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A Critical of Comparison Secondary Sources.
Introduction
The aim of this essay is to compare and contrast the view of sacred space laid out by Mircea Eliade in his book The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion[footnoteRef:1] with that of Emile Durkheim in his book The Elementary Forms of Religious Life.[footnoteRef:2] The essay will begin with a brief biographical account of each author in order to appreciate their position and how it may have influenced their ideas, before moving on to an overview of each scholars view of sacred space. The similarities and differences between the two views will then be discussed, with further understanding and insight gained by drawing on the work of others who have written on the subject. [1:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion, tr. by Willard R. Trask, (New York: Harcourt Inc, 1987)]  [2:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, tr. by Karen E. Fields, (New York: The Free Press, 1995)] 


A Romanian author and historian of religions, Eliade was professor at the University of Chicago Divinity School from 1957 until his death in 1986, and it is from the University’s library website that this biographical information is taken.[footnoteRef:3] Born in 1907 in Bucharest he studied in the Faculty of Philosophy at the University of Bucharest before moving to India in 1928 to study Indian philosophy, Sanskrit and where he also learned yoga. He returned to Bucharest in 1931 to complete his dissertation and stayed on at the university as an assistant, continuing to write articles and novels. Prior to the outbreak of the second world war Eliade was imprisoned for his support of a Romanian right-wing movement, which also led to him being ostracised from the university. The war years saw him serve as a cultural attaché, first in London then later in Lisbon where he suffered the death of his wife leading to depression. Soviet control over Romania at the end of the war meant he was unable to return home. He instead settled in Paris, learned French, lectured at Sorbonne University, attended Jungian conferences in Switzerland, wrote extensively on religion, including the publication of books on shamanism and alchemy, and gained the respect of European scholars. After accepting the professorship at the University of Chicago and moving to the USA, more of Eliade’s works were translated into English and his recognition grew. During this period, he co-founded and edited the journal History of Religions,[footnoteRef:4] wrote his three volume A History of Religious Ideas[footnoteRef:5] and the sixteen volume Encyclopaedia of Religion.[footnoteRef:6] Mac Linscott Ricketts who studied with Eliade and is responsible for translating many of his books to English writes that his ‘impact on religious studies has been vast’, and stating that ‘Eliade believed the study of the history of religions could bring about a 'new humanism,' an intellectual awakening comparable to the Renaissance’.[footnoteRef:7] [3:  University of Chicago Library, Guide To The Mircea Eliade Papers 1926-1998 (2008) 
< https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/e/scrc/findingaids/view.php?eadid=ICU.SPCL.ELIADEM > [accessed 22 October 2025]]  [4:  The University of Chicago Press Journals, History Of Religions < https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/loi/hr > [accessed 10 November 2025]]  [5:  Mircea Eliade, A History Of Religious Ideas, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1978)]  [6:  Mircea Eliade, The Encyclopedia Of Religion, (New York: Macmillan, 1987)]  [7:  Mac Linscott Ricketts, ‘Eliade, Mircea (1907-1986), Historian Of Religions And Writer’, American National Biography Online, American Council of Learned Societies, Oxford University Press (2000) 
< https://doi.org/10.1093/anb/9780198606697.article.0801847>] 


Robert Alun Jones provides the biographical overview of French sociologist Emile Durkheim.[footnoteRef:8] Born in 1858 to a Jewish family his father, grandfather and great grandfather were all Rabbi’s. It was assumed that Durkheim would follow this tradition, but this notion was dismissed before he finished school. After graduating his local college, he moved to Paris to become a teacher leading in 1882 to a position teaching philosophy. It was during this time that he broke fully from Judaism and began to show an ‘intellectual predilection’ that was ‘scientific rather than literary’.[footnoteRef:9] His many articles on German philosophy and social sciences led to his appointment in 1887 as a lecturer at Bordeaux University and with it the entry of sociology into the French university system. His scientific approach to disciplines such as philosophy and religion brought him into conflict with some, but his ideas gained popularity leading to him being made a professor at Sorbonne University and his appointment as the chair of Science of Education and Sociology in 1913. This position gave him a huge amount of power; his lecture courses were the only that were compulsory to students and his responsibility for the training of teachers meant that his ‘secular, rationalist morality’[footnoteRef:10] was to have a huge influence on the French educational system. Devastated by the loss of his son during the first world war, Durkheim suffered a stroke after burying himself in his work. In 1917, after several months rest, he passed away at the age of 59. [8:  Robert Alun Jones, Emile Durkheim: His Life and Work (2011) < https://durkheim.uchicago.edu/Biography.html > [accessed 23 October 2025]]  [9:  Jones, 2011.]  [10:  Jones, 2011.] 



