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A Critical Comparison of Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkeim’s Views of Sacred Space 


This essay will critically compare Mircea Eliade’s The Sacred and The Profane
 with Emile Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of Religious Life
 in relation to their individual writings on sacred space, which has been loosely defined as ‘sites that act as bridges between the human and the divine worlds’
 and inspire ‘awe.’
 Both authors views of sacredness as it relates to human participation will be examined, along with their respective views on sacredness and its relationship to experienced reality. Their contrasting attributions of sacred manifestation to either divine or human origins will be explored and more nuanced congruences in their views will be elucidated. For example, Eliade’s conceptualisation of a heirophany, which he defines as: ‘something sacred shows itself to us’ (italics original),
 will be contrasted with Durkheim’s views of religion as a primarily ‘social thing,’
 before further examining subtle ways in which both authors contradict themselves, in order to reveal deeper commonalities between their seemingly opposing arguments. Initial similarities in their mutual dichotomization of sacred and profane space will then be detailed before noting underlying androcentric assumptions embedded within both of their perspectives, in order to identify unconscious biases that underpin both of their theories and to locate their outwardly contrasting views within the broader context of a more fundamentally homogenous patriarchal ideology.

Eliade and Durkheim: A Contextual Overview

Emile Durkheim’s 1912 book,
 The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, was his final work and was also widely considered to be his ‘greatest achievement,’
 as he sought to enumerate the fundamental commonalities underlying all religions as a whole.
 Following after Durkheim in 1957, while Mircea Eliade’s The Sacred and the Profane predates his own climactic work, A History of Religious Ideas,
 Shiner describes his writings in the former as ‘the most complete and sophisticated account’
 of sacred space available and additionally highlights Eliade’s unique contribution to sacredness as it relates to time.
 Each theorist was widely influential in their field, with Durkheim being credited as founding sociology as a formal field of academic study,
 and Eliade being noted for contributing a more historical and phenomenological approach to religious studies that deliberately departed from Durkheim’s overtly sociological stance,
 though still retained his sacred/profane terminology.
 As will be shown, their differing starting points drive their theories in divergent directions; however as will also be demonstrated, these theoretical differences retain more underlying commonalities than are immediately evident.

Heirophany vs. Human Social Construction

One of the most noticeable contrasts in Eliade and Durkheim’s work is their opposing conceptualisations of sacred space as being either revealed to humans through divine manifestation,
 or created by humans through their own social effort and collective beliefs.
 Beginning with Eliade, he argues that the sacred displays itself spontaneously to humans, and he uses the term heirophany to describe sudden manifestations of the sacred in seemingly everyday objects, such as ‘a stone or a tree.’
 Eliade’s conceptualisation of sacred manifestation seems to relegate humans predominantly to the role of passive recipient rather than active agent. He also locates the sacred in a realm of a ‘wholly different order’
 from the profane, positing the sacred as numinous and otherworldly rather than attributing to it any human element.
 As will be examined next, this appears to contrast fundamentally with Durkheim’s views, which attribute much greater significance to human creation and sociological involvement. 


Diverging from Eliade’s perspective, Durkheim argues fervently for human participation in the creation of sacred space, to the extent that he even perceives religion as a primary construct of human social and collective forces.
 Durkheim states: 


The general conclusion…is that religion is something eminently social. Religious 
representations are collective representations that express collective 
realities…they 
too must be social things, the products of collective thought.


In this quote, Durkheim heavily emphasises the constructed aspects of religion, attributing a human origin to expressions of the divine. As Allen and O’Boyle note, similar perspectives on human involvement in the construction of religion can be seen in the work of Feuerbach, who argues that humans create their own divinities, then confuse their creations with the divine, leading to fundamental disempowerment when they proceed to subject themselves to unrecognised products of their own creation.
 However, Durkheim does not view constructed religion as inherently disempowering for humans; in contrast, he attributes to religion an ‘enrichment’ of the human mind
 and believes it underpins all that is valuable in human life.
 Similarly, Eliade attributes this same profound value to sacredness and its empowering impact on humans, stating:



…the sacred is pre-eminently the real, at once power, efficacy, the source of life 


and fecundity. Religious man's desire to live in the sacred is in fact equivalent to 


his desire to take up his abode in objective reality...to live in a real and 



effective world, and not in an illusion (italics original).


