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‘Compare and critically contrast Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim’s views of sacred space.’



Introduction:

This essay compares and contrasts Emile Durkheim’s and Mircea Eliade’s views on the ‘sacred ’, and on sacred space more specifcally . Two primary texts will be used, Emile Durkheim’s book The elementary forms of religious life translated by Joseph Ward Swain, and Mircea Eliade’s book The sacred and the profane: the nature of religion, translated by Willard T.Trask.
 This essay will explore how both authors consider the sacred and how they came to that conclusion, before then examining the relations they perceive between the notion of the ‘sacred’ and mankind, before then focusing on their views on the sacred-profane dichotomy. 


Searching for The Sacred



In his book The elementary forms of the religious life, Durkheim hopes to understand better the general ‘religious nature of man’ by studying ‘the most simple and primitive religion’ 
. In his thoughts, this religious nature is indeed ‘an essential and permanent aspect of Humanity’
. Hence, while the book focuses on the ‘crude cults of the Australian tribes’, it is not in order to understand this religion in particular but in order to understand a wider reality
.
Durkheim chose to study this particular religion to avoid a few pitfalls that could obstruct a better understanding of man’s religious nature. The first pitfall that Durkheim aims to avoid in that way is the necessity to choose a hypothesis on which to base the evolution of most recent religions, as studying these most recent religions is to study how they progressively formed historically and that ‘the arrangement of religious facts is explained quite differently, according as we put naturism, animism or some other religious form at the beginning of the evolution’
. Choosing ‘the most primitive’ of religious system is to choose a religious system that can be explained ‘without making use of any element borrowed from a previous religion’, hence avoiding this first issue
. The second pitfall he wishes to avoid by this choice is the embellishments and complexities of ‘complex religions’ as these are ‘made up of such a variety of elements that it is very difficult to distinguish what is secondary from what is principal, the essential from the accessory ‘
. Due to this abundance of small differences that had times to develop differently according to external circumstance – ‘ the locality, the temples, the generations, the dynasties, the invasions’- it is complicated to find what he’s looking for: ‘the objective contents of the idea which is expressed when one speaks of religion in general’
. ‘Primitive civilizations’ offers a solution to this issue as their belief are more simple, homogenized and direct, due to their smaller sized group with homogeneous external circumstances and less individualization, according to Durkheim.



This in-depth search of man’s religious nature can be said to be a quest for the sacred in Durkheim’s case. Indeed, Tomoko Masuzawa even suggests that the ‘sacred’ is actually the main idea of Durkheim text, although sometimes overlooked in further studies of his text.
 She then continues by quoting Durkheim saying that 


All known religious beliefs, whether simple or complex, present one common characteristic: they presuppose a classification of all the things, real and ideal, of which men think, into two classes or opposed groups, generally designated by two distinct terms which are translated well enough by the words profane and sacred .

Sacredness is hence inseparable from religious thoughts in this postulate.

This extension previously mentioned of the results found while studying one religious practice is made possible as, although some religion might be more complex and ‘richer in ideas and sentiments’, in this postulate ‘ there are no religions which are false’ as they ‘’all answer, though in different ways, to the given conditions of human existence’’
. Durkheim deems that what he calls ‘primitive religions’ are not to be less respected than other religions, as they too play a similar role.


Eliade also focuses on this idea of the ‘sacred’ in his book The sacred and the profane : the nature of religion; although he proceeds in a different way.
 Indeed, instead of focusing on a single case study, as described as the ‘focus on a real-life situation that can be studied’ by Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, to find therein the essence of religious life common to all Eliade will instead use a multiple of different examples from different cultures and traditions to illustrate each of his points. 
 These examples can range from Vedic traditions to Scandinavian colonists, or Spanish and Portuguese conquistadores.
 Indeed, he believes that ‘’ to exemplify the nonhomogeneity of space as experienced by nonreligious man, we may turn to any religion.’’
. In this, it could be said that like Durkheim, Eliade recognizes a shared experience of ‘religiosity’ independent of the particular religion studied.

