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

The theories of Durkheim and Eliade will be compared through the lens of sacred space. A thematic approach will be taken, characterising their theories’ similarities and differences. This will include their views on the source of sacredness within space, its permanence or how it is maintained, the value of sacred spaces and its relationship with humanity. 
Durkheim was a French sociologist and is largely considered one of the founders of sociology[footnoteRef:1]. He undertook large amounts of ethnographic research in Australia, with a particular interest in totemism and the soul, tending to view religion from a functionalistic perspective within society. [footnoteRef:2] Eliade was a Romanian theologian and writer of both fiction and philosophy[footnoteRef:3]. His work largely focused on the nature of religion and the dichotomy of the sacred and the profane. Durkheim and Eliade’s vast works of research influenced their different outlooks on sacred space. However, it is important not to strictly separate Durkheim or Eliade “into radically different metaphysical camps...” [footnoteRef:4] as both share many commonalities within their approaches to sacred space.  [1:  Paoletti, G & Pendenza, M, Émile Durkheim., 1 edn. (Boston: BRILL, 2022), pp.1-2]  [2:  Fields, Karen, 'Translator's Introduction: Religion as an Eminently Social Thing' in Durkheim, Emile, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields, (New York: Free Press, 1995) [1st edn.., Les Formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse, Paris; F. Alcan 1912], pp. xix]  [3:  Abrudan, Elena, ‘The Odyssey of M. Eliade’s Heroes: A Mediation on Time’, Journal for the Study of Religions and Ideologies, 20.60 (2021), pp.62-3]  [4:  Paden, William, ‘The Creation of Human Behaviour: Reconciling Durkheim and the Study of Religion’, in Reappraising Dukheim for the Study and Teaching of Religion Today, ed.by Idinopulos & Wilson (Boston: Brill, 2001) pp.23 ] 

Durkheim’s view of sacred space was heavily influenced by his research into social cohesiveness and the maintenance of society. Durkheim strongly expresses that “…sociology addresses the origin of religious phenomena.”[footnoteRef:5] His emphasis on human agency is a common factor within his exploration of both sacred space and society. Durkheim argues that humans impose sacredness upon the landscape due to a shared need for soulful connection. This “collective life”[footnoteRef:6] tackles the difficulty of the death of individuals, so that the social part of the human may live on. Sacred space is intrinsically social, and therefore “…sacredness is a property of society itself.”[footnoteRef:7] Humans are therefore Durkheim’s source of sacredness, as he rejects other external sources.[footnoteRef:8] Durkheim could be accused of being reductive by “…boiling down the uniqueness…[of] religion into a false, meager, and non-representative residue, called society”.[footnoteRef:9] Fields however describes Durkheim’s explanation of the soul as “hauntingly beautiful,”[footnoteRef:10] suggesting that Durkheim skilfully brings together a ‘science positive’ approach, whilst also respecting that “…no religions are false.”[footnoteRef:11] In doing so, Durkheim enhances the discussion of sacred space, through the understanding of soul. It is Durkheim’s outline of the role of the collective group which characterises his theory of sacred space.  [5: Marcucci, N, ‘Reason as a Social Faculty: The Elementary Forms of Religious Life and the Sociological Critique of Philosophical Enlightenment’ in Émile Durkheim, eds by Paoletti, G & Pendenza, M, 1 edn. (Boston: BRILL, 2022), pp.23]  [6:  Fields, Translator’s Introductions, pp. xxviii-xxix]  [7:  Paden, William, pp.18]  [8:  Idinopulos, ‘Strengths and Weaknesses of Durkheim’s Methodology for the Study of Religion’, in Reappraising Dukheim for the Study and Teaching of Religion Today, ed.by Idinopulos & Wilson (Boston: Brill, 2001) pp:2]  [9:  Idinopulos, pp.2]  [10:  Fields, Translator’s Introductions, pp.xxvii]  [11:  Fields, Translator’s Introductions, pp.xxvi] 

Durkheim’s outline of the world’s sacred and profane dichotomy is critical to exploring his discussion of sacred spaces.[footnoteRef:12] He defines them as ‘…set apart…’[footnoteRef:13] from the ordinary, profane world. Durkheim and Eliade compellingly establish that sacred space can be marked out as being distinctively different to profane space by how it is experienced and by its strict parameters[footnoteRef:14]. The innate value and boundaries of sacred spaces are key features for both theorists, in contrast to profane space which lacks meaning, “structure or consistency.” [footnoteRef:15] Despite this similarity in Durkheim and Eliade’s theories, they are opposed in their underlying reasoning. Though Eliade did not acknowledge Durkheim directly, it is clear he was heavily influenced by his work. Eliade considers that all value or reality is contained within sacred spaces or through interactions with them.  [12:  Idinopulos, pp.9]  [13:  Durkheim, Emile, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields, (New York: Free Press, 1995) [1st edn.., Les Formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse, Paris; F. Alcan 1912]pp. 303]  [14:  Eliade, Mircea, The Sacred and the Profane (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1959), pp. 22 ]  [15:   Eliade, Mircea, The Sacred and the Profane, pp. 20.] 

