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Comparison and Contrast of Emile Durkheim’s and Mircea Eliade’s Views of Sacred Space.

The aim of this paper is to compare and contrast how the theories of religion defined by Emile Durkheim (1858 – 1917), a French sociologist, who published The Elementary Forms of Religious Life in 1912 and Mircea Eliade (1907-1986), a Romanian historian of religion, who published The Sacred and the Profane in 1957 apply to concepts of sacred space.[footnoteRef:1]  Eliade followed in the intellectual path of Durkheim by adopting the dichotomy of the sacred versus the profane as the primary focus of religion, according to Åke Hultkrantz.[footnoteRef:2] Eliade and Durkheim however understood these terms differently, which reflected profoundly different Weltanschauungen. This paper examines Durkheim’s development and definition of sacred and profane, followed by the Eliade’s counterpoint and concludes with analysis of how their principles are applied in research of sacred space. [1:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, translated and introduced by Karen E. Fields, (New York, London, Toronto, Sydney, Tokyo, Singapore: The Free Press, Simon and Schuster, Inc. [1912] 1995); Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, translated from the French by William Trask, (New York: A Harvest Book, Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1957)]  [2:  Åke Hultkrantz, ‘The Concept of the Supernatural in Primal Religion’, History of Religions, Feb., 1983, Vol. 22, No. 3 (Feb., 1983), p. 242.] 

Durkheim’s Sacred and Profane
As a sociologist, Durkheim sought a definition of religion, based on universality and simplicity.[footnoteRef:3] Durkheim stated, ‘There is no religion that is not a cosmology at the same time that it is a speculation upon divine things,’ yet he defined: [3:  Durkheim, pp. 21-44.] 

 A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden – beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Durkheim, pp. 8, 44.] 

According to Durkheim, religions are systems of classification between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’.[footnoteRef:5] According to Christine Barth, Durkheim distinguished himself from Rudolph Otto's (1896-1937) earlier work on ‘holy as the "the wholly other” (ganz andere),’ by choosing a positivist approach, which applied the scientific method to the observable phenomena of shared customs.[footnoteRef:6] In Durkheim’s words, ‘It leaves the reason [for beliefs] its specific power, but it accounts for it and does so without leaving the world of observable phenomena.’[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  Durkheim, p. 34]  [6:  Christiane Barth, ‘”In illo tempore, at the Center of the World": Mircea Eliade and Religious Studies' Concepts of Sacred Time and Space’, Historical Social Research / Historische Sozialforschung, 2013, Vol. 38, No. 3 (145), Space/Time Practices and the Production of Space and Time (2013), p. 61.; Durkheim, p. 45.]  [7:  Durkheim, p. 18. ] 

For Durkheim the sacred/profane dichotomy served the same functions in different societies.[footnoteRef:8] Durkheim acknowledged individual experiences of the divine, but focussed on the shared social doctrines and customs and concluded that religion is a human construct.[footnoteRef:9] According to Lionel Obadia, Durkheim maintained that religion was a representation of society, which was a ‘machine producing gods.’[footnoteRef:10]  [8:  Durkheim, p. 4.]  [9:  Durkheim, p. 11.]  [10:  Lionel Obadia, ‘Is Durkheim's “Sociologism” Outdated? Debating “Individualism” in Contemporary French Sociology of Religion’, The Canadian Journal of Sociology / Cahiers canadiens de sociologie , Vol. 39, No. 4, Durkheim's Elementary Forms of Religious Life: Contemporary Engagements (2014), p. 556.] 

Durkheim’s understanding of sacred space were places set aside through ritual, architecture, or beliefs as ‘sacred’, meaning only ‘consecrated personages’ were allowed to enter.[footnoteRef:11] Durkheim recognized the changeability of religious beliefs, attitudes, and practices and concluded that the sacredness of a place disappeared when it was no longer socially venerated.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Durkheim, p. 35, 38.]  [12:  Durkheim, p. 36.] 

