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Is sacred space a human construct or a natural phenomenon? Discuss this question through a research project with reference to the work of at least three theorists.

How has neolilberalism reshaped cultural conceptions of sacredness in relation to wild spaces?

Introduction 

This paper will explore the question of whether sacred space is a natural phenomenon or human construction within the context of both social and environmental issues that emerge in relation to the privatized development of wild, open spaces under neoliberal economic policies and cultural influences. Specifically, this paper will utilize data collected reflexively through fieldwork conducted November through January of 2023 within a district of the city of Vista, California currently under redevelopment. The main fieldwork site is a vacant parcel of land on which a city-approved project will begin construction in late 2024. The fieldwork methodology involved the taking of photographs and detailed notes while both immersing myself in and objectively observing the main fieldwork site and surrounding developments. The paper will explore the question surrounding sacredness utilizing the theoretical frameworks of Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), Mircea Eliade (1907-1986), Christopher Tilly, Byung-Chul Han, as well as a body of scholarship related to neoliberalism as political, economic, and religious ideology. 

Neoliberalism, Urban Development, and Sacred Space

As outlined by Gary Gerstle and within the historical context of neoliberalism’s manifestation in the United States, neoliberalism will be defined as a phase of late-stage capitalism that displaced and dismantled the New Deal order that dominated from the 1930s through 1970s.
 Neoliberalism describes firstly a shift in political governance and ideology that liberates market interests from heavy state regulation.
 Additionally, as argued by David Harvey, neoliberalism proposes that ‘human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills’.
 According to Harvey’s theory of the neoliberal state and as it relates to my fieldwork, such freedoms ‘reflect the interests of private property owners, businesses, multinational corporations, and financial capital’.
 However, while neoliberalism derives from classical liberalism and its ideals of unrestrained economic freedom and limited government, its modern manifestation often involves heavy support from the state through interventions such as subsidizations, bailouts, and tax incentives provided to private industry. In contrast to what Gerstle described as the New Deal order, neoliberalism not only favors but utilizes the state to buttress rather than heavily regulate privatization. Therefore, businesses as well as many non-government organizations (NGOs) are hegemonically tasked with meeting public needs. In relation to my fieldwork, this is reflected in state-sponsored privatization of not only housing but city planning. The more recent ubiquity of financialization, which leads to the excessive prioritization of share-holder and investor interests has significantly shifted the ultimate purpose of numerous industries once tasked with fulfilling public needs. As Raquel Rolnik has argued and outlined historically, ‘the privatization and financialization of housing ‘has led public policymaking toward the abandonment of the conceptual meaning of housing as social good…’.
 Instead, housing and urban planning have shifted toward a profit-motivated enterprise for enriching shareholders and developers. As a peripheral issue touched upon in my fieldwork, many cities throughout the world are being transformed through a confluence of these issues into what Rolnik described as ‘enclaves for the wealthy and tourists’ which subsequently pushes and displaces those less economically advantaged into less adequate living conditions and locations.
 

Wendy Brown has argued that neoliberalism has significantly contributed more broadly to the corrosion of democratic governance.
 In relation to urban development and city planning, Gibson et al. have argued that very recent reforms, such as ‘unsolicited proposals’, have led to undemocratic deal-making between the state and private industry in urban development throughout the world.
 As Brown argued, ‘States are subordinated to the market, govern for the market, and gain or lose legitimacy according to the market’s vicissitudes’.
 Therefore, market interests lie exclusively behind city planning and urban development within the context of the neoliberal state. Many of these issues emerged as significant in relation to my fieldwork when researching the business behind the development of the fieldwork site as well as several additional properties within the downtown Vista area. While the developers brand themselves and their properties as having a positive social and environmental impact, utilizing slogans such a ‘protecting the environment’ or ‘cultivating community’, I became critical of their delivery of these intentions as I researched and reflected on the company, its properties, and many of these systemic economic and political issues. More broadly, it speaks to what Byung-Chul Han has argued is the commodification of values and their exploitation for profit under neoliberalism. According to Han, ‘Moral values are consumed as marks of distinction….Through values we relate not to community but to our own egos’.
 Within the context of what Han referred to as the neoliberal regime, a business or even individual’s stated values are often reduced to a means of publicly signaling virtuosity for the maintenance of a palatable, political alignment resulting in a more consumable brand image. Community and ecological sustainability are often exploited rather than cultivated in the production and proliferation of a variety of products, including land developments. 

