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Essay 1: Compare and Contrast Durkheim and Eliade on the Sacred

Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts the views of sacred space by Emile Durkheim in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields (1995), and those of Mircea Eliade in The Sacred and the Profane (1987). Both men have had a significant influence on the study of religion. Although at first glance they seem to have held vastly different perspectives on the sacred, a deeper investigation reveals that their work also exhibits certain similarities.
Emile Durkheim and Elementary Forms
Emile Durkheim was born April 1858 to a Jewish family in the Lorraine region of France. He is credited as being one of the principal founders of sociology as a separate discipline. After graduating and teaching philosophy from 1882 to 1887, he was appointed  professor in  Social Sciences and Pedagogy at the University of Bordeaux, and taught the first official sociology course in France.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Paul Carls, ‘Emile Durkheim’, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy < https://iep.utm.edu/emile-durkheim/#SH1b> [Accessed 29 October 2024].] 

As one of the fin de siècle philosophers writing at the turn of the 20th century, he has been compared to Plato, Montesquieu, Rousseau, and Comte, who all sought a basis for a new social order in periods of profound social change.[footnoteRef:2]  Durkheim was concerned with the disintegration of society, especially its influence on moral norms and authority, and the disappearance of the sacred. He wrote in 1912, ‘the former gods are growing old or dying, and others have not been born’.[footnoteRef:3]  His conviction that the ‘cult of the individual’ was rising from the ashes, and that science was replacing religions [footnoteRef:4] reflects the sombre tone of many philosophers of his time. He died shortly before the outbreak of World War I. [2:  Bellah, 1973: p. xviii, as cited in Charles E. Marske, Durkheim's "Cult of the Individual" and the Moral Reconstitution of Society’’, Sociological Theory, 5.1 (1987), pp. 1-14, p. 1. < https://www.jstor.org/stable/201987 > [ Accessed 29 October 2024].)]  [3:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life translated by Karen Fields. (New York: Free Press, 1995). p. 429.]  [4:  Paul Carls, ‘Emile Durkheim’.] 

Durkheim maintained that the realm of the sacred is essential to religious life, along with the beliefs and practices which are related to it.[footnoteRef:5] He considered religion to be an authentic phenomenon in society which could be studied on its own terms rather than as the product of fantasy, biology, history, or psychology. ‘This entire study rests on the postulate that the unanimous feeling of believers down the ages cannot be mere illusion…I accept that religious belief rests on a definite experience, whose demonstrative value is, in a sense, not inferior to that of scientific experiments, though it is different’. [footnoteRef:6] Although few would think of Durkheim as a phenomenologist, his approach resembles the process of phenomenological reduction, which is ‘to look at things without prejudice, leaving behind theoretical prejudice’.[footnoteRef:7] In doing so, Durkheim focussed on the essential aspects of the religious as they are actually experienced. [5:  Karen Fields, ‘Translator’s Introduction’ in The Elementary Forms of Religion, p. xxxiii.]  [6:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious p. 420.]  [7:  Kim E. Knibbe and Els van Houtert, ‘Religious Experience and Phenomenology’, The International Encyclopedia of Anthropology, Edited by Hilary Callan, (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 2018), pp. 1 – 10, p.2  < DOI: 10.1002/9781118924396.wbiea1929  > [ Accessed 29 October 2024].] 

One Important quality of the sacred for Durkheim is that it is somehow forbidden and separate from the casual or ordinary or ordinary world, which he termed ‘the profane’. They are separated  by  mana, or the ‘quasi-divine principle’ [footnoteRef:8], which the sacred possesses but the profane does not. The two worlds are irrevocably separated, in Durkheim’s opinion. ‘In the history of human thought, there is no other example of two categories of things as profoundly differentiated or as radically opposed to one another (as the sacred and the profane). The traditional opposition between good and evil is nothing beside this one’. [footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Fields, p. xl.]  [9:  Durkheim, p. 35.] 

Durkheim’s treatment of the sacred as separated from the profane suggests a perspective which Brady has called dualist.[footnoteRef:10]  Durkheim maintained that the individual is only able to experience the religious by the grace of his/her access to collectively-held concepts. Through the  ‘collective doing’ of ritual, the person could realize ‘that the force carrying him into the realm of sacred things is not inherent in himself but comes to him from outside’.[footnoteRef:11] A similar relationship was described by Plato between a transcendental, universal Soul and lower forms of the base material world. Yet the individual’s soul/spirit was drawn to return to Soul, and rise above the instincts of his animal nature.[footnoteRef:12] Thus the higher and the lower realms are divided, though individuals can attempt to rejoin the sacred. [10:  Brady, Bernadette, Theories of fate among present day astrologers, Unpublished PhD Thesis, awarded PhD, (2012).]  [11:  Durkheim, p. 223.  ]  [12:  Plato, ‘Phaedrus’, in ‘Gorgias’ and ‘Phaedrus’: Rhetoric, Philosophy, and Politics, trans. James H. Nichols, Agora Edition (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998), 246a7-257b.] 

