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



[bookmark: _Hlk117602109]Introduction

This paper compares and critically contrasts Mircea Eliade and Émile Durkheim’s views of sacred space. Both scholars in the field of religious studies, Eliade and Durkheim were important theorists in the study of sacred geography. Theologian Belden C. Lane’s 2002 book Landscapes of the Sacred, considered two notable proverbs associated with sacred geography that could be applied to Eliade and Durkheim’s respective views on the nature of sacred space.[footnoteRef:2] The first axiom, attributable to the Eliadean viewpoint, ‘sacred place is not chosen, it chooses’ asserts that a place is inherently sacred or as Lane described ‘a construction of the imagination that affirms the independence of the holy’.[footnoteRef:3] The second axiom, arguably more Durkheimian in its assertion, states that ‘sacred place is ordinary place, ritually made extraordinary’.[footnoteRef:4] Durkheim saw the ‘sacred’ as a direct product of society and culture, while Eliade saw ‘sacredness’ as an outside entity that existed separate to human consciousness.[footnoteRef:5] This essay will discuss Durkheimian and Eliadean theories on sacred space, particularly exploring themes of ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’ space, the perceived permanence and impermanence of holy places, and the phenomenological ‘reality’ of sacred space from the perspective of the believer. [2:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality, Expanded Edition (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), p. 19.]  [3:  Lane, Landscapes, p. 19.]  [4:  Lane, Landscapes, p. 19.]  [5:  Lane, Landscapes, p. 49.] 



Context

Long considered to be one of the founding fathers of sociology, Émile Durkheim (1858−1917) was a French sociologist and renowned moral theorist.[footnoteRef:6] Building on the works of philosopher and founder of positivism Auguste Comte, Durkheim sought to establish sociology as a science rooted in empirical facts and evidence.[footnoteRef:7] He was Professor of the Science of Education at the Sorbonne and is famous for such works as his seminal 1895 sociological manifesto The Rules of Sociological Method.[footnoteRef:8] He came from a devout Jewish background, yet he led a secular life and devoted much of his work to proving that religious experiences were socially derived rather than ontologically founded in the existence of the divine or the supernatural.[footnoteRef:9] Much like many other nineteenth and twentieth century scholars, he believed that by studying ‘primitive’ cultures, modern man could learn more about themselves and come to a greater understanding of human nature as a whole.[footnoteRef:10] Ultimately, he believed that religion influenced societies through what was considered to be ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’, the distinction drawn between these two forming an inherent part of social function.[footnoteRef:11]  [6:  Sondra L. Hausner, Durkheim in Dialogue: A Centenary Celebration of the Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: Berghahn Books, 2013), p. 167.]  [7:  Craig J. Calhoun, Classical Sociological Theory, 2nd edn. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), p.104.; Philip A. Mellor, ‘In Defence of Durkheim: Sociology, the Sacred and ‘Society’’, Durkheimian Studies/Études Durkheimiennes, 8 (2002), 15−34 (pp. 18−19).]  [8:  Mark S. Cladis, ‘A Chronology of Émile Durkheim’, in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, ed. by Émile Durkheim, trans. by Carol Cosman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. xl−xli (pp. xl−xli).]  [9:  Hausner, Durkheim in Dialogue, p. 169.]  [10:  Simonetta Falasca-Zamponi, ‘Durkheim, Psychology and the ‘Dualism of Human Nature’’, Durkheimian Studies/Études Durkheimiennes, 20 (2014), 43−63 (pp. 56−58).]  [11:  Ron E. Hassner, ‘What is Sacred Space?’ in War on Sacred Grounds, ed. by Ron E. Hassner (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2009), pp. 17−36 (p. 17).] 