Yet beyond its purely economic and political implications, neoliberalism has been conceived as precipitating a profound shift within the broader culture, worldview, and collective psychology which Han’s work most critically touches on. Beginning with Michel Foucault’s late-1970s lectures at the Collège de France, he conceived of neoliberalism as the ‘economization of the entire social field.’
 For Foucault, neoliberalism was a ‘model of social relations and of existence itself’ and therefore all social relationships, even those of the individual to itself were heavily reconceptualized in economic terms.
 As Brown argued, ‘fields, persons, and practices are economized in ways that vastly exceed literal wealth generation’.
 Thus, as Brown argued, ‘Liberty itself is narrowed to market conduct…’
 Brown’s conception leads to the transformation of state and citizen behavior as well as identity into ‘figures of financialized firms’.
 As financialized identity, one’s personal value is attached to a conception or literal representation of their market value which assimilates all aspects of life pursuits. According to Han, ‘As a mutant form of capitalism, neoliberalism transforms workers into entrepreneurs’, with individuals reconfigured as an ‘auto-exploiting labourer in his or her own enterprise’.
 In Han’s conception, neoliberalism breeds the deeply internalized desire for incessant consumption, production, and achievement. Han also conceived of neoliberalism as a capitalist religion, pondering whether under the neoliberal regime ‘Capital is the new God…’?
 According to Allison Coudert, Han is the first to conceptualize the ‘soft power’ inherent to neoliberal capitalism as taking on a ‘religious veneer’.
 According to Coudert, ‘The alluring variety of choices seemingly available makes workers and consumers complicit in their own subjugation….’.
 Han’s ‘auto-exploiting labourer’ does so absent of any direct coercion. Coudert outlines the evolution of capitalism as religion arguing its genesis lies in the unique historical trajectory of the western spirituality through Protestantism and the Puritan work ethic within monastic capitalist enterprises.
 Thus today’s assimilation of secular space by corporations offering life transforming experiences reflects a very modern reconceptualization of corporate space as sacred space.
 As Coudert argues, the assimilation of all so-called secular space by privatized entities exemplifies the precedence that market interests takes on within the context of a capitalist religiosity.
 

As Durkheim argued, sacredness is a construction and utility of complex social organization. From a Durkheimian point of view, the secularly defined category of religion is not entirely the exclusive domain of sacred space. As Durkheim stated, ‘sacred things should not be taken to mean simply those personal beings we call gods or spirits’.
 For Durkheim, ‘anything at all, can be sacred’.
 Common objects and even ideas can take on a sacred designation. Similarly, more contemporary conceptions of religion and sacredness have questioned the existence of religion and sacredness as distinct social categories with exclusive, affiliated behaviors. Expanding on this, Russel T. McCutcheon argued that beliefs and behaviors often affiliated with religions are merely expressions of a variety of very human power relations and can involve political as much modern religious institutions.
As McCutcheon and William E. Arnal argued, in contrast the secular state, religion ‘is the space in which and by which any substantive collective goals (salvation, righteousness, judgement, condemnation, etc.) are individualized and made into a question of personal preference, commitment, or morality’.
According to Arnal and McCutcheon, religion is set up as a kind of alter ego for the democratic and secular state.
As a distinct, universalist category, religion heavily reflects the biases of a highly contemporary worldview. It is from this theoretical perspective that this paper will partly draw on in conceiving of neoliberalism as capable of demarcating sacred spaces within the world. Yet, rather than argue whether neoliberalism or capitalism is a religion, this paper will simply explore the manifestation of sacredness within this cultural context. Further, recent scholarship arguing for neoliberalism as theology is relevant here. Adam Kotsko conceives of theology as containing a ‘world-ordering ambition’ relying on ‘people’s convictions about how the world is and ought to be.’
As with any so-called religious theology, neoliberalism, according to Kotsko, ‘is a discourse that aims to reshape the world’.
As Kotsko argued, neoliberalism transforms or ‘creates its own version’ of various social institutions and therefore seeks to reshape society for its own self-perpetuation.
In relation to urban development, this view implies that the ubiquity of neoliberal reforms and policies concerningly reflects this ‘world-ordering ambition’. While the displacement of natural, wild spaces by urban development is not unique to neoliberalism, it takes on new meanings and significance within the complex intersection of financialization and political theology. 