Sacredness and Man

Hence, both Eliade and Durkheim recognize a sort of universal characteristic to the notion of ‘sacred’ that results in its presence in different religious experiences. Despite this shared understanding, they have very different conception of the sacred. 

For Durkheim, religious idea, or ‘the sacred’, is ‘ something eminently social’, as announced since the beginning of the book.
 ‘In a more popular phrasing, this reads: the sacred (alias God) is society’, shares Masuzawa at the beginning of her examination of  Durkheim’s thesis.
  For Durkheim, ‘religious representations are collective representations which express collective realities’.
 

To this, he adds another layer. Indeed, he mentions that believers will disagree that the only function of religion is to make us think, but that they’d argue that religion function is also ‘to make us act, to aid us to live’.
  Durkheim hence talks of the importance of these repetitive actions,  that forms the religious cult in maintaining the religious thought alive, as 


whoever has really practised a religion knows very well that it is the cult which gives rise to these impressions of joy, of interior peace, of serenity, of enthusiasm which are, for the believer, an experimental proof of his beliefs. The cult is not simply a system of signs by which the faith is outwardly translated ; it is a collection of the means by which this is created and recreated periodically. 

Furthermore, by looking at religious thoughts, Durkheim also looks at knowledge, sharing that ‘’ Men owe to it [religion] not only a good part of the substance of their knowledge, but also the form in which this knowledge has been elaborated.’’
 He continues by sharing that the ‘categories of knowledge’, these ‘essential ideas which dominate all our intellectual life’, are also product of religious thought.
 Durkheim proposes here a new perspective on knowledge, going beyond the usual hypothesis adopted by either empiricists or apriorists and surpassing the difficulties each of these theory poses.
 

While in this postulate, religious thought and the idea of sacred are ‘man-made’ in the sense that they are created and maintained alive by man, it doesn’t deny their reality or importance. Indeed, religious thought is here seen as the very basis of society. On this, Durkheim shares that, from this postulate, ‘it may be said that nearly all the great social institutions have been born in religion’.
 Religious thought is significant because, it is about ‘reaching individual consciousnesses, of giving them a direction and of disciplining them’.
 In that way, it could be said to be ‘the power uniting individuals into a group’ as shared by Masuzawa. 


Durkheim appears to feel the need to reiterate this ‘reality’ of religion by sharing that this ‘entire study rests upon this postulate that the unanimous sentiment of the believers of all times cannot be purely illusory’’ and that ‘these religious beliefs rest upon a specific experience whose demonstrative value is, in one sense, not one bit inferior to that of scientific experiments, though different from them’’
. By this, he shares that there’s a foundation of reality under all religious thought, but that the way they are expressed might not be completely conformed to how the foundation is, which explains how these foundational truths have been expressed differently throughout time.
 This goes back to how, as previously seen, he expresses that all religions ‘’ are true in their own fashion’’.

To Eliade, very differently from Durkheim, the sacred is independent from Man. Indeed, for him, the sacred erupts in the world, it is not created by Man: each sacred space entails ‘a hierophany, an irruption of the sacred’.
 When he later shares that ‘where the sacred manifests itself in space, the real unveils itself, the world comes into existence’, he further confirms that in this view, the sacred does not need Man to exist; as seen in the chosen formulation where it is said to ‘manifest itself’.
  Even when Man  consecrates a space, Man is not creating sacredness but ‘ritually reactualizing the paradigmatic act of creation’.
 Eliade puts it even more clearly when he explains that ‘it is not a matter of theoretical speculation, but of a primary religious experience that precedes all reflection on the world’: for Eliade, contrarily to Durkheim, it is not man who is at the origin of the sacred as a way to live in the world, but the Sacred that actually creates this world.
 
To both authors, the origin of the sacred is quite different; but it’s role might not be so different.

