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Introduction
The sacred and the profane are the two concepts suggested by Emile Durkheim to describe the religious experience within the sacred space. While the concepts elaborated differently by Mircea Eliade, this paper aims to identify the definition and conceptualization of the two authors’ key concepts and theories. Comparing and contrasting The Elementary Forms of Religious Life by Emile Durkheim and the Myth and Reality by Mircea Eliade, we will explore the concepts of the sacred and the profane with the connection of geography and humanity. This paper will investigate the role of religion that contributes to the extraordinary experiences and explore the relationship between religion and any objective “spiritual truths” that underlies sacredness of the sacred space. 

Context
Durkheim was an influential French sociologist and anthropologist who lived at the turn of the era in the late 1800s. In the times of blooming in fine arts, science as well as philosophy, he creatively explored the connection between religion and spirituality by finding linkages in the ancient and the contemporary worlds.[footnoteRef:1] In Durkheim’s theory of religion, he identified the sacred-profane dichotomy as the two core dimensions in a religious experience. Sacred means any holy representations of a collective belief that might include totems, religions, or customs. And profane is the opposite of sacred, it means the ordinary that does not involve any religious purposes. Durkheim regarded all religious forms as a point marking the separation between the sacred experience and the profane ordinary life. Expressed in the Elementary Forms of Religious Life, he viewed religion as an expression of the society and that the nature of sacredness exists across all great traditions. With the roots of religion being the nature of human needs, or “the real”, [footnoteRef:2] he grounded his theory with research in religion and totemism.[footnoteRef:3] Durkheim claimed all religious expressions including prayers, rites, places, and such reflected the nature of the sacred. Australian ethnography was used in explaining Totemism, while Buddhism was used briefly in the beginning of book one as a starting point to ground the religious phenomena.[footnoteRef:4] While his theories derived from the study of Australian Totemism were widely accepted, his explanation of the idea of the soul and his Buddhism groundings were criticized as non-empirical that caused debates among academia about the validity of his work.[footnoteRef:5]    [1:  Field K, Introduction to Durkheim ‘The Elementary Forms of Religious Life’ (Oxford University Press, 2001), p. xxii.]  [2:  Field K, p. xvii.]  [3:  Field K, p. xviii.]  [4:  Marco Orru and Amy Wang, ‘Durkheim, Religion, and Buddhism’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 31.1 (1992), 47 (p. 48) <https://doi.org/10.2307/1386831>.]  [5:  Orru and Wang.] 

Eliade was born in 1907, he was a phenomenologist of religion and one of the important theorists in religious sacred spaces.[footnoteRef:6] His key concept of sacred space is influential yet controversial. Eliade’s idea of the sacred often revolved around religious interpretations and symbolism. As a historian of religion, he used historical and cultural phenomenology to study the experiences of the believers to arrive to the meaning that constitutes a sacred space. History acts as a starting point in his research into the theory of religion. The two main modes of religious experiences according to Eliade are the same as Durkheim, namely the sacred and the profane. Yet, the meaning and his understanding of the concepts were not exactly the same. In Myth and Reality, he included a broad range of study of cosmogonic myths across cultures. Concluded four characteristics of a sacred space that constitute the main functions of it for the believers.  In the book, Eliade also attempted to build his claims towards a universal concept of “return to origins”.[footnoteRef:7] He made his claim from the historical myths as well as from historic phenomena in religions. Besides his research in myths, he was also a keen interpreter in Hindu and Buddhist meditations in support of his claims. One of the influential classics concerning Buddhism was Yoga: Immortality and Freedom. However, with evidence of multiple mistranslations and the “numerous minor corrections”, the accuracy of his interpretations was controversial.[footnoteRef:8] Although the theories of Eliade remain to be debatable among academia, he remains to be a crucial scholar and a main contributor in the research of sacred space in the twentieth century. [6:  Seung Il Kang, ‘A Comparison of Mircea Eliade’s and Jonathan Z. Smith’s Views on Dur-an-Ki’, Zeitschrift Für Religions- Und Geistesgeschichte, 64.1 (2012), 62–65 (p. 62) <https://doi.org/10.1163/157007312800211633>.]  [7:  Eliade, Mircea, Myth and Reality (Harper and Row 1975), pp. 34–35.]  [8:  Richard Gombrich, ‘Eliade on Buddhism’, Religious Studies, 10.2 (1974), 225–31 <https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412500007447>.] 