The Fieldwork Site and Ecological and Cultural Impacts

Fieldwork conducted November through January of 2023 occurred in the Paseo Sante Fe district of downtown Vista, California, a city in north San Diego County. The focal point of the fieldwork is a 4.59 acre property site that is currently awaiting development. The fieldwork site is one of the last remaining undeveloped parcels within the area of downtown Vista. Modern satellite views of the site reveal a large patch of undeveloped land surrounded by dense urban and residential development [Figure 1]. As such, and as it emerged from my reflexive experience of the land, the site can be best visualized as an ‘island of wild space enveloped by urbanization’.
It is home to a diversity of native and endemic plant and animal species and is additionally considered significant by local indigenous groups. According to the Project Coordinator Staff (PCS) report, three native Southern California habitats have been identified through surveys of the site consisting of Riparian, Upland, and Woodland.
 The Woodland habitat consists of a small percentage of coast live oak. However, according to the PCS report, no plant species were considered ‘sensitive’ except for the site’s native oaks, many of which, according to current plans, will remain and be incorporated into the landscape design of the future development.
 Several biological and cultural mitigation measures will be required during the new construction since three ‘sensitive’ wildlife species were discovered on site and the potential exists for uncovering significant cultural artefacts and indigenous, human remains.
 According to the city, due to the sloping terrain and a nearby track of railroad, the land has proven difficult for various developers who have sought to utilize the site for several decades.
 The site was previously zoned for the construction of several single-family residential homes, but was recently rezoned in October 2023 for a city approved multi-housing project proposed by Tideline Partners LLC, a San Diego based property management and development business founded in 2013. Tideline Partners purchased the property in 2022 and the site’s rezoning was prompted by the business’ proposed project for the parcel called Kesnsho Housing, a 183-unit apartment and townhome complex comprised of four buildings that will encompass the entirety of site. The project is now considered part of the city’s redevelopment plans of the Paseo Santa Fe district which has involved the branding the area as the ‘South Sante Fe arts and culture district’ [Figure 2].
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Figure 1-the fieldwork site outlined in red indicating the property lines of the recently purchased parcel by Tideline Partners LLC. Image: Google Earth, 2023. 

Within the past three years, two multi-housing projects have been completed within the district, including one developed and currently managed by Tideline Partners LLC called ‘Found Lofts’ just two blocks north of the fieldwork site on Sante Fe Drive, the main road that cuts through the district [Figure 3 & 4]. The other housing project, completed in 2022, is directly across Sante Fe Drive from ‘Found Lofts’ and is a multi-housing, commercial, and community complex consisting of affordable housing built and managed by a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization, Community Housing Works (CHW). Some Vista residents have opposed the Kensho Housing project due to concerns about increased traffic along the small residential road in the adjacent hillside as well as concerns related to fire evacuation and potential landslide risk due to the project’s construction.
 Other residents fear the encroachment of such developments into the district will change the residential character of the area. 
 At the October 2023 Vista city hall meeting when the project was approved, several residents proposed constructing a park on the site instead. However, the developers have expressed confidence in mitigating many of these concerns.
 The city’s approval of the project and subsequent PCS report appears to agree with the developers’ stance. However, a traffic study has not been made available to the public. 
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Figure 2-A street view of the Paseo Sante Fe ‘Arts and Culture District’.
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Figure 3-A view of the fieldwork site in relation to Tideline Partner’s ‘Found Lofts’ property across from South Sante Fe Drive within the Paseo Sante Fe District of downtown Vista. Image: Google Earth
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Figure 4-A view of the Found Lofts property from the west side of South Sante Fe Drive. 