Contrasting Views of Sacred Space

The Sacred and the Profane was first published in 1957, not long after Eliade moved to the USA. In his introduction he draws on the ideas of Rudolf Otto put forward in his book The Idea of the Holy, where Otto describes the feelings experienced in an encounter with the sacred. Including terror, awe, majesty, and mystery; these feelings are characterised by Otto as ‘numinous’.[footnoteRef:11] Eliade makes clear his views of sacred space in his opening chapter when he states that ‘for religious man, space is not homogeneous; he experiences interruptions, breaks in it; some parts of space are qualitatively different from others.’[footnoteRef:12] Eliade explains that these breaks allow for a manifestation of the numinous, what he terms an hierophany,[footnoteRef:13] and which Stephen J. Reno defines as an experience of the ‘coming-together of the sacred and profane, of the absolute and the relative.’[footnoteRef:14] Reno asserts that Eliade’s characterisation of religion that involves the concept of an absolute or transcendent reality implies a ‘metaphysical position’.[footnoteRef:15] These manifestations of the sacred or experiences of an absolute reality are described by Eliade as providing a ‘fixed point’ or ‘central axis’[footnoteRef:16] by which religious man might orient themselves, creating their cosmos from chaos.[footnoteRef:17]  [11:  Rudolph Otto, The Idea Of The Holy, tr. by John W. Harvey, (London: Oxford University Press, 1950) p. 7.]  [12:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 20.]  [13:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 11.]  [14:  Stephen J. Reno, ‘Eliade's Progressional View Of Hierophanies’, Religious Studies, 8.2 (1972), 153-160 (p. 159).]  [15:  Reno, ‘Eliade's Progressional View Of Hierophanies’, p. 154.]  [16:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 21.]  [17:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 29.] 

Described by Stanley Taylor as Durkheim’s greatest book,[footnoteRef:18] The Elementary Forms of Religious Life was first published in French in 1912. In the 1995 English translation by Karen E. Fields she provides an introduction in which an overview of Durkheim’s views are given.[footnoteRef:19] Fields begins by highlighting Durkheim’s assertion that ‘religions are founded on and express “the real”’, and his use of ‘the totemic religions of Australia’ as his case in point.[footnoteRef:20] Fields describes Durkheim’s position as ‘science positive’[footnoteRef:21] and points out that this approach to the explanation of the foundation of religion using the example of a belief system that would have seemed to the 1912 reader to have anything but ‘credible roots in the real’ would have been provocative.[footnoteRef:22] Durkheim explains his views using the concept of a ‘conscience collective’, that is ‘the achievement of mind that transfigures the real world and makes it a shared world that is in fact the real world as known and knowable by some group, some moral community’.[footnoteRef:23] Within this shared world the sacred/profane dichotomy is found, objects or spaces ‘are made sacred by groups of people who set them apart and keep them bounded by specific actions’, separating them from the profane.[footnoteRef:24] Durkheim argues that the nonphysical reality of sacredness originates in the mind and therefore ‘must be added to the object again and again… by collective human doing’.[footnoteRef:25] [18:  Stanley Taylor, ‘Some Implications Of The Contributions Of Emile Durkheim To Religious Thought’, Philosophy And Phenomenological Research, 24.1 (1963), 125-134 (p. 125).]  [19:  Karen E. Fields, ‘Religion As An Eminently Social Thing’, in The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, by Emile Durkheim, (New York: The Free Press, 1995), pp. xvii-lxxiii.]  [20:  Fields, ‘Religion As An Eminently Social Thing’, pp. xvii-xviii.]  [21:  Fields, ‘Religion As An Eminently Social Thing’, p. xxiv.]  [22:  Fields, ‘Religion As An Eminently Social Thing’, p. xviii.]  [23:  Fields, ‘Religion As An Eminently Social Thing’, p. xlvii.]  [24:  Fields, ‘Religion As An Eminently Social Thing’, p. xlvi.]  [25:  Fields, ‘Religion As An Eminently Social Thing’, p. xliv.] 