Romanian philosopher Mircea Eliade (1907−1986) embraced Durkheim’s dualism of the sacred−profane (although it is worth noting that he never made direct mention of Durkheim’s work), dedicating his academic career to understanding the nature of religion.[footnoteRef:12] In his youth, Eliade studied Indian philosophy and Sanskrit at the University of Calcutta, and by later life he was appointed Professor of the History of Religions at the University of Chicago.[footnoteRef:13] Of Eastern Christian Orthodox background, he is known for his attempts at drawing cross-cultural parallels between different myths and religions from around the world.[footnoteRef:14] His universalistic thinking was partly influenced by the German theologian Rudolf Otto whose theory of the ‘numinous’ (spiritual or otherworldly experiences that can inspire splendour, awe or terror) was echoed in Eliade’s concept of the ‘hierophany’.[footnoteRef:15] [12:  Thomas J. J. Altizer, ‘Mircea Eliade and the Recovery of the Sacred’, The Christian Scholar, 45.4 (1962), 267−289 (p. 267).]  [13:  Angela Jelesco, Dan Jelesco and Bill Berg, Mircea Eliade: His Name, His Destiny [video]. 2010 < https://video-alexanderstreet-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/watch/mircea-eliade-his-name-his-destiny?context=channel:religion-thought> [accessed 6 November 2022].; Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return, or, Cosmos and History, trans. by Willard R. Trask (London: ARKANA, 1989), p. i.]  [14:  Altizer, ‘Mircea Eliade’, p. 267.]  [15:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. by Willard R. Trask (Orlando, FL: Harcourt, Inc., 1987), p. 21.; Breno M. Campos, ‘A Persistência de Formas da Vida Religiosa na Modernidade/The Persistence of Forms of the Religious Life in Modernity’, Horizonte, 10.27 (2012), 1028−1041 (p. 1034).; Christina M. Gschwandtner, ‘What Is Phenomenology of Religion? (Part I): The Study of Religious Phenomena’, Philosophy Compass, 14.2 (2019), 1−13 (p. 2).] 



Analysis

Durkheim and Eliade were both important theorists in the study of sacred space, each seeking to understand the nature of ‘sacredness’ as experienced by people of all different cultures and religions. Durkheim approached his research from a positivist perspective, drawing from ethnographic accounts of indigenous people to find the essence of what made a place sacred.[footnoteRef:16] In his 1912 book The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, he utilised the anthropological works of Aboriginal Australians, particularly studies by W. Baldwin Spencer and F. J. Gillen, to come to an ‘understanding of the religious nature of man’ and to show ‘an essential and permanent aspect of humanity’.[footnoteRef:17] Durkheim wished to find common threads that weaved through all of mankind’s religious thinking and to come to an empirical understanding of religious experiences that went beyond concepts of the divine and the supernatural.[footnoteRef:18] Contemporaries of Durkheim, such as religious scholar Arnold van Gennep, critiqued Durkheim’s essentialism and empiricism on the grounds that he drew broad conclusions about the nature of all religions based off of unreliable and dated sources.[footnoteRef:19] Durkheim’s conclusion from this methodology was that religion could be defined as ‘a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things…things set apart and surrounded by prohibitions’.[footnoteRef:20] Rejecting anthropologist E. B. Tylor’s earlier definition that religion was belief in the supernatural, he found that ‘primitive’ societies did not consider a dichotomy between the ‘natural’ and the ‘supernatural’, but rather a divide between what was considered ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’.[footnoteRef:21] [16:  Karen E. Fields, ‘Translator’s Introduction: Religion as an Eminently Social Thing’, in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, ed. by Émile Durkheim, trans. by Karen E. Fields (New York: Free Press, 1995), pp. xvii−lxxiii (pp. xxiv−xxv).]  [17:  Cladis, p. xvi.; Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. by Carol Cosman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 3.]  [18:  Cladis, p. xvi.; Kenneth Allan, Explorations in Classical Sociological Theory: Seeing the Social World (Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press, 2005), pp. 112−115.]  [19:  Bjørn Thomassen, ‘Émile Durkheim between Gabriel Tarde and Arnold van Gennep: Founding Moments of Sociology and Anthropology’, Social Anthropology, 20.3 (2012), 231–249 (p. 240).]  [20:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 46.]  [21:  Durkheim, Forms, pp. 36−37.; Daniel L. Pals, ‘Society as Sacred, Émile Durkheim’, in Eight Theories of Religion, 2nd edn., ed. by Daniel L. Pals (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 85−117 (pp. 95−100, 112−113).] 