Durkheim emphasises humans as the central creators and maintainers of sacred space. Sacred space is intertwined with societal dynamics, through a social need for sacredness.[footnoteRef:16] Humans will inherently isolate space to create “forbidden” [footnoteRef:17]  sacred spaces. Rituals are then essential for the maintenance of sacred spaces,[footnoteRef:18] as they can only “…remain sacred only so long as groups continue to do this.” [footnoteRef:19] The value of these spaces is found in their ability to lend additional meaning to human life[footnoteRef:20] and prevent societal disruption.[footnoteRef:21] Durkheim’s interpretation of the sacred value of different spaces is based solely upon the amount of engagement from people and the continuation of this engagement. With increased ritualistic engagement, the sacredness increases and with a decrease of ritualistic engagement, so too does the sacred nature of the space.[footnoteRef:22] Human’s are drawn to sacred spaces by a desire to become intertwined with reality and to “feel saturated with [its] power”.[footnoteRef:23] Durkheim’s functionalistic view is however in sharp contrast to Eliade, who does not give humanity the same level of agency over spaced space. Instead, Eliade considers humans as visitors within sacred spaces, as they cross over the “…threshold…the boundary, the frontier that distinguishes and opposes two worlds.” [footnoteRef:24] The separation then is not imposed upon space by humans, it is separate because the very fabric of the sacred spaces are fundamentally different and apart, like oil and water. Sacredness bursts through the seams of the profane from another sacred world, holding all value and meaning, which Eliade outlines as a Hierophany.[footnoteRef:25]   [16:  Fields, Translator’s Introductions, p.xix]  [17:  Fields, Translator’s Introductions, pp. xlvi.]  [18:  Momen, Moojan, ‘The Merging of the Sacred and the Profane: What Substitutes for Ritual in the Baha’I Faith?’, Implicit Religion, 16.3 (2013), pp.161
]  [19:  Fields, Translator’s Introductions, p.xlvi-v]  [20:  Idinopulos & Wilson, ‘Preface’ in Reappraising Dukheim for the Study and Teaching of Religion Today, ed.by Idinopulos & Wilson (Boston: Brill, 2001) pp.ix ]  [21:  Idinopulos & Wilson, p.x]  [22:  Allen, Explorations in Classical Sociological Theory: Seeing the Social World (California: Pine Forge Press, 2005) pp.108 ]  [23:  Abrudan, Elena, The Odyssey of M. Eliade’s, pp.65]  [24:  Eliade, Mircea, The Sacred and the Profane, pp.25]  [25:  Eliade, Mircea, The Sacred and the Profane, pp.26] 

Eliade states that “…every sacred space implies a hierophany...” [footnoteRef:26] Thus ritual activity within sacred spaces, rather than increasing sacredness as Durkheim would suggest, acts as evidence for the presence of hierophanies. Sacred spaces by their nature stand out, take one’s attention and are memorable. Everything profane by comparison is dull, “…homogenous and neutral…”[footnoteRef:27] Heirophanies result in revelations of reality; these may then act as an indicator of sacred spaces through the “…paradoxical coming-together of sacred and profane.”[footnoteRef:28] Eliade argues that these thresholds are where “…two worlds communicate, where passage from the profane to the sacred world becomes possible.”[footnoteRef:29] Sacred space on Earth then becomes an access point to the unknown, through communication between the sacred and profane.  [26:  Eliade, Mircea, The Sacred and the Profane, pp.26]  [27:  Eliade, Mircea, The Sacred and the Profane, p.22 &23 ]  [28: Rennie, Bryan, ‘Mircea Eliade and the Perception of the Sacred in the Profane: Intention, Reduction, and Cognitive Theory’, Temenos, 43.1 (2007), pp.82]  [29:  Eliade, Mircea, The Sacred and the Profane, pp.25] 

However, the existence of new or abandoned sacred spaces could bring into question Eliade’s theory of hierophanies. It is worth acknowledging the gap within Eliade’s work which fails to fully outline why humans may engage with ‘discovered’ new spaces or disengage with established ones. The discovery of new sacred spaces through religious experiences and conversions, leads Pfister to argue that Eliade’s theories of sacred space are too reductive..[footnoteRef:30] Eliade’s theories are heavily critiqued, due to his often-unclear style of writing.[footnoteRef:31] It is however important to be aware of the “’Eliade Bashing’ becoming something of a fashionable sport…”[footnoteRef:32]which has at times led to his theories being unnecessarily overlooked. Eliade does successfully outline that cultural and religious background informs an individual’s “awareness of a miracle”[footnoteRef:33] or lack thereof. This goes some way to explain how heirophanies may be missed or misinterpreted as profane by different groups of people. In contrast, Durkheim’s focus on understanding the behaviours of society may then be useful in gaining a full understanding of sacred space.[footnoteRef:34] Durkheim emphasises human agency within sacred spaces, meaning sacred spaces are a “force…entirely human and social and earthly.”[footnoteRef:35] In centring sacred spaces on humanity, the creating of new sacred spaces or the abandonment of old spaces can be explained within the constructs of social development.  [30:  Pfister, Lauren, ‘Ubication: a phenomenological study about making spaces sacred’, International communication of Chinese culture, 4.3 (2017), pp.400]  [31:  Ebersole, Gary L, ‘Reconstructing Eliade: Making Sense of Religion. Bryan S. Rennie’, The Journal of Religion, 78.1 (1998) pp.168]  [32:  Ebersole, Gary L, Reconstructing Eliade, pp.168]  [33:  Rennie, Bryan, Mircea Eliade and the Perception, pp.76 ]  [34:  Pfister, Lauren F, Ubication: a Phenomenological, pp.400]  [35: Idinopulos & Wilson, pp.x] 