As can be seen, Eliade argues for the powerful ‘reality’ that can be found within sacred space, and this perspective is also echoed by Durkheim, who similarly proclaims that religion is fundamentally rooted in the real
 and consistently asserts that all religions express something ontologically true to the human condition.
 


Both authors appear to locate the experience of the sacred in two diametrically opposed locations: divine origin vs. human origin. However, on further examination, their opposing views are not as polarized or distinct as they initially appear. For example, Eliade describes the innate character of ‘religious man,’
 whom he terms ‘homo religiosus’
 (italics original), in contrast to ‘profane’
 or ‘nonreligious man,’
 whom he describes as living in ‘a desacralized world’ and adopting a ‘profane existence.’
 This distinction implicitly suggests that some level of human involvement is actually necessary to experience a heirophany, a fact that Eliade himself actually acknowledged,
 since the human must possess a sort of ‘religious consciousness’
 to even recognise a heirophany when it manifests. This implication echoes earlier Neoplatonic philosopher Iamblichus, who somewhat contradictorily argues the same necessity of human preparedness along with the same absolute sovereignty of the sacred, thereby subtly allocating some portion of divine manifestation to human involvement.
 Similarly, Durkheim too seems to contradict himself, when he describes the innate proclivity of the sacred to merge with the profane,
 thereby inadvertently revealing the sacred’s own autonomy outside of human effort, and therefore revealing a precursory philosophical undertone of Eliade within his own work! This nuance blurs the lines between Eliade and Durkheim’s arguments and reveals similar internal inconsistencies, and this interesting dynamic between the two theorists’ views will be revisited in a different context later in this essay.

The Sacred and the Pseudo-Religious in Modern Life


Regarding commonalities between both authors’ theories, Eliade and Durkheim similarly argue that human religiosity continues to express itself unconsciously in secular behaviours and within modern institutions. For example, Eliade interestingly describes how ‘profane man’
 never truly ceases to be rid of certain prototypical religious behaviours, describing this phenomenon of unrecognised religiosity underpinning secular activity as “crypto-religious.”
 To support his observation, Eliade identifies ‘privileged places’ that act as sacred spaces, such as an individual’s ‘birthplace,’ a ‘first foreign city,’ or locations related to ‘first love’ experiences.
 Eliade describes all of these spaces as ‘holy places,’ since they retain a qualitative difference even for the individual who lives a wholly secular life.
 Similarly, although Durkheim initially argued that modern society is lacking in religiosity, he eventually overturned his stance to conclude that religion characterizes many aspects of secular society and its corresponding institutions,
 a perspective powerfully built upon in the later work of French theorist Michel Foucault.
 Both theorists describe modern manifestations of religiosity embedded within secular life, although they also likewise imply that these sacred spaces and institutions are not recognised as such by the nonreligious. Ironically, the either/or, reductionist thinking that largely shapes a modern consciousness less apt to recognise sacredness
 is also found in Eliade and Durkheim’s sacred/profane dichotomizations, and this observation will be explored in more detail in the next section.
The Sacred and The Profane Dichotomy


Both authors dichotomously posit the sacred as an opposing category and a separate space from that of the profane. For example, Eliade states: ‘The first possible definition of the sacred is that it is the opposite of the profane,’ (italics original),
 and he describes sacred space as the only ‘real’ space,
 in contrast to the ‘formless expanse’ of profane space surrounding it.
 He also argues that sacredness imparts spatial orientation to a space, as opposed to profane space which he describes as ‘an amorphous mass’
 that lacks qualitative distinctiveness, offers no orientation point due to its absence of qualitative variation, and therefore can be divided in any direction without any orientating result.
 Similarly to Eliade, Durkheim argues an opposition between sacred and profane space, stating that, ‘the profane world and the sacred world are not only distinct, they are closed to one another,’
 indicating a strictly exclusionary relationship between the realms that he later goes on to describe as innately permeable!
 Not only does Durkheim view these realms as reciprocally occlusive, he also asserts that a ‘gulf’ must be maintained between the two, espousing a hyper-distanced view of the realms that eschews interdependence.
 Furthermore, he also perceives the two realms as ‘antagonistic’ and posits that they represent irreconcilable ways of life, declaring that sacred life and profane life are ‘mutually exclusive.’
 To illustrate this, Durkheim states that religious life requires designated physical spaces in which ‘profane life is excluded,’ hence the construction of religious places of worship, and he asserts that the two realms cannot even coexist together within the same temporal space, hence the need for sacred times when normal occupations cease.
 Interestingly, although both theorists share the same polarised conceptualisations of sacred space as qualitatively definable in relation to homogenous profane space, Durkheim contradicts himself by subsequently describing sacred space as fundamentally indistinct and amalgamated with its opposite. Masuzawa states:

Durkheim himself maintains that the sacred itself is without any determinable 
characteristic; in fact, the only possible determination of the sacred is that it is 
absolutely heterogeneous with its opposite, the profane (italics added).