Eliade also built his religious theories around this distinction between sacred and profane, centring his interpretivist understanding of sacred space on the concept of ‘hierophany’ (manifestation or irruption of the sacred).[footnoteRef:22] In his 1957 book The Sacred and the Profane, he described hierophany as a ‘revelation of an absolute reality, opposed to the nonreality of the vast surrounding expanse’.[footnoteRef:23] Sacred space thus provided structure and orientation to the world, while profane space (space of non-spiritual experience) had no ‘qualitative differentiation and, hence, no orientation’.[footnoteRef:24] For Eliade, experience of the profane space was neutral and amorphous, and elicited no pattern for the behaviour of the religious person as it had no ‘structure or consistency’.[footnoteRef:25] The place of hierophany however, like Otto’s notion of the ‘numinous’, provoked a visceral response from the participant. Eliade used a biblical example to illustrate this, where Moses was compelled to stop and remove his shoes before God’s manifestation as the burning bush.[footnoteRef:26] For Eliade sacred space provided a structure that the religious person conformed to, and it was only through the juxtaposition between the sacred and profane that the participant could experience the ‘only real and real-ly existing space’.[footnoteRef:27] Eliade drew from a wide range of historical and mythological accounts to support his theories; however, much like Durkheim’s critics, some academics like classicist Geoffrey Kirk have criticised Eliade’s work for overgeneralisation and universalisation based on insufficient evidence.[footnoteRef:28] Eliade’s successor at the University of Chicago, Wendy Doniger, also noted this critique, but argued that it was in Eliade’s eagerness to ‘argue boldly for universals’ that made him cognisant of archetypes and patterns ‘that spanned the entire globe and the whole of human history’.[footnoteRef:29] For Eliade, sacred space was a permanent fixture known to all of humankind throughout history− phenomena that have provided meaning for all cultures and religions universally regardless of time or place.  [22:  Stephen J. Reno, ‘Eliade’s Progressional View of Hierophanies’, Religious Studies, 8.2 (1972), 153−160 (p. 155).]  [23:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 21.]  [24:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 22.]  [25:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 20.]  [26:  The Holy Bible Containing the Old and New Testaments, Authorised King James Version (London: Independent Press Ltd, 1956), I Exodus 3.5 cited in Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 20.]  [27:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 20.]  [28:  Geoffrey S. Kirk, The Nature of Greek Myths (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1974), pp. 64−66, 255.]  [29:  Wendy Doniger, ‘Foreword to the 2004 Edition’, in Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, 2nd edn., ed. by Mircea Eliade, trans. by Willard R. Trask (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2004), pp. xi−xv (pp. xii−xiii).] 



In contrast to Eliade, Durkheimian sacred space was actively made sacred by society and was thus an impermanent phenomena as a place could be seen to lose its ‘sacredness’ when people ceased to believe and participate in the sanctity of that given space. As Karen Fields, translator of Forms, pointed out ‘places are made sacred by groups of people who set them apart and keep them bounded by specific actions’.[footnoteRef:30] Durkheim believed that these actions formed part of the ‘collective consciousness’, the way in which social groups acquire systems of consciousness through their collective identities and shared aspirations.[footnoteRef:31] Durkheim theorised that people owed their understanding of the world to the shared reality formed by the social order.[footnoteRef:32] For him, sacred space could only maintain its sacredness through this collective effervescence, whereby beliefs and customs actively create and maintain the spirituality of the space− echoing the proverb, Durkheimian sacred space is thus seen to be ‘ritually made extraordinary’.[footnoteRef:33] In W. S. F. Pickering’s chapter in Durkheim’s Sociology of Religion, he noted that for Durkheim ‘the sacred was a social fact…not determined by the individual’s notion of what is sacred: the sacred exists outside him'.[footnoteRef:34] Contrary to Eliade, Durkheim’s understanding of the sacred began and ended in the collective human mind and it was through this ‘social fact’ that a given sacred place was seen as impermanent.[footnoteRef:35] Although it is worth noting that Durkheim believed in the permanence of humanity’s capacity for creating new sacred places, for ‘there are no immortal gospels’ but as long as humankind survives we are capable of ‘conceiving new ones’.[footnoteRef:36] Unlike Eliade however, the specific locations and sacred natures of holy places were never guaranteed and were subject to the fluid and transient nature of human thought and socio-cultural evolution. [30:  Fields, p. xlvi.]  [31:  Walter H. Capps, Religious Studies: The Making of a Discipline (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1995), p. 161.; Kenneth Smith, ‘Durkheim’s Other Writings on the Concept of the Collective Consciousness’, in Émile Durkheim and the Collective Consciousness of Society: A Study in Criminology, ed. by Kenneth Smith (London and New York, NY: Anthem Press, 2014), pp. 30–35 (p. 34).]  [32:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 11.]  [33:  Lane, Landscapes, p. 19.]  [34:  W. S. F. Pickering, ‘The Sacred and the Profane: The Ground of Religion’, in Durkheim’s Sociology of Religion: Themes and Theories, ed. by W. S. F. Pickering (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co, 2009), pp.140−162 (p. 153).]  [35:  Fields, p. xliv.]  [36:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 323.] 