In addition, Plato’s material forms were created in the image of the Ideal Forms. Likewise, in Durkheim’s model, the individual’s understanding of the sacred rested on society’s collective representations of the sacred. Durkheim also stated that the profane and sacred must be kept apart. The forbidden quality of the sacred was an essential component of the rituals which were necessary to its continued existence.[footnoteRef:13] The absolute separation and forbidden nature of the sacred echoes Plato’s insistence that the pure realm of the mind be separated from the impure corporeal body. ‘While we live we shall be closest to knowledge if we refrain as much as possible from association with the body … and by our efforts we shall know all that is pure, which is presumably the truth, for it is not permitted to the impure to touch the pure.’[footnoteRef:14]  Finally, both Plato’s Cosmology and Durkheim’s society are profoundly moral, and provide elevated norms for human behaviour.  [13:  Fields, xlii.]  [14:  Plato, Phaedra as cited in Richard Kearney, ‘Philosophies of Touch’, Research in Phenomenology, 50.3 (2020), pp. 300-316, p. 310. < https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/27117412  > [ Accessed 31 October 2024].] 

Yet Durkheim’s study of religion, the sacred, and the soul did not rest on  metaphysical cosmology. He  was unabashedly a ‘no-nonsense advocate of science positive, and set out to remove the subjectivism from the philosophical arguments that had crept into the field’.[footnoteRef:15] He resisted any tendency to ‘ascribe to the intellect a certain power to transcend experience and to what is immediately given… (without) explanation nor warrant.’[footnoteRef:16] Instead, Durkheim pursued the belief that non-physical phenomena were the products of consciousness, and meticulously analysed empirical data on the religious concepts and practices of native Australians to support this conviction.  [15:  Karen Fields, ‘Translator’s Introduction’ in The Elementary Forms of Religion (New York: Free Press, 1995),  p. xxiv.]  [16:  Durkheim, pp. 13 -14.] 

Through his analysis he was able to extrapolate the general ‘first principles’ of religion. ‘It is these enduring elements that constitute what is eternal and human in religion. They are the whole objective content of the idea that is expressed when religion in general is spoken of.’[footnoteRef:17] For example, the religious ecstasy the group experiences while performing its rituals gives rise to the shared experience of the sacred. Durkheim called this ecstasy  an ‘effervescence’ which transported them outside of themselves into a something greater.[footnoteRef:18] Yet while the individual experiences the sacred through collectively-held concepts, his particular manner of worship colours and re-establishes the sacred in the world.  [17:  Durkheim, p. 4.]  [18:  Durkheim, p 218-220.] 

These principles also provided him an empirical basis for studying the soul, although this has been almost entirely ignored.[footnoteRef:19] It is in his treatment of soul that his Platonist dualism becomes most apparent, for he holds that  the  ‘soul is distinct from and independent of the body’. Durkheim uses this interaction to describe the ‘dual nature’ of man, in which the higher can uplift the lower. ‘The idea of soul is relative to sacred things…(and) is not without reality…we are made of two distinct parts that are opposed to each other as the sacred is to the profane, and we can say that in a sense there is divinity in us.’ [footnoteRef:20] If the intricate relationship between individual and collective consciousness regarding the soul that Durkheim described had received more attention, his theory might not be criticized as ‘objectivistic’ [footnoteRef:21], anti-individualist,[footnoteRef:22] or as ‘sociological reductionism’.[footnoteRef:23] Durkheim’s work offers more scope to interpret the sacred than is often acknowledged. [19:  Fields, p. xxix.]  [20:  Durkheim, p. 226.]  [21:  Carlos Belvedere, ‘Durkheim as the Founding Father of Phenomenological Sociology’, Human Studies, 38. 3 (Fall 2015), pp. 369-390, p. 369. < https://www.jstor.org/stable/24757341 > [29 October 2024].]  [22:  Paul Carls, ‘Emile Durkheim’.]  [23:  R. L. Stirrat, ‘Sacred Models’, Man,19.2 (Jun., 1984), pp. 199-215, p. 200. < https://www.jstor.org/stable/2802277 > [ 31 October 2024].] 


Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and Profane
Mircea Eliade was born to an Romanian Orthodox Catholic family in Bucharest in March 1907. He is generally considered ‘one of the most influential scholars of religion in the twentieth century.’[footnoteRef:24] To escape repercussions for his political articles, Eliade left Hungary to travel throughout Western Europe. The death of his wife in Portugal in 1944 caused him to suffer deep depression the rest of his life, and he self-medicated with various drugs. He settled in Paris in 1945.  [24:  Kocku von Stuckrad, ‘Utopian Landscapes and Ecstatic Journeys: Friedrich Nietzsche, Hermann Hesse, and Mircea Eliade on the Terror of  Modernity’, Numen,  57.1 (2010), pp. 78-102, p 94.< https://www.jstor.org/stable/27793830 > [ 31 October 2024].] 