Summary 
                        In an attempt to define sacredness across religions with a set of universal characteristics, Durkheim sought to support the theory of “the real” with relevant evidence in the Elementary Forms. He regards the nature of religion as rooted from “the real”, and the closest experience an individual has with it is from the concept of the soul.[footnoteRef:9] The experience of the soul is brought about by the idea of death and as a social form. He claimed that religion exists to fulfill the nature of human needs, and individuals transcend deaths to rebirths as a collective. All religious principles exist through representations, therefore, religion is “an eminently social thing”.[footnoteRef:10] Forms of religion such as totem or religious space all regard to have a social origin, they are considered to be a representation of “the real”. While building his claim towards the “unified system” of representations with Australian Totemism, he concluded that “to exist at all, all communities must be imagined.”[footnoteRef:11] The two main claims in the Elementary Forms are: the first one, not all religions consider the supernatural, god or spirits as sacred.[footnoteRef:12] The second one, the nature of sacredness or “the real” is central in all religions, anything expressed in the society as a representation deems to be sacred[footnoteRef:13]. Religion therefore is a communal lived experience with shared beliefs, practices, history, and myths. It exists to separate the two dimensions of experiences, the sacred and the profane[footnoteRef:14] , and the root of all religions is essentially “the real”. Durkheim therefore viewed sacred space in a sociological way through the idea of the society as a reality rather than regarding it as a form of supernatural.  [9:  Field K, p. xxviii.]  [10:  Field K, p. xix.]  [11:  Field K, p. xxxiii.]  [12:  Orru and Wang, pp. 50–51.]  [13:  Orru and Wang, p. 52.]  [14:  Lane, p. 49.] 

Eliade’s approach in Myth and Reality is ontological. He defines the sacred space as a historically conditioned religious space that sets apart the ordinary from the supernatural. He identified four characteristics of a sacred space. The first one being the “hierophany”, it is a sacred space that breaks into the homogeneity of space as a manifestation of sacredness. The second being an opening of a cosmic portal going beyond the human world. The third being, the sacred place is a point of communication with Heaven, the supernatural or the divine on another cosmic level.[footnoteRef:15] They can be expressed through nature, such as mountains, trees, or rivers, while they can also be human constructs manifested as a religious place. The last characteristic being the orientation of the sacred space is usually located “in the middle” or at the “navel is the earth” that is referred to as the axis mundi.[footnoteRef:16] These characteristics contribute to the religious experience of a believer which brings about the other key theory of religion by Eliade, the “return to origins”. The concept of “return to origins” was demonstrated by the rites and rituals across traditions revisiting especially during life and death situations. Eliade believed that it is through the cosmogonic myths, one can rediscover the “source by reliving the origin”. This concept is parallel to his understanding of religion illustrated In Yoga: Immortality and Freedom. Revealed in the passage regarding creating a “mind-made body” in Buddhism, he mentioned “to obtain the state of unconditioned – in other words to this profane, painful, illusory life (mind-made body) and to be reborn to the mystical life that will make it possible to attain nirvana…”.[footnoteRef:17] Eliade regards the Nirvana or enlightenment as the mystical death and resurrection.[footnoteRef:18] The gap between mind-made body and Nirvana shows the symbolism of the concept of transcending the profane to the sacred. [footnoteRef:19] To Eliade, profane is seen as meaningless, peripheral, lack of orientation, and the sacred is the divine.  [15:  Lane, p. 13.]  [16:  Lane, p. 13.]  [17:  Gombrich, p. 229.]  [18:  Gombrich, p. 228.]  [19:  Micea Eliade, pp. 34–35.] 