In summary, Durkheim chose a positivist approach to define religion as the classification of the world into the sacred and profane in socially agreed upon ways and the rituals and beliefs that supported those distinctions and served roles of identification and cohesion. Both places and objects in the Durkheimian understanding of religions are made sacred by the human behavior.[footnoteRef:13] Religion was an institution that essentially had no verifiable external reality, leading Durkheim to the conclusion, that, ‘The gods also need man; without offerings and sacrifices, they would die.’[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Durkheim, p. 36.]  [14:  Durkheim, p. 36] 

Eliade’s Sacred and Profane
Mircea Eliade’s adopted the primary categories of the sacred and the profane as defining religion, but regarded the origin of sacredness as something outside of the human imagination.[footnoteRef:15] According to Randall Studstill, Eliade saw the sacred as ‘a really existing divine reality’, that ‘irrupted’, or appeared, through the homogeneity of the profane, or ordinary world.[footnoteRef:16] Eliade explained ‘the most elementary hierophany-e.g., [was a] manifestation of the sacred in some ordinary object, a stone or a tree.’[footnoteRef:17] Eliade elaborated on the process: [15:  Eliade, p. 11-12.]  [16:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred Source’, Religious Studies, June 2000, Vol. 36, No. 2, p. 181.]  [17:  Eliade, p. 11. ] 

…the irruption of the sacred does not only project a fixed point into the formless fluidity of profane space, a center into chaos; it also effects a break in plane, that is, it opens communication between the cosmic planes (between earth and heaven) and makes possible ontological passage from one mode of being to another.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Eliade, p. 63.] 

Eliade’s definition of religion is 'Man's response to the sacred,’ according to Studstill.[footnoteRef:19] The sites of hierophanies were sacred places and the history of hierophanies became the religion that was transmitted through myth and indoctrination in Eliade’s theory, according to Barth.[footnoteRef:20] Eliade perceived the hierophany as link between upper and lower worlds, where the sites of hierophanies became the ‘center of the world,’ or axis mundi, which believers adopted as their regions of abode.[footnoteRef:21] One of the consequences of Eliade’s vision of hierophanies as something external, which is perceived by receptive humans versus Durkheim’s projections of collective representations is that religious experiences can be experienced by individuals and outside of Durkheim’s ‘Church’ settings, which host social rituals.[footnoteRef:22] [19:  Studstill, p.182.]  [20:  Barth, p. 65.]  [21:  Eliade, p. 21-22. ]  [22:  Eliade, p 11-12; Durkheim, p. 41.] 

While Durkheim saw space and time as major subcategories which framed all thought within the overarching pattern of sacred versus profane, Eliade saw them as the fabric of two coexisting worlds, which occasionally intermeshed.[footnoteRef:23] For Durkheim the sanctity of any location was not immanent but had to be maintained through collective belief and rituals, which achieved a demarcation between sacred spaces and times versus the profane or ordinary spaces and times.[footnoteRef:24] For Eliade, sacred spaces maintained their sanctity and could be entered when one was in the appropriate frame of mind and became orienting features of believer’s world.[footnoteRef:25]  [23:  Durkheim, pp. 8-9.; Eliade, p. 11.]  [24:  Durkheim, pp. 36, 34.]  [25:  Eliade, pp. 11-13.] 

It may be an oversimplification to see Eliade’s theory as validating external supernatural forces appearing within the profane world. Studstill argued ‘When Eliade describes the sacred as 'the real' he is merely indicating how the object is constituted in the mind of the believer.’[footnoteRef:26] On the other hand, Durkheim’s positivist and sociological definition of religion, which allowed the study of observable religious phenomena, stopped short of denying individual experiences of supernatural, according to Ronjon Datta and Tara Milbrandt.[footnoteRef:27] Eliade and Durkheim’s theories allow for internal versus external origins of religious phenomena respectively but both theories recognize that such phenomena arise as an interface of man and the environment. [26:  Studstill, p. 183.]  [27:  Ronjon Paul Datta and Tara Hope Milbrandt, ‘The Elementary Forms of Religious Life: Discursive Monument, Symbolic Feast’, The Canadian Journal of Sociology / Cahiers canadiens de sociologie, Vol. 39, No. 4, Durkheim's Elementary Forms of Religious Life: Contemporary Engagements (2014), pp. 473-522, p. 481.] 