Seeing Nature

As previously described, the fieldwork site is perceived both from a distance and from within the site as an ‘island surrounded by urbanization’. It presents as a patch of ‘nature’ beleaguered by constructed, cultural landscape [Figure 5 & 6]. From my fieldwork, this separation of wild and untamed nature from the rest of the city struck me as most resonant with conceptions of sacredness inherent to both Durkheim and Eliade and formed a central basis for the conflict I conceived as inherent to the site and its development. Additionally, Tilly’s emphasis on the lived experience and historical context of individuals and the impact of such on the perception or value inherent to certain spaces was relevant in making sense of my feelings in relation to the site.
 I must acknowledge my personal bias that favors wildness and open spaces, reflective of past, positive experiences while hiking, camping, and communing with natural spaces. These experiences were an important feature of my personal history. From my reflexive perspective, the site itself, while not considered an ecological preserve, corridor, and not harboring a multitude of legally defined ‘sensitive’ organisms, presented as a sacred patch of wildness, a view into a world that has been gradually displaced by urbanization. 
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Figure 5-A view of the surrounding urban development from the fieldwork site.
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Figure 6- A passing commuter train from behind an oak tree at the fieldwork site. 

From my apartment windows which look down onto the fieldwork site, I experienced a literal window into an island of semi-wilderness with its own interests, intentions, conceptions, and relationship to the world around it. From both the perspective of Durkheim and Eliade, sacredness exists in contrast to the profane forming a distinct polarity in the human mind. In relation to my fieldwork, this polarity quite clearly emerged as a sacred island surrounded by profane urbanization, and it illuminated this polarity as emergent within the broader culture I was a part of. Durkheim’s conception of sacredness in natural antagonism to the profane, as ‘two worlds that have nothing in common’ emerged as an interesting theme of my fieldwork in relation to the distinct contrast of the landscape from the city around it.
 Clearly, from the standpoint of the broader culture, there is a distinct separation maintained and enforced between open, wild spaces and urban environments. When I was immersed in the fieldwork site itself, it initially felt strangely alien to me. From my fieldwork notes, I wrote,

‘There’s a way in which the activity and happenings of this natural world are foreign to me, different from the way I’ve been entrained to see and understand the world. Its sacredness is so because it’s set apart from the everyday world I belong to.

I was commenting on the dramatic contrast I felt between the fieldwork site and the urban space around it. Moving between the site, my apartment, or the urban space led to embodying the transition between the two worlds. As Tilly argued, ‘Places are always ‘read’ or understood in relation to others’.
 According to Tilly, narrative is a critical aspect of what gives a place meaning and significance.
 Tilly stressed that the ‘importance and significance of place can only be appreciated as part of movement from and to it in relation to others, and the act of moving may be as important as arriving.
 Narrative is created in the act of making relationships between moments and experiences within time and space. As I reflected on this, I realized that in one sense the sanctity of site was deeply connected to narrative, the narrative I had about the displacement of a primal landscape that was fading away from the downtown district Additionally, as I will discuss in the next section, there was the cultural narrative imprinted by neoliberalism. Yet, there was also, in a Durkheimian sense, a way in which the fieldwork site also imparted something to me as a contagion that had a certain impact on my being.
According to Durkheim, sacred things impart their sacredness via an emotional imprint and thus society must seek to contain them.
 Additionally, from the perspective of Eliade, this seemed an effect inherent to the sacred place itself, as something that revealed itself as a hierophany, an eruption of sacredness within the wild space.
 According to Eliade, such experiences reveal a ‘break in the homogeneity of space’, contrasting the sacred place from the profane world around it. 
As will be discussed further in the following section, immersion in the fieldwork site precipitated a notable change in my internal state that consistently occurred as a realization. As I noted,

 There’s a way in which the landscape pulls me in. Initially there’s this sense of feeling alien to it, and then after 20 minutes or so, I feel fully immersed and taken in by the moment….

From my experience of the site, it wasn’t just seeing nature that had this effect. I readily see the site from my apartment windows, or on walks on my way to the downtown area. It was the immersion with the plants and wildlife, the embodied experience of the landscape in Tilly’s sense, that had the most profound impact on me, despite being on a relatively small island surrounded by urban expanse. It was as if some part of myself, repressed or forgotten, was awakened, and given acknowledgement, revealing conflicting parts of myself, one that belonged to the cultured world and one to the ecosystem that had made the site its home. My experiences of the site pointed to a paradox that existed both within myself and within the city around me. Additionally, in researching the Tideline Partners project, this paradox also emerged in relation to the theme and naming of the future building, Kensho Housing.
 This theme points to an irony inherent to the project and connects to the larger irony inherent to the neoliberal culture. According to Tideline Partners, 

The vision for the project is to promote wellness and connection to nature, which spurred the current name for the project. “Kensho” is a term from the Zen tradition where Ken translates to “seeing” and shō “nature”.