Eliade’s life was strongly affected by both World Wars, and these experiences left a strong impression on his later philosophy.[footnoteRef:25] His outlook on modern society and its development was ‘fairly gloomy’, and he considered the life of modern man to be restricted to the ‘degradedly profane’.[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Kocku von Stuckrad, ‘Utopian Landscapes and Ecstatic Journeys, p 94.]  [26:  Sheila J. Nayar, ‘Hierophany Through an Ongian Lens’, Religion & Literature , 44.2 (summer 2012), pp. 188-197, pp 188-189. < https://www.jstor.org/stable/24397678 > [29 October 2024].] 

Rather than studying theories of religion, Mircea Eliade was inspired by Rudolph Otto and undertook to analyse the modalities of the religious experience.[footnoteRef:27] Otto had posited that the religious emerges as a result of the apprehension of the sacred. Eliade called this the hierophany, and described it as moments when ‘man becomes aware of the sacred because it manifests itself…as something wholly different from the profane’.[footnoteRef:28] The sacred is, for Eliade, an immanent force which reveals itself to the individual both when sought and at unexpected moments. [27:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 8-10.]  [28:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 11.] 

Eliade conceived of the sacred as an experience of reality which is non-homogeneous, qualitatively different, and offers another orientation to the dull homogeneity of the profane realm. It is a revelation of an absolute fixed point from which the world takes form, and provides its centre, its axis mundi.[footnoteRef:29]  The realm of the sacred is the real world, and man seeks it in order to avoid living in the illusion of the profane.[footnoteRef:30] [29:  Ibid, pp 21 – 23.]  [30:  Ibid, pp 28- 29.] 

Eliade’s description of the sacred as an imminent force in the world suggests a monist view, to coin another term by Brady. This is similar to Aristotle’s perspective, in which matter is united with Soul. Eliade even writes that ‘(a)ll nature is capable of revealing itself as cosmic sacrality.’[footnoteRef:31] The religious man intentionally seeks the irruptions of  the sacred through his sense perceptions and feelings because he ‘deeply desires to be, to participate in reality, to be saturated with power’.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  Ibid, p. 11.]  [32:  Ibid, pp 12 -13.] 

Aristotle describds Soul as a substance which gives a material body its form and potentially its life. ‘The soul, then, is the actuality of the kind of body we have described’.[footnoteRef:33] In addition, Aristotle speaks of the Mind in terms similar to Eliade’s hierophany: ‘Mind in the passive sense is such because it becomes all things, but mind has another aspect in that it makes all things; this is a kind of positive state like light; for in a sense light makes potential into actual colours.’[footnoteRef:34] This ‘positive state’ is the ‘intentional seeing’ of Eliade’s religious man. [33:  Aristotle, On the Soul, trans. W.S.Hett, Cambridge Mass., (London: Harvard University Press, 1936), II.1 (412a).]  [34:  Lawson-Tancred, Hugh, ‘Introduction’ in Aristotle, De Anima, trans. Hugh Lawson-Tancred, (London: Penguin, 1986), p. 12.] 

In addition, Eliade’s approach agreed with the Aristotelian precept that knowledge can be gained through the examination of sensual perceptions. Eliade held that by analysing concrete religious phenomena, their inner dynamic and structure would become evident.[footnoteRef:35] Thus, for Eliade, the sacred (soul) exists in, and as, the profane (matter), rather than being separated from it, as Durkheim believed. The deciding factor is whether man embraces a religious attitude (higher mind) or not. [35:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred’, Religious Studies , 36.2(2000),pp.177-194. p 179 < https://www.jstor.org/stable/20008280 > [Accessed 13 October 2024].] 

Since the hierophany rests on the intention of the individual, Eliade studied the beliefs and practice from a range of world religions, especially those in less-developed or non-Western cultures. He justified the applicability of more primitive forms of worship to those of the West by stating that he believed that the similarity of behaviour between the nomadic hunters and the sedentary cultivators was ‘infinitely more important than their differences: both live in a sacralised cosmos’.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Eliade, p. 17.] 