Similarly, Eliade also appears to contradict his own dualistic sacred/profane ideology when he describes how the ‘primitive’ can bridge the two worlds, by converting ordinary daily activities, such as eating and having sex, into a ‘sacrament.’
 His observations imply an ability for the profane to also be sacred, through an attitudinal openness and absence of dualistic cultural bias that permits humans to experience the banal as the sublime. Eliade also states that this capability possessed by the so-called ‘primitive’ is hampered in modern life due to a reductive, secularized modern consciousness,
 and this implication ironically aligns him with Durkheim by suggesting a tendency for socialisation and culture to impact sacred manifestations.
 


Within this nuance it appears that the two theorists opposing conceptualisations of the sacred in terms of heirophany vs. human construction actually bleed into one another in subtle ways, similar to their related assertions that the sacred/profane realms are categorically distinct, yet Durkheim’s own theory of the ‘extraordinary contagiousness of the sacred,’
 in fact muddies his own proclamations of the realms’ exclusionary irreconcilability. For example, Durkheim describes the two realms’ constant tendency to pull towards messy interpenetration by stressing how easily the sacred can infiltrate the profane, and he states that this inherent permeability between them requires a ‘whole system of measures’
 to uphold a supposedly necessary (and evidently unnatural) chasm to retain them at a ‘respectable distance.’
 There appears to be a striking sense of human effort involved within both theorists’ dichotomous sacred/profane conceptualisations, especially when noting the apparent natural proclivity and elementary attraction of the two realms to merge, along with Eliade’s own observation that the ‘primitive’ can actually bridge the two, and Durkheim’s own identification of the constant human labour needed to forcibly separate them. This logical inconsistency has been poignantly dissected by Nancy Jay, who argues that historically gender biased A/Not-A dichotomous mental constructs applied to the natural world are ‘unsupported by any natural order;’
 therefore, as artificial human constructions, ‘require continual work to maintain them.’
 Considering numerous feminist criticisms of both theorists as inherently androcentric
 and uncritically biased
 in their views according to typical patriarchal assumptions,
 such as the implicitly gender biased
 and oppositional Platonic positioning of the sacred against ‘the chaotic and dangerous flux of things,’
 their contrasting views reveal deeper uniformity when appropriately located within the broader context of an erroneously sexist and homogenous patriarchalism.
 This wider contextualisation exposes both theorists as less original and distinctive than they initially appear. As Mary Daly argues, traces of ‘blatant misogynism’
 within religious theorists’ works should call into question the credibility of their wider theories, yet unfortunately these inherently biased, androcentric distortions are commonly trivialised as irrelevant.

Conclusion


This essay has examined the theories of Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim in relation to sacred space and has noted both overt and covert commonalities and divergencies between their respective views. An initial exploration of their contradictory allocations of sacred manifestation to either heirophany or human culture was undertaken, and further examination of both authors revealed subtle, mutual contradictions that blurred the distinctions between their opposing views. Next, their arguments for sacredness as it manifests in modern spaces and institutions were compared and similarities between their perspectives on unconscious pseudo-religiosity in secular life were identified, along with their mutual emphasis on the interrelationship between the sacred and ‘the real.’ Both authors’ dichotomous conceptualisations of sacred and profane space were then analysed, and initial commonalities in their diametrically oppositional sacred/profane constructions were established. Eliade’s conception of sacred space as qualitatively differentiated and inherently orientating in contrast to homogenous profane space was compared to Durkheim’s more antagonistic and socially constructed conceptualisations of the two realms, along with his self-contradictory arguments for the indistinctiveness of sacred space and the autonomous contagion between the sacred and the profane. Finally, common inconsistencies and androcentric biases were identified within Eliade and Durkheim’s theories, and feminist criticisms of both authors were included in order to locate their work within a broader patriarchal context. This essay closed by arguing that Eliade and Durkheim’s stereotypical androcentric biases reveal a prejudicial conformity beneath their outwardly distinctive views.
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