The project design plans to incorporate a variety of native and non-native landscapes with the intention of promoting ‘wellness’ and ‘connection to nature’. Ultimately, as the name and theme of the project describes, Kensho Housing is a way for residents and those experiencing the property to ‘see nature’. The Kensho project echoes the companies’ stated mission ‘to create economic value, cultivate community and protect the environment’.
 The company further emphasized an understanding of ‘our collective responsibility to stay in balance with nature while finding ways to meet the growing needs of our community’.
 A concern for and emphasis on both ‘nature’ and ‘community’ appear as central to the branding and stated values of the company and its projects. As with Tideline’s Found Lofts property close to the fieldwork site within the same district, it is clear its own distinct branding fits within the broader Paseo Sante Fe’s reconceptualization as an ‘arts and culture district’ of downtown Vista. According to Tideline Partner’s website, Found Lots ‘anchors the City’s newly formed Arts District and represents a bold new vision for the downtown’. However, in visiting the Found Lots property, I was met with a ‘modern and sleek yet daunting, towering building that felt far more exclusive than communal.’
 Below a cube shaped sculptural light fixture, the main entrance is locked to outsiders, accessible only to residents [Figure 7]. Tideline Partners boasts its contribution to the ‘Arts District’ through an artist residency program that hosts one artist a year for a two-to-six-week period.
 The first resident was an internationally renowned Dutch mural artist, Joram Roukes, who was commissioned by Tideline Partners to paint a 60-foot mural on the north side of the building. According to Tideline Partners website, the mural was,

….created in collaboration between Roukes and the local San Luis Rey Band of Mission Indians, resulting in a work that simultaneously evokes the spirit of adventure and elevates the culture of the indigenous Luiseños.

A plaque is placed on the north side of the building below the mural, accessible only from the outdoor seating area of a restaurant and bar next door. It features a re-telling of the Luiseño story ‘How Coyote Killed Frog’, the inspiration for the mural, and according to Tideline Partners, a gift to the community from the local tribe [Figure 8 & 9].
 The story tells of how coyote, though intending to kill frog, is conversely drowned and killed via his own hubris. The story became the thematic basis for the Found Lofts property in drawing upon the symbolism of the Chamtéela word tolóowi, meaning ‘to discover or to find’.
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Figure 7- A view of the front entrance to the Found Lofts building. 
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Figure 8- A view of the north side of the mural by Dutch artist Joram Roukes.
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Figure 9- Another view of both the north and west side of the mural at Found Lofts
Ironically, however, one of the distinct experiences of Tideline’s new property site and future home of Kensho Housing (just a short distance from the mural), are the sounds of a pack of howling coyotes that are often heard in the evenings, late into the night, and early morning before sunrise. The coyotes have been an iconic element of the fieldwork site, often heard howling at the passing commuter train. While coyotes are considered a nuisance to many Southern California residents as they pose risks to pets, are not endangered animals (they have adapted to surviving in urban environments), and have no protected status within the state, my own personal encounters with coyotes throughout my life have given them a kind of sacred status. As I observed the fieldwork site from my apartment in the evenings, the howls of coyotes took on a ‘haunting and sorrowful essence’ due to a sadness I felt in knowing that one of the last remaining open spaces in the downtown district would soon be eradicated and with it, so too the coyotes as they will be pushed out from accessing the property.