[bookmark: _Hlk151968601]Eliade’s theory of hierophanies becomes stronger through his exploration of sacred space through the concept of an individual’s “private universe.”[footnoteRef:36] Hierophanies “retain an exceptional…unique quality…” impactful even for “…the most frankly nonreligious.”[footnoteRef:37] In removing religious belief as a necessary component to experiencing sacred space, Eliade goes beyond cultural and religious background into one of sacred power outside of human control and societal creation. Interestingly Eliade uses examples of life experiences such as birth, love and visiting a new city as personalised sacred phenomena. Though these are usually not linked to overtly sacred geographical locations, his theory opens the potential links to astrological/cosmological hierophanies forming in skyscapes, based upon our planet’s changing position, which may account for seemingly moving/fleeting hierophanies. Durkheim however places little to no value on the role of the individual within sacred space. Drawing on his ethnographical research and inspiration from Karl Marx, Durkheim established that individuals are merely a part of society, with their actions predictable and inevitable. [footnoteRef:38] It could be considered that Durkheim’s approach is too rigid, only acknowledging experiences within the strict confines of human-built sacred spaces maintained by active communities through repeated ritual action. He ignores the experiences of humanity which may be considered sacred on an individual level and which blur the line of sacred and profane. [footnoteRef:39] Durkheim’s focus on human experience and agency in sacred space can lead to a lack of balance within his work.  [36:  Eliade, Mircea, The Sacred and the Profane, pp.20]  [37:  Eliade, Mircea, The Sacred and the Profane, pp.20]  [38:  Fields, Translator’s Introductions, p. xix]  [39:  Idinopulos, pp.10] 

A significant contrast with Durkheim and Eliade’s views of sacred spaces is in their ideas of permanence or impermanence. Durkheim and Eliade both acknowledge that the physical attributes of space and landscape far outlast those of the human experience held within the mind. The significance of this however is framed differently by both. For Durkheim, as sacredness comes directly from within humans,[footnoteRef:40] the more permanent nature of landscape compared to a fleeting human experience, means that the landscape cannot retain the human sacredness created there without repetition of ritual action.[footnoteRef:41]For Eliade however, as the sacredness bursts out of the space itself, the sacredness is permanent and holds reality, outside of the profane time, whether humans are there to experience it or not.[footnoteRef:42] Oyelade[footnoteRef:43] uses the example of wine in Catholic Holy Communion; the wine of itself is not sacred, it is only when the ritualised actions of humans are performed that it is then transformed in this way. For Durkheim, this is also true of space; each element making up a space must be ritualistically imbued with sacredness in order for the space to become and maintain its sacredness.[footnoteRef:44] The significance of understanding scared spaces to be permanent or impermanent cannot be understated, as it speaks to the source of sacredness and its power. Durkheim expresses that “…religious worlds…are neither wonderful nor wrong but simply reflect any of the sacred values humans choose to express...”[footnoteRef:45] providing humans with far too much power and the rest of the world with none. Eliade provides more balance, not undermining how scared spaces themselves may influence or communicate with people and placing power firmly outside of human control.  [40:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 161]  [41:  Momen, Moojan, The Merging of the Sacred, pp.161]  [42:   Abrudan, Elena, The Odyssey of M. Eliade, pp.65]  [43:  Oyelade and others, ‘The Intersection of the Sacred and the Profane in Urban Markets in Ibadan, Nigeria’, Comparative Sociology, 20.5 (2021), pp.575]  [44:  Oyelade and others, The Intersection of the Sacred, pp.575]  [45:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, pp.423] 

To conclude, Durkheim and Eliade in many ways represent two sides of the same argument. They share similarities in language and have a comparable understanding of the features of a sacred space. It is however in the underlying creation of these spaces and the connection with humanity that their theories diverge. In trying to define and outline sacred space both Durkheim and Eliade are at times accused of being reductive.[footnoteRef:46] This, to some extent, is a necessity within both of their theories in order to examine the complexities of sacred spaces, their origins and the wide variety of collective and individual human experiences which take place there. Without this reductiveness, both Durkheim and Eliade’s theories would lose their clarity. Though Eliade and Durkheim’s theories contrast in many ways, considering them together offers an opportunity to fill the gaps for each other, allowing them to complement each other’s theories for a more complete view of the possibilities of sacred space.  [46:  Paden, William, pp.23 ] 
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