Analysis
Durkheim and Eliade are both historians of religion who approach religion in a phenomenological way. However, both theorists hold very different perspectives towards the subject matter. This leads to the different conceptualization for the religious experience of the sacred and the profane. Durkheim regarded religion as a form of social expression, a collective representation that contributes to the sacred. Transforming the profane or the ordinary life into something that could fulfill the nature of human needs. While for Eliade, religion is a direct portal to the sacred as supernatural and divine. While concepts of the profane are similar between Eliade and Durkheim, the differences can still be seen when studying them in the context of the sacred space. Both theorists agree on religion as a form of access to the sacred that is opposite to the profane.
The concepts of the sacred and the profane are parallel with the two Greek words topos and chora suggested by Aristotle and Plato respectively on the notion of place. A topos is a neutral and measurable location, while a chora is storied, a place that carries its own energy. Durkheim’s notion of space aligns with topos as it has its own quality and independent existence. Yet for a sacred space, with the participation of rituals, the topos transforms into a chora.[footnoteRef:20] It is the “religious nature of man” that constitutes the meaning of a sacred space as they influence each other. For Eliade, the sacred place resonates with chora.[footnoteRef:21] It is an independent and divine force, a hierophany. The place speaks with its own voice in an almost ecological sense.[footnoteRef:22] Whether it is transforming a mundane place with religious interpretations or a divine location, both theorists agree that sacred space can create extraordinary experiences and meanings for the people who dwell in the sacred space.    [20:  Lane, p. 41.]  [21:  Lane, p. 39.]  [22:  Lane, p. 56.] 


The two theorists’ orientations are very different from the physical space to the functions of the sacred place. According to Eliade’s specific characteristics of a sacred space, he centralizes the physical orientation of the space as well as the functions to be a religious portal to communicate with the Heaven or the divine. While Durkheim orients according to the needs of the society as a collective, focuses the function of representation rather than the physical orientation. Durkheim regards any religious place, objects, or situations “principles that exists in and through the minds of those who think of it”[footnoteRef:23] Therefore, within the context of religion, Eliade’s sacred space is myth driven, while Durkheim’s is mind driven. [23:  Field K, p. xix.] 

Although the fundamental definition of religion is different between the two theorists, the definition of religion is similar and is contained in a religion. According to Durkheim, all religions are considered to be religious. As all religions or religious forms are collectively created to meet needs of the human makeup.[footnoteRef:24] Therefore, being religious is a social experience. While for Eliade, religion is the way to access the sacred and being religious is the sacred experience.  [24:  Field K, p. xviii.] 

In the pursuit of the sacred or the objective “spiritual truth”, both built their theories on the concept of death and rebirth. Both regards life without the “truth” is a life of the profane and therefore, religion became a way to the sacred. The concept of death is as an “eruption” in space to bring about the sacred or transcendence of a rebirth. Durkheim built his claim towards “the real” with the idea of the “immortality of souls”.[footnoteRef:25]  He claimed the closest encounter an individual has with “the real” is the soul. Durkheim claimed the soul is felt most intensely from the indisputable reality of death, “the soul is not merely distinct from its physical envelope…if it is not made into god, it is seen at least as a spark of divinity”.[footnoteRef:26] Thus, people seek religion, totems, or symbolism representations as the social life force to rebirth or perpetuate the individual life. For Eliade, the concept of death and rebirth was not only in theory of the return of origins, but also regarded as one of the important life events to communicate with the supernatural. Life and death rituals or rites are practices to recall or reaffirm Origin myths that “narrates the beginning of the world”[footnoteRef:27]. He claims that all religious forms are functions to reconstruct or re-actualize the origin, “the essential ethical events that have taken place since the Creation”[footnoteRef:28]. “religious man wants to be the other than he finds himself on the ‘natural’ level and undertakes to make himself in accordance with the ideal image revealed to him by myths”[footnoteRef:29] Both theorists suggest that humans evolved from a time when they were closest to the sacred or the objective “truth” to wholeness. As Durkheim regards humans created religion from a deficit of needs, Eliade suggests transcendence with the return to origins. Both authors are theoretically different, yet the underlying claim of the objective “spiritual truths” are similar.  [25:  Field K, p. xxix.]  [26:  Field K, p. xxx.]  [27:  Mircea Eliade, p. 21.]  [28:  Mircea Eliade,  p. 23.]  [29:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion (A Harvest Book Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc. New York, 1987), p. 187.] 


Conclusion
Both Durkheim and Eliade attempt to build a universal system to identify the roles and functions of religions in the society. Although religion was viewed differently between the two authors, they have similar functions in the society as a way to bring about the sacred. Both conceptualizations of the sacred space parallels with chora suggested by Plato, by “summoning its participants to a common dance”.[footnoteRef:30] Durkheim regards “the dance” as a way to express “the real”, and Eliade regards it as a way to “return to origins”. Sacred space and religious forms were seen as not just reminders for people of the separation of the sacred and the profane, but they were also referred to as an instrument to experience the sacred. [30:  Lane, p. 39.] 
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