For me, as it related to the sacredness I conceived of the fieldwork site, the coyotes, along with many native oak trees, insects, and plants were the ‘echoes of a distant past’, a time before the capitalist and now neoliberal ambition gained dominance through progressive urbanization of the region.
Tideline’s memorialization of the death of coyote in the mural was an interesting coincidence. Reflexively, I felt immense compassion for the coyotes and a deep desire to protect their home. The mural, while aesthetically and artistically interesting, did not connect me in any way to coyotes or even the Luiseño people. Rouke’s art and aesthetic, while valuable and worthy as artistic expression, felt more like an empty gesture, resonant with Han’s critique of corporate virtue signaling as way for enhancing brand and egoic value.
 Additionally, commissioning an artist far outside the community, a current resident of Amsterdam, also seemed ironic and disconnected to the many other elements of the downtown region. Tideline’s supposed commitment to nature and community also felt empty in relation to the eradication of coyotes and a decades old oak tree whom in my conception of sacredness, would consider valid and worthy members of the community, too. Yet, Kensho’s theme of ‘seeing nature’ was also ironic, as the project ultimately sought to displace the nature that already exists with luxury apartments, a swimming pool, and parking lot for over 300 vehicles. Additionally, I failed to understand how community of any kind was being cultivated by Tideline’s adjacent property, Found Lofts. Beyond a mural and a few weeks artist residency program, what community were they cultivating beyond the exclusive one behind the locked doors of the building? Displacing nature to ‘see nature’ felt deeply misplaced.

From Anxiety to Heirophany 

As I experienced immersion in the fieldwork site what emerged most consistently from my notes was silence and stillness. I realized the silence reflected the act of ‘being’ in stillness which contrasted distinctly with ‘being productive’. One notable early experience from my fieldwork was the anxiety and apprehension I felt sitting or walking through the field site. What would the neighbors think? Would they wonder why I was just sitting there? What was I accomplishing? The judgement of myself merely ‘being’ in the land came entirely from within myself. It arose from an internalized belief that ‘being’ in stillness amid a vacant property was somehow strange and unacceptable. As I wrote in my fieldnotes,

The main source of tension or challenge for me lies in the strangeness I feel in sitting on this hill in the morning or mid-day. There’s a sense I’m not accomplishing anything of importance in contrast to the activity around me. Having my camera with me feels better, as if I’m doing something other than just sitting and staring at plants, trees, or birds.

As I noted, holding the camera or taking pictures eased some of this, as if it communicated to others that I had a purpose for being there. This revealed more about my internalized judgement in that all action needed a purpose linked to pragmatism. Simply sitting and staring at an oak tree or observing the castors and oat straw blowing in the wind was odd and out of place surrounded by the productive activity of the downtown district. Yet, it was being in silence and stillness, not doing, that was the most powerful aspect of the site. As I noted one day sitting on a rock beneath the oak tree visible from my apartment: ‘a peaceful timelessness imbues this place, as if removed from the time constraints of the world around it. I sense a loss of structure here’ [Figure 10].
 This feeling would quickly envelope me, putting me at ease and bringing about a profound sense of inner peace. The still, timeless, and peaceful aspect was experienced as Eliade’s heirophany, as an eruption of the sacredness from the property and my engagement with it. The silence and stillness were felt as a revelation from the land itself and it was the most consistent aspect of the site. Yet, in contemplating Tilly, I also realized that narrative was heavily involved in what I was experiencing. The narrative of incessant productivity, consumption, and self-promotion brought about by the neoliberal culture was ever present and was revealed as an internal dialogue within me that seemed to contrast with the landscape. Yet, two competing themes emerged, that being in stillness was itself an innate and powerful reality that expressed itself in the landscape, but its profundity was enhanced by narrative. 
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Figure 10- A view from beneath the oak tree visible from my apartment windows. 
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Figure 11- Another view of the oak tree from the north end of the fieldwork site. 
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Figure 12- A view looking toward the southern end of the fieldwork site. 
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Figure 13- A small grove of oak trees on the northern end of the site. 
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Figure 14- A heron visiting the fieldwork site after a recent rainfall. 