To surmise their views, Eliade’s is that sacred space is qualitatively different from the space around it and therefore exists independent of people; whereas Durkheim’s view is that sacred space originates in the mind and that when people stop participating in it, it ceases to be so. It is perhaps unsurprising that each scholar comes to their respective views given their positions; Eliade’s interest in shamanism, alchemy and understanding of a transcendent reality implying a metaphysical position leading to the view that sacred space can exist without humans and Durkheim’s positivism leading to the view that sacred space comes from within humans. 

Comparing of Views of Sacred Space
Both Eliade and Durkheim suggest that the sacred expresses the real. Eliade states that sacred space is ‘the only real and real-ly existing space’.[footnoteRef:26] Reno explains that in Eliade’s view sacred or ‘hierophantic objects are venerated not because they are what they are,’ but because of what they reveal, that is they reveal something of an absolute or transcendent reality.[footnoteRef:27] Durkheim defines religion as ‘a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things’,[footnoteRef:28] and his assertion that religions express the real demonstrates that in his view there is connection between the sacred and reality. Taylor points out that Durkheim’s attitude towards the value of religion is unusual given that ‘most positivists have denied that religion points to any truth at all’. Taylor however clarifies the reality to which Durkheim refers; he describes it not as a fixed reality but as a ‘social reality’ that ‘pragmatically functions to strengthen the moral life’.[footnoteRef:29] So while both scholars suggest that the sacred expresses the real, their definition of the reality it is expressing seems to differ; with Eliade suggesting an absolute reality and Durkheim a social one. [26:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 20.]  [27:  Reno, ‘Eliade's Progressional View Of Hierophanies’, p. 154.]  [28:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. 44.]  [29:  Taylor, ‘Some Implications Of The Contributions Of Emile Durkheim To Religious Thought’, p. 131.] 

Additionally, there seems to be overlap between the two scholars when it comes to their understanding of the idea of centredness that sacred space provides for people. Eliade describes sacred space as providing a ‘central axis’ around which religious man might orient themselves.[footnoteRef:30] Taylor explains that adherents to a unified set of beliefs, or religion, was ‘how Durkheim had looked upon his model of society’;[footnoteRef:31] and quoting Célestin Bouglé, who he labels as a disciple of Durkheim, states that society constitutes ‘an original center through which nature passes in order to surpass itself.’[footnoteRef:32] Taylor’s quotes here seem to suggest that the sacred plays a role in establishing society which in turn provides what Eliade might describe as a central axis for the people who make up that society.  [30:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 21.]  [31:  Taylor, ‘Some Implications Of The Contributions Of Emile Durkheim To Religious Thought’, p. 130.]  [32:  Célestin Bouglé, ‘Preface To The Original Edition’, in Sociology And Philosophy, by Emile Durkheim, (New York: Routledge, 2010) p. xl.] 


Other Views of Sacred Space
Belden Lane identifies four axioms by which one might ‘understand the character of sacred space’.[footnoteRef:33] The first, that ‘sacred space is not chosen, it chooses’[footnoteRef:34] seems to align with Eliade’s view that sacred space is qualitatively different than the space around it, in that it has the agency to choose. The second axiom, ‘sacred place is ordinary place, ritually made extraordinary’,[footnoteRef:35] seems to align with Durkheim’s view that it is people’s engagement with place through ritual that make it sacred. The third axiom that ‘sacred space can be tread upon without being entered,’[footnoteRef:36] seems to straddle both views in that the space has a sacred quality, but something also needs to happen in the mind of the individual for it to be experienced as such. The fourth and final axiom, that ‘the impulse of sacred place is both centripetal and centrifugal’,[footnoteRef:37] seems to align with the previously identified area of overlap between Eliade and Durkheim’s views where both suggest that a feature of such a space is the idea of centredness it provides for people. The purpose of framing Lane’s axioms against the Eliade/Durkheim dichotomy is to demonstrate that it may not actually be a dichotomy, that there is a way of understanding sacred space that appreciates both its quality and the mind of individual. [33:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred: Geography And Narrative In American Spirituality, (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2002), p. 19.]  [34:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p.19.]  [35:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p.19.]  [36:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p.19.]  [37:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p.19.] 