However, rather than using the data to establish basic principles, as Durkheim had, Eliade used it to describe the ‘transconsciousness’, or humanity’s primal sacred consciousness. For instance, after reviewing the creation myths of several Indo-Asian and American tribes, he concluded, ‘The proof that the cosmogonic myth is not merely a variant of the seen, serve as the model for all kinds of creations’. [footnoteRef:37]  Similarly, Eliade described the beliefs about finding and furnishing a new home in Celtic, Indian and Egyptian societies. Their rituals surrounding this ‘existential choice’ revealed that the ‘conquering of new territory’ involves the “paradigmatic work of the gods’. Man reestablishes his centre of the world against the chaos of the profane world. ‘Life is not possible without an opening to the transcendent;’ Eliade wrote. ‘In other words, human beings cannot live in chaos.’ [footnoteRef:38] Such an attitude was seldom found in modern societies, for the connection to the Cosmos was lost and rituals were empty of purpose and meaning.[footnoteRef:39] [37:  Mircea Eliade, ‘Magic and Prestige of Origin’, Myth and Reality (New York: Harper & Row, 1975), pp. 21 – 38, p. 38.]  [38:  Eliade, The Sacred, p. 32 - 34.]  [39:  Sheila J. Nayar, ‘Hierophany Through an Ongian Lens’, p. 189.] 

Eliade’s combination of methods was initially lauded as offering a  bridge between the strict use of the empiricism common in the natural sciences, and the application of a phenomenological method. However, he was later criticized as promoting conclusions which were a veiled form of ‘personal mysticism’,[footnoteRef:40] and were based on a longing to escape the modern world for the primal world of sacred time and space. Von Stukrad believed that this was ‘no doubt that this is the reaction to the horrors of twentieth-century Europe that Eliade experienced directly’.[footnoteRef:41]  [40:  Guilford Dudley III, ‘Mircea Eliade as the "Anti-Historian" of Religions’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 44. 2 (1976), pp. 345-359, p. 347. < https://www.jstor.org/stable/1462346 > [Accessed 31 October 2024].)]  [41:  von Stuckrad, ‘Utopian Landscapes’, p. 95. ] 

Nevertheless, Eliade provided significant work on the ‘essence’ of the religious experience, rather than confining it to the strict categories of a historical or positivist perspective. While recent scholars have diverged from his approach, his method still is considered valuable.[footnoteRef:42] [42:  Studstill, p. 117. See also Jason N. Blum, ‘Retrieving Phenomenology of Religion as a Method for Religious Studies’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 80.4 (DECEMBER 2012), pp. 1025-1048, p. 1127. <  https://www.jstor.org/stable/23357997 > [ 29 October 2024].] 

Comparison of Durkheim and Eliade’s View on the Sacred
The preceding descriptions of Durkheim’s and Eliade’s view of the sacred might seem to imply the two held irreconcilable differences of perspective. Durkheim might appear to have emphasized the ontological role of society to the detriment of the individual’s experience, while Eliade may have focused on the individual experience of hierophany and neglected the social. Yet as Fields writes, far from underestimating the importance of the thought of individuals, Durkheim held that ‘collective thought is found nowhere else’.[footnoteRef:43] In addition, Eliade believed that ‘archetypal symbolism’ manifested itself in the realm of the ‘unconscious’ and ‘trans-consciousness’,[footnoteRef:44] a realm similar to Durkheim’s representations collective. Moreover, Eliade’s ‘archetypes’ refer to concepts similar to Plato’s ‘Ideal Forms’,[footnoteRef:45] as do Durkheim’s representations. [43:  Fields, p. xliii.]  [44:  Mircea Eliade, Images and Symbols, Philip Mairet trans. (London: Harvill Press Limited, 1961), pp 119 – 120.]  [45:  Mary Jo Meadow, ‘Archetypes and Patriarchy: Eliade and Jung’, Journal of Religion and Health, 31. 3 (Fall, 1992), pp. 187- 195, p. 188. < https://www.jstor.org/stable/27510694 > [ Accessed 9 November 2024].] 

There is also similarity between Durkheim’s ‘effervescence’ and Eliade’s ‘hierophany’.  Both transport the individual outside himself, and give rise to the sacred. They differentiated between the sacred from the profane, and held that the regular performance of rituals were necessary to maintain the sacred as living force. Though Durkheim championed science positive, he embraced aspects of phenomenology. Eliade had attempted to combine empiricism with phenomenology. 
Both Durkheim and Eliade regarded the disappearance of the sacred in modern society with dismay. Yet Durkheim stated that although the effervescence had subsided, the sacred power held by the collective can never be entirely extinguished. Rather, Durkheim wrote, everything indicated that the need for willed attention to the sacred ‘will go on increasing with civilization’, rather than disappear.[footnoteRef:46] Eliade would most likely agree.  [46:  Emile Durkheim, ‘The Dualism of Human Nature and its Social Conditions’, New Series, Vol. 11 (2005), pp. 35-45, p. 44. < https://www.jstor.org/stable/23866721 > [ Accessed 29 October 2024].] 

In conclusion, Durkheim and Eliade can be seen as presenting complementary rather than antagonistic views of the sacred. Neither of their theories is without shortcomings, but both provide worthwhile insights.
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