The hierophany I experienced in the landscape again touched upon the work of Han who argued, ‘Rest belongs to the sphere of the sacred.’
 According to Han, and drawing from Durkheim, under contemporary neoliberalism, rest and work are ‘divided by an ontological, even a theological, difference.’
As Han described it, there is a distinct Durkheimian sacred versus profane polarity set up between productivity and non-productivity. In the context of my fieldwork, ‘connecting with nature’ is equated in the neoliberal culture with a restful act, a reprieve from production, but ultimately, as Han argued, resting in the neoliberal regime is merely a means for worker optimization.
 It serves the purpose of perpetuating productivity and consumption. According to Han, ‘Today’s compulsion of production perpetuates work and thus eliminates that sacred silence. Life becomes entirely profane, desecrated’.
Han does not equate the productivity of capitalism and neoliberalism with anything religious nor sacred. Durkheim too argued that religion necessitated space for the ‘the free combinations of thought and activity, for play, for art, for all those things that renew the spirit worn down by the constraints of daily labour….’
 According to Durkheim, religion served partly as a compensatory function to providing a greater collective purpose beyond the profane requirements of daily life. Work and productivity are thus entirely profane things. Lastly, according to Han, 

‘Capitalism, by contrast, erases the distinction between the sacred and the profane by totalizing the profane. It makes everything comparable to everything else and thus equal to everything else. Capitalism brings forth a hell of the same.’

Han’s ideas powerfully resonate in relation to the development of the downtown district and the elimination of the last remaining open and wild space there. From the perspective of neoliberal capitalism, this pursuit of sameness is a high priority. An empty plot of land with no productive market value cannot exist. It must be developed to produce capital. Kotsko’s conception of political theology is also relevant here, with neoliberalism as a pervasive idea that seeks to reshape the world. In this sense, Han is correct, that the two spheres of productivity and silence are wholly antithetical since ‘capital never rests.’
A landscape cannot just be, it must be something, serve some productive end in producing capital. In that sense, Kensho Housing will likely be a place to ‘see nature’ but not necessarily experience the heirophany that I argue is inherent to willd, open spaces. Tideline Partner’s adjacent property, for example, brands itself as ‘a safe haven to yearn for when you’re slashing through life’s jungles’.
 From Han’s perspective, Found Lofts offers an escape from the hell of incessant production, a place to find a moment of rest before getting back to productivity. In this sense, Kensho’s objective of creating wellness fits within the perpetuation of neoliberalism, an exploitation of nature’s inherent sanctity and the human desire for hierophany to keep productivity moving and capital flowing. 

Conclusion 

In addressing the question of whether sacredness is a social construction or natural phenomena, the fieldwork data suggests a complicated validity of both truths. Neoliberalism is a political ideology that prioritizes market interests and from the work of Foucault, Brown, Kotsko, and Han, it is also a cultural framework that reconceptualizes individuals and social relationships in economic terms. The dominance and significance of this ideology is highly evident today in relation to urban development and city planning, and it appeared as relevant in relation to the development of the fieldwork site and an affiliated property. The stated values and intentions of the developer behind many redevelopments within the downtown Vista district appeared to be an exploitation of things deemed culturally sacred, specifically ‘community’ and ‘nature’. This appears to point in one sense to the notion that such things have sacredness ascribed to them but it doesn’t answer whether their sanctity is inherent. This paper also began with exploring the question of whether neoliberalism or capitalism themselves were conceived as sacred or affiliated with religious behavior. Additionally, in relation to urban development, whether that conception conflicted with my personal conception of sacredness in open, wild spaces. What emerged from the field site was something comparable to Eliade’s heirophany which I experienced as the eruption of stillness, being, and silence. In one sense, this experience was partly explained through Tilly’s conception of narrative placed into landscape, as the narrative of neoliberal culture internalized within myself and as that my personal history and past experiences. I experienced a notable discomfort in sitting and embracing the stillness of the fieldwork site that I attributed to both Foucault and Han’s conception of neoliberalism’s reconceptualizing of identity, psychology, cultural values, and priorities. However, I came away from the research with a profound sense that a hierophany from certain wild, open spaces has an inherent reality to it and that the elimination of such places via neoliberal modes of urbanization and development poses concerning issues. An area for further exploration as drawn from this fieldwork is the question of not whether neoliberalism and capitalism are themselves ascribed with sacred or religious significance, but that perhaps their cultural endurance speaks to the way in which they seek to eliminate and supplant truly sacred things. If sacredness according to Eliade and Durkheim serves such a vital social and existential purpose, then their displacement with neoliberal versions could explain the endurance and totalizing, cultural power neoliberalism appears to have today. Lastly, perhaps sacredness can be supplanted by culture and given social utility but can also exist as a phenomenon of the natural world. 
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