To Eliade, it’s through the manifestation of the sacred that there’s a revelation of an absolute reality. 
Indeed, when comparing profane spaces and sacred spaces, Eliade qualifies the sacred spaces as being ‘the only real and really existing space’; besides these the profane spaces are contrasted as ‘formless’.
 To Eliade, the sacred is essential to human life as ‘if the world is to be lived in, it must be founded-and no world can come to birth in the chaos of the homogeneity and relativity of profane space.’
 He even goes further by sharing that the ‘religious man can live only in a sacred world’. 
While he talks of these concepts ‘for the religious man’, he also adds that no one lives a completely profane existence as religious traits are still preserved, hence reminding us of this almost basic trait that the sacred has for Durkheim as well. 
From this postulate, Eliade explains many actions and inclinations of man’s rites and lifes, for example how he arrange his own space in his house.
 
To both Eliade and Durkheim hence, despite their disagreement on the origin of the ‘sacred’, the sacred is real and helps humans to live their lives.

Sacred and Profane

Another point of agreement between Eliade and Durkheim is the separation of the world between ‘profane’ and ‘sacred’spaces. Eliade speaks of ‘spatial nonhomogeneity’ as  ‘an opposition between space that is sacred-the only real and real-ly existing space- and all other space’.
 Contrarily to the exalted qualities of sacred space, mentioned as ‘the only real and really existing space’, profane space is described as ‘homogeneous’, ‘neutral’ and with ‘no break [that] qualitatively differentiates the various parts of its mass’. 
 According to Eliade, within profane space life is not really lived and the world is not really experienced, as there ‘there is no longer any world, there are only fragments of a shattered universe, an amorphous mass consisting of an infinite number of more or less neutral places’.

As seen previously, to Durkheim as well, similarly, space is contrasted between sacred and profane.
 Masuzawa observes that for Durkheim ‘the sacred/profane distinction is the universal characteristic of all religions’.

As seen, this sacred/profane distinction is one of the structural idea that hold both Durkheim and Eliade’s argumentation, but it’s not one that is universally accepted. In their paper ‘How much of the Earth is Sacred Space’, J. Donald Hughes and Jim Swan report a conversation with a traditional Indian who answered ‘all’ when asked how much of the Earth was sacred space.
 Hughes and Swan then quote Chief Seattle saying ‘’ Every part of this soil is sacred in the estimation of my people’’ to further illustrate this postulate.
 They then extrapolate this example to others who now also share this sentiment, citing ‘’  a large, vocal, and increasingly influential number of people in America today who are recovering the ancient idea of the sacredness of the earth’ or James Lovelock and Lynn Margulis with their Gaia theory that postulates the earth as a living system.


After reporting the answer of the traditional Indian to the question of sacredness of the Earth, Hughes and Swan do acknowledge  that  ‘in the traditional Indian view, all of nature is sacred, but in certain spots the spirit power manifests itself more clearly, more readily’’.
 This can lead one to ponder on Mausazawa’s observation of Durkheim’s thought that ‘"Anything can be sacred".
 While Durkheim strongly recognize this sacred-profane opposition, one can wonder if this assertion holds a similar sentiment that could be translated as all space having the inherent possibility of sacredness but that some are then recognized as more sacred than others. Eliade as well seems to entertain this ambiguity as, while he speaks of profane space, he still denotes that ‘this experience of profane space still includes values that to some extent recall the nonhomogeneity peculiar to the religious experience of space’, that he then follows with example of places such as ‘a man's birthplace, or the scenes of his first love, or certain places in the first foreign city he visited in youth’’.

Conclusion

At first look Durkheim’s and Eliade’s discourses on the sacred seem to be very different, both in essence and method. The first treats the sacred as a concept created from society and builds up his argumentation from a single case study that he believes hold general conclusions.
 The second sees the sacred as something independent from Man that erupts within the world of its own accord and illustrates his discourse from examples of religious thoughts found all over the world.
 On closer examination though, they share similarities as well. Both authors see the sacred as based in reality and essential to human lives.
 They also both agree on a profound and primordial distinction of the sacred and the profane.
 An argument that is not universal as others, like those mentioned by Hughes and Swan’s article, believe that the whole world can be sacred. 
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