Eliade’s sacred spaces did not have this impermanence, indeed he believed that the site of hierophany was inherently sacred regardless of whether people participated in that place or not.[footnoteRef:37] These irruptions of the holy are not chosen by people as Durkheim would suggest, rather they actively choose us as numinous forces pre-existent in the fabric of the world.[footnoteRef:38] Eliade rejected reductionist approaches like Durkheim as he believed that religious phenomena could not be reduced to mere products of culture or history.[footnoteRef:39] He stated that although religion required society and culture, ‘these conditioning factors together do not…add up to the life of the spirit’.[footnoteRef:40] Eliade did concede that religious beliefs and experiences were shaped by the particular culture that birthed them, but he added that ultimately human consciousness transcended its historical and cultural conditioning.[footnoteRef:41] He pointed out that although there were ‘great differences between the innumerable hierophanies…one should never lose sight of the fact that their structure and dialectic are always the same'.[footnoteRef:42] Thus, hierophanies are permanent sites of sacredness and numinous power, regardless of when or where they were first experienced. In his article ‘Sacred Space, Profane Space, Human Space’, scholar Larry Shiner wrote that for Eliade ‘not only does the hierophany break the continuity of profane space’, but it also ‘cuts an opening for communication between cosmic planes’.[footnoteRef:43] In Eliadean thought, hierophanies were sites of liminal space where one could connect to transcendental planes of sacred reality, providing what Eliade termed an axis mundi (world axis) from which all meaning and spiritual thought was derived.[footnoteRef:44] These places provide an orientation from which to centre a place in the world, and as Shiner noted any hierophany has the potential to be ‘honored as the navel of the cosmos’ in Eliade’s thinking.[footnoteRef:45]  [37:  Lane, Landscapes, p. 49.]  [38:  Lane, Landscapes, p. 19.]  [39:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred’, Religious Studies, 36.2 (2000), 177−194 (pp. 178−179).]  [40:  Mircea Eliade, Images and Symbols: Studies in Religious Symbolism, trans. by Philip Mairet (New Jersey, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991), p. 32.]  [41:  Eliade, Images and Symbols, pp. 32−33.]  [42:  Mircea Eliade, Myths, Dreams and Mysteries: The Encounter Between Contemporary Faiths and Archaic Reality, trans. by Philip Mairet (London: Collins, 1970), pp. 125−126.]  [43:  Larry E. Shiner, ‘Sacred Space, Profane Space, Human Space’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 40.4 (1972), 425−436 (p. 426).]  [44:  Hassner, p. 22.; Lane, Landscapes, p. 20.]  [45:  Shiner, ‘Sacred Space’, p. 426.] 



