mundus_imaginalis.htm] 


Although in Durkheim’s proposal there can also be found the difference between intelligible and sensory perception, the admission of a third independent space cannot. Earlier in this text, when revising Allerton’s second description of Landscape, there can be seen a clear reference when compared to Durkheim’s perspective. Meanwhile, on her third example, a direct dialogue with Corbin’s can be found. By this light, a sacred space is understood not just as a physical site which receives multiple projections, but a place which reveals hidden features lying beyond mind or matter. 

This ‘space’ beyond was also the focus of Eliade’s research which led him to observe many ritualistic ceremonies in different cultures[footnoteRef:11]. The concept of sacredness, according to his view, emerges from the possibility to raise awareness of life’s creation principle, that is, when one’s Cosmogony can be, at least, partially understood. It suggests, therefore, that those spaces considered sacred are not merely physical sites, but areas which, from the physical world, the individual is led to experience non-profane realities. Eliade specifically uses the word profane in opposition to sacred thus by profane he refers to what is ‘homogeneous by nature and conceived only for daily routine’[footnoteRef:12], while sacred refers, by contrast, to the uncommon perception of what lies beyond. Therefore, a sacred place, although located in a geographical, physical area, will certainly offer wider orientation of one’s place as part of life. He adds [11:  Eliade, Mircea. Myth and Reality. Allen & Unwin, 1964. p.11.]  [12:  Eliade, Mircea. The Sacred and the Profane; Nature of Religion. P.22-24] 


﻿Revelation of a sacred space makes it possible to obtain a fixed point and hence to acquire orientation in the chaos of homogeneity, to "found the world" and to live in a real sense. The profane experience, on the contrary, maintains the homogeneity and hence the relativity of space. No true orientation is now possible, for the fixed point no longer enjoys a unique ontological status; it appears and disappears in accordance with the needs of the day[footnoteRef:13].  [13:  Eliade, Mircea. The Sacred and the Profane; Nature of Religion. P.23] 


Also, the experience of space for Eliade is not separated from the experience of time.  The sequence or duration in chronological time is part of this ‘profane experience’ and exists in the realms of everyday life. Linear time is manifested in profane spaces just as ‘sacred time’ takes place only in atemporal realms. By this, although worldly by physicality, these areas seem to reveal themselves when Time is experienced in a different rhythm from chronological life. Differing from Eliade, Durkheim does not suggest the perception of time as a fundamental component to the sacred. It seems that for him, as studied by Katovich, time is another representation, always ‘linear and rigid’[footnoteRef:14]. In Eliade, however, the experience of the sacred is, indeed, dependable on interaction with these time gaps and are not restrained to fixed points on maps or human consciousness. His observations suggest that these areas are places where the mind can overcome its limitations instead of areas where the mind tries to enclose reality in itself.     [14:  Katovich, M. (1987). Durkheim's Macrofoundations of Time: An Assessment and Critique. The Sociological Quarterly, 28(3), p. 367.] 


Once more, in contrast to Durkheim’s proposals, Eliade does not restrict a space’s sacredness to a collective form of mental projection. Although translated by mental processing, he expands it to an imaginal perception, as suggested by Corbin, as if sacredness could be also understood through one’s transportation to an unworldly experience, archetypal and cosmos-like in principle. Says he that ‘whatever resembles a Cosmos, is sacred’[footnoteRef:15] and therefore what offers this sacred-like quality to the natural environment is neither physical structures nor the interference of human intellect but what both can embody from Creation. In this sense, sacred spaces may be as collective as concerned to a single individual and may provide perceptions beyond what is socially and logically determined.  [15:  Eliade, Mircea. Myth and Reality. Allen & Unwin, 1964. Print. World Perspectives Ser. p.32.] 


To conclude this brief comparison, although with uneven perspectives, both authors agree with the importance of the experience of the sacred for the human development. Durkheim reaffirms the weight of a religious experience saying that ‘the believer who has communed with his god, is a man who is stronger’[footnoteRef:16], but still defines this interaction as a social product and thus, a mental feature. Eliade, on the other hand, exalts sacredness as an independent impulse, as a force of its own. He clearly suggests the possibility of numinous experiences, as previously suggested by Otto[footnoteRef:17], and does not restrain its origin or development to human consciousness. Although captured by the mind and placed geographically at the physical world, sacredness would act beyond social context.   [16:  Durkheim, Émile, and Karen E. Fields. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans Karen E. Fields, New York: Free Press, 1995. p.419.]  [17:  Otto, Rudolf. The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-rational Factor in the Idea of the Divine and Its Relation to the Rational. 5th Impression, Rev. with Additions. ed. London: Oxford U, 1924. Print.
] 


It is important, at last, to highlight that the fundamental difference between both perspectives seems to be an ontological one. Reality for Durkheim has its principles in mental projections and, due to that, he does not conceive any other kind of perception which may transcend the human psyche. Even when admitting the importance of religion, Durkheim extends it to an intellectual idea, fundamental for human development, but still understood as a mental product. A space considered sacred, in this sense, refers to a natural area which is an intense repository of collective representation and, thus, is sustained by several projections and aspirations. For Eliade, in opposition, reality can only manifest to the extent of the Sacred and, therefore, Sacredness is non-dependable on physical spaces nor individual or collective mental projections, although translated by them. For him, sacred spaces are places where these perceptions are facilitated and, for this reason, are nor just physical nor mental, but a threshold between ordinary routine and Creation’s rhythm.
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