In summary, Eliade saw sacredness as something that ‘irrupted’ through the chaos of the profane world, lending significance, orientation, and nexus for the communication between upper, middle and lower worlds through the experience of hierophanies. While Eliade supported a Weltanschauung including an external sacred reality, both scholars appeared to have considered the possibility of more complex relationships between humans and the sacred than a binary choice of internally or externally generated phenomena.
Sacred Space in Durkheim and Eliade’s Worlds 
The contrast between Durkheim’s concept of socially constructed religion and Eliade’s ‘irruption’ of the sacred into a homogenous, profane world has resulted in different approaches to research. Durkheim’s theories are applied to research on religious activities of a social collective, while the definition of religious experience as a hierophany lends itself to research on individual experiences. To illustrate the difference, modern research by Yvonne Niekrenz who modelled her research on Durkheimian principles is compared with John P. Bartkowski and W. Scott Swearingen’s research based Eliade’s concepts of sacred space.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Yvonne Niekrenz, ‘The Elementary Forms of Carnival: Collective Effervescence in Germany's Rhineland’, The Canadian Journal of Sociology / Cahiers canadiens de sociologie , Vol. 39, No. 4, Durkheim's Elementary Forms of Religious Life: Contemporary Engagements (2014), pp. 643-666; John P. Bartkowski and W. Scott Swearingen, ‘God Meets Gaia in Austin, Texas: A Case Study of Environmentalism as Implicit Religion’, Review of Religious Research, June, 1997, Vol. 38, No. 4 (Jun., 1997), pp. 308- 324.] 

Niekrenz studied the demarcation of time and space during Carneval in Rhineland, Germany, to show how it brings cohesion and identity to participants.[footnoteRef:29] The old tradition of Carneval is a classic example of socially sanctioned and defined ritual as part of the dominant religion’s sacred calendar.[footnoteRef:30] Carneval takes place in city centers for six days prior to Lent.[footnoteRef:31] These festivities are sanctified by demarcating sacred time and space through ritual in the marketplace, which is normally the site of the profane activities of daily life, according to Niekrenz.[footnoteRef:32] Niekrenz concluded that the reversal of social norms, costumes, and drinking result in heightened social bonding among participants during the ritualized time.[footnoteRef:33] [29:  Niekrenz, p. 643.]  [30:  Niekrenz, pp. 649-650.]  [31:  Niekrenz, pp. 651-652.]  [32:  Niekrenz, p. 652.]  [33:  Niekrenz, pp. 661-662.] 

In contrast, Eliade’s understanding of the inherent sacredness of a place was used effectively by John P. Bartkowski and W. Scott Swearingen in their study of locals’ attitudes toward a natural spring in Austin, Texas.[footnoteRef:34] Bartkowski and Swearingen analyzed interview data according to Eliade’s definition of sacred space, as (1) ‘nodal space’, which intersects with transcendent reality, (2) ‘integrative space’ that bonds individuals with others in the community and (3) ‘demarcative space’, which lends a sense of identity who experience the specialness of the place.[footnoteRef:35] In Austin, the individuals’ experience of the sacredness of the spring preceded the designation as a special place, according to Barkowski and Swearingen’s research.[footnoteRef:36] Bartkowski and Swearingen showed that Eliade’s theory can be used to argue for the immanent specialness of certain places, which therefore warrant environmental protection, in contrast to Durkheim’s approach, which rendered every place generically profane until its sacredness is established through human ritual and designation.[footnoteRef:37] [34:  Bartkowski and Swearingen, pp. 308- 324.]  [35:  Bartkowski and Swearingen, p. 313.]  [36:  Bartkowski and Swearingen, pp. 313-319.]  [37:  Bartkowski and Swearingen, pp. 312, 321.] 

In short, Niekrenz applied Durkheim’s principles to the sacralization of time and space within Christian cities during Carneval, while Bartkowski and Swearingen effectively researched individual experiences of the sacredness of a natural spring using Eliade’s framework. 
Conclusion
The aim of this paper was to compare and contrast the use of Durkheim’s versus Eliade’s views of sacred space. Durkheim’s definition of religion as a classification system between sacred and profane, allowed for the scientific study of religious institutions as human constructs, even though Durkheim acknowledged potential for ‘divine things’. Eliade saw the sacred as an external reality perceived by receptive individuals. For Eliade the experience of the sacred, was an ‘irruption’ of another reality into the homogeneity of the profane, serving as an orienting and mythic foundation for believers. Eliade may have recognized that the hierophany also manifested in the mind of the believer.  In research, Durkheim’s principle of setting aside sacred space was confirmed during Carneval, while the individual perceptions of the sacredness of natural spring was well expressed in Eliade’s terms.
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