In contrast, Durkheim did not see ‘sacredness’ as something that existed outside the collective human consciousness. For him sacred space was socially-constructed, but that did not necessarily mean that experiences of sacred places did not have a phenomenological ‘truth’ to them.[footnoteRef:46] Indeed, he believed that to study religion one must adopt ‘the same mental state as the believer’ and anyone who did not ‘bring to the study of religion a sort of religious sentiment’ was like a ‘blind man trying to talk about colour’.[footnoteRef:47] Durkheim attempted to both explain and understand religious phenomena through the eyes of the believer, noting that religion had ‘been too widespread throughout humanity…and too established to be illusory’.[footnoteRef:48] Therefore, religion constituted a social reality for Durkheim and in the context of sacred space, experience of the sacred is ‘real’ precisely because people live and experience it as such.[footnoteRef:49] Eliade’s attitude was very similar in this regard as he too focused on the content of the religious experience as known by the believer, stating that ‘where the sacred manifests itself in space, the real unveils itself’.[footnoteRef:50] Like Durkheim, Eliade accepted the experience of sacred space as a phenomenological reality. Both scholars seemed to share a deep respect for the religious ‘reality’ of humanity across cultures and history. Where Durkheim saw collective effervescence in the reverence and ritual consecration of sacred spaces, Eliade saw the sacred pouring out of the world, where hierophanies were seen to be like conduits for the transcendental experience of the holy.[footnoteRef:51]  [46:  Fields, p. xviii.]  [47:  Émile Durkheim, ‘Contribution to Discussion. ‘Religious Sentiment at the Present Time’’, reproduced in W. S. F. Pickering, Durkheim on Religion: A Selection of Readings with Bibliographies, trans. by Jacqueline Reading (London: Routledge, 1975), pp. 181−189 (p. 184).]  [48:   Durkheim, ‘Contribution’, p. 182.]  [49:  Hausner, p. 176.]  [50:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 63.]  [51:  Altizer, ‘Mircea Eliade’, pp. 270, 274.] 



Conclusion

This essay compared and contrasted the theories of French sociologist, Émile Durkheim, and Romanian philosopher, Mircea Eliade, in regards to their theories on sacred space. Inspired by the works of Auguste Comte, Durkheim sought to bring empirical scientific method to the study of sociology and religion. Unlike previous scholars, he believed religion could be defined by the dichotomy between what was considered ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’. Eliade also embraced the ‘sacred−profane’ duality in his work but coming from a interpretivist stance he attempted to study religious experience through the ‘hierophany’ (manifestation of the sacred, partly inspired by Rudolf Otto’s theories of the ‘numinous’), using mythological and historical accounts to find parallels across world cultures. Both scholars were criticised for their overgeneralisation of the evidence they drew their theories from, with Durkheim said to be too essentialist and uncritical of his sources and Eliade accused of unfounded universalism. Despite their critics, they both have long-lasting legacies in the field of sacred geography. On the one hand, Durkheim’s sacred spaces were socially-constructed phenomena, formed and maintained by the ‘collective consciousness’ of society. As humans created and participated in this ‘sacredness’, Durkheimian holy places were inherently impermanent. In contrast, Eliade saw sacred space as the site of hierophany, powerful places of liminal space that could act as spiritual axes from which, like Moses and the burning bush, the religious participant must conform. They were not chosen or ‘made sacred’ as they were permanent places of spiritual reality. In spite of their differences, Durkheim and Eliade both seemed to share a deep respect for humankind’s religious heritage and the ‘reality’ of spiritual experience. Both stressed the importance of studying sacred phenomena through the eyes of the believer and vouched for the ‘reality’ of sacred space as an integral part of the human experience. For Durkheim, sacred space was a social fact and was ‘real’ because people believed in it as such. Eliade’s phenomenological understanding complemented this notion as he too saw sacred space as a fundamental reality from which humanity has derived spiritual meaning. Ultimately, whether the ‘sacredness’ of a place choses us (as per the Eliadean perspective) or whether we socially and ritually make extraordinary the mundane world around us (as per the Durkheimian worldview), sacred space is an intrinsic and essential part of the human story. For both perspectives agree that human life would not be human at all without the sacred realities of the places where we find transcendent meaning and purpose.
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