Paraphrasing the work of German philosopher Michael Heidegger;[footnoteRef:38] Lane states that ‘being fully open to the world… is a matter of “dwelling” in a place so as to unite the four essential facets of human existence – earth, sky, gods and men’.[footnoteRef:39] In unpacking this statement it could be argued that ‘earth’ implies a specific location, ‘men’ can be taken as people with the right mind to consider the location as sacred, and ‘gods’ can be understood in terms of Otto’s ‘numinous’. In which case Heidegger brings in the sky as an additional element, and one that suggests that time is a key component; that is the sky in a specific configuration. Indeed, Barbara Bender writes that ‘the way in which people understand and engage with their worlds depends upon the specific time’.[footnoteRef:40] Therefore in this explanation, it might understood that when people with the right intention are in the right place, under the right sky they might encounter a manifestation of the numinous, leading to their engagement with the world in a way that is fully open. [38:  Vincent Vycinas, Earth And Gods: An Introduction To The Philosophy Of Martin Heidegger, (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1969) p. 266. ]  [39:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p.29.]  [40:  Barbara Bender, ‘Theorising Landscapes, And The Prehistoric Landscapes Of Stonehenge.’ Man, 27.4 (1992), 735-755 (p. 735)] 



Conclusion

This essay has sought to compare and contrast the views of sacred space as laid out by Eliade in The Sacred and the Profane[footnoteRef:41] with that of Durkheim in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life.[footnoteRef:42] The biography of each scholar has been considered in terms of how it has informed their position, with Reno stating that Eliade took a ‘metaphysical position’[footnoteRef:43] and Field defining Durkheim as ‘science positive’.[footnoteRef:44] Eliade’s position leads him to an understanding of sacred space as that which is ‘qualitatively different’[footnoteRef:45] from the space around it, within which one might experience a manifestation of what Otto terms ‘numinous’.[footnoteRef:46] Durkheim’s positivist approach means he understands that spaces ‘are made sacred by groups of people who set them apart’[footnoteRef:47] and argues that the nonphysical reality of sacredness originates in the mind and must be added to again and again ‘by collective human doing’.[footnoteRef:48] These views seem to form a dichotomy with Eliade suggesting that sacred space exists without humans and Durkheim arguing that it originates from within humans. There does however seem to be similarities in the views of the two scholars in that both suggest that sacredness expresses the real, though their understanding of the reality that is being expressed seems to differ, Eliade suggesting an absolute reality and Durkheim a social one; with further overlap identified in the idea of centredness that sacred space provides for people. The views of Lane are explored, with the four axioms he puts forward to understand sacred space[footnoteRef:49] used to demonstrate that a position can be held that exists between the seemingly opposite views of Eliade and Durkheim. Furthermore, attention is drawn to Heidegger[footnoteRef:50] to show that in addition to the physical space, the mind of the individual and manifestation of the numinous, that the sky may also play a role in allowing people to engage with and be ‘fully open to the world’.[footnoteRef:51] [41:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane (1987)]  [42:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life (1995)]  [43:  Reno, ‘Eliade's Progressional View Of Hierophanies’, p. 154.]  [44:  Fields, ‘Religion As An Eminently Social Thing’, p. xxiv.]  [45:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 20.]  [46:  Otto, The Idea Of The Holy, p. 7.]  [47:  Fields, ‘Religion As An Eminently Social Thing’, p. xlvi.]  [48:  Fields, ‘Religion As An Eminently Social Thing’, p. xliv.]  [49:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p.19.]  [50:  Vycinas, Earth And Gods: An Introduction To The Philosophy Of Martin Heidegger, p. 266.]  [51:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p.29.] 
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