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Sacred Space: A Comparative Analysis of Durkheim and Eliade’s Theories 

Introduction
The notion of sacred space serves as a conceptual building block across disciplines that examine spirituality and ecology. Studying sacred spaces provides key insights into the cosmologies of communities — their worldview, and thus reveals a framework for understanding social values and beliefs. The study of sacred spaces frequently depends on a dichotomous separation between the sacred and the profane. Émile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade are two major figures often cited in this discussion. 
This paper aims to discuss and critically contrast Mircea Eliade's and Émile Durkheim's views on sacred space. It seeks to unpack how the theories of Durkheim and Eliade, both separately and collectively, provide insights into the nature of sacred places across various cultures, while also acknowledging the significant constraints both epistemologies face.
[bookmark: _Hlk182231056] It is divided into five sections, beginning by examining Durkheim's theory of the subject, briefly exploring its implications for collective identity and ritualistic actions. The second section, examines Eliade's ontological perspective, highlighting his critique of Durkheim and the importance he ascribes to the cosmic essence of the sacred. Following this, a comparative critique will explore the relationship between Durkheim’s and Eliade’s understandings, emphasising their differences as well as points of theoretical convergence. In the final section, a decolonial lens will be applied to illuminate a key potential shortcoming of both Eliade and Durkheim's frameworks, particularly when applied to communities across southern Africa.

Durkheim's Sacred Space as a Social Construct
Émile Durkheim's notion of sacred space is grounded in his perception of religion as an essentially social institution, wherein the distinction between the sacred and the profane is a major attribute of religious existence, that is crucial for preserving social cohesiveness[footnoteRef:1]. Durkheim posits that religion is fundamentally a social construct, with the sacred-profane divide produced by communities to unite individuals into a moral society. In his work, he employs the example of Australian Aboriginal societies to illustrate his point. He presents the profane as encompassing all that exists beyond the sacred realm—mundane, quotidian activities and objects that lack the collective, symbolic importance of the Aboriginal’s totems. These include hunting, eating, or domestic tasks[footnoteRef:2]. However, for Durkheim there is room for the profane to become sacred and vice versa. For example, a hunting spear utilised in a ceremonial context may be regarded as sacred during the ritual; nevertheless, after the ritual concludes and the spear is employed for conventional hunting, it transforms into a profane object, devoid of its transient sacred nature[footnoteRef:3]. [1:  Durkheim, Emile, Elementary Forms Of The Religious Life: Newly Translated By Karen E. Fields (Free Press, 1995).]  [2:  Ibid.]  [3:  Durkheim, Emile, Elementary Forms Of The Religious Life: Newly Translated By Karen E. Fields] 

[bookmark: _Hlk182231649][bookmark: _Hlk182233163]Meanwhile, the sacred represents a social classification that communities collectively attribute to specific locations, items, or rituals, distinct from the profane. Utilising once more the example of totems as sacred symbols, he posits that they are sacred not due to any inherent power, but because they represent the collective identity and values of the Australian Aboriginal community[footnoteRef:4]. He contends that totems are revered in rituals that strengthen the clan's social cohesion, exemplified by the Arunta community's 'Intichiuma' ceremonies, during which sacred rites are conducted to guarantee the reproduction of totemic animals and plants[footnoteRef:5]. For Durkheim, an Intichiuma ceremony is a socially constructed instrument of worship that transforms plants and animals into totems—sacred symbols that enhance collective meaning[footnoteRef:6]. [4:  Ibid. p. 99-112.]  [5:  Ibid. p.344-308]  [6:  Ibid.] 

This binary opposition provides a framework for the moral and symbolic order of a community, designating sacred spaces as areas of intensified social importance. Durkheim contends that sanctity is not based on an ontological distinction but is socially produced, serving as a cohesive force within society. In other words, communities create spaces that are sanctified or endowed with the capacity to influence and mould group identity — areas designated for rituals are deemed sacred solely during the ceremonies; outside these occasions, they revert to being profane, akin to other spaces utilised in daily life. His theory is grounded in the dichotomy of the sacred and the profane, Durkheim demonstrates how societies establish boundaries that separate the profane realms of work, routine, and pragmatism from the extraordinary, venerated domain of the sacred.

Eliade's Ontological Sacred Space and His Critique of Durkheim
[bookmark: _Hlk182235892][bookmark: _Hlk182236755]Mircea Eliade's notion of sacred space is a notable divergence from Durkheim's analysis. In 'The Sacred and the Profane[footnoteRef:7],' Eliade posits that sacred space is grounded in the ontological framework of the cosmos, rather than in social conceptions[footnoteRef:8]. He explains that, for one who is religious, the concept of space is not uniform, and there exists a fixed point — or a centre[footnoteRef:9]. Furthermore, this ' centre’ is not a social designation, as Durkheim suggests, but rather an ' axis mundi' —a metaphysical point that anchors existence and offers orientation for human activity[footnoteRef:10]. [7:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1959).]  [8:   Ibid.]  [9:  Ibid. p. 42-43]  [10:  Ibid. p. 50-54.] 

Eliade's concept of the axis mundi delineates a symbolic centre that links the sacred and the profane, almost as a portal, enabling interaction between the divine and human domains. Mount Meru in Hindu cosmology for example and Mount Sinai in Judeo-Christian faiths exhibit this concept, functioning as pivotal sites for spiritual engagement[footnoteRef:11]. According to Eliade, such locations are regarded as intrinsically sacred as they offer a direct link to the divine and embody a cosmic order that is beyond human social frameworks.  [11:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion. p. 38-42.] 

Through his holy-profane dichotomy, Eliade offers sacred space as an incursion of divine reality into the profane, realm. He identifies sacred space as a 'hierophany’ or a 'manifestation of the sacred,' by challenging Durkheim's perspective of holiness as a simple social construct by anchoring it in the ontological framework of the cosmos[footnoteRef:12]. Eliade references Rudolf Otto's concept of the sacred as the mysterium tremendum—the ' wholly other,’ a transcendent power beyond human rationalisation and irreducible to social purpose[footnoteRef:13]. [12:  Ibid.  p. 20-25]  [13:  Ibid. p. 20-23] 

Eliade underscores the significance of rituals that replicate mythical occurrences, enabling people to connect with the divine. The Hindu celebration of Diwali exemplifies the victory of light over darkness, similar to the manner in which other cultures globally engage in symbolic rituals to seek divine guidance for their communities. Eliade critiques Durkheim by rejecting the sociological reductionism that limits sacredness to its social purpose. He reinterprets sacred space as ontologically authentic and cosmically grounded.

A Comparative Analysis of Durkheim and Eliade on Sacred Space
[bookmark: _Hlk182304209]The perspectives of Émile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade on sacred space initially reveal differing epistemological and methodological frameworks for comprehending religious events. Durkheim locates the sacred inside the collective social manifestation, whereas Eliade establishes it in an ontological reality that surpasses the human domain. The fundamental difference between Durkheim's and Eliade's ideas is in their interpretation of sacred space as either socially constructed or ontologically independent.
Durkheim's approach is based on sociological reductionism, which perceives the sacred because of human society, lacking existence beyond the context of social behaviours. Should the social processes terminate, the sacrality of the area would likewise dissipate.  Durkheim’s example of Australian totemic clans demonstrates that these spaces—designated sites for clan rituals—serve a unifying purpose, enhancing the collective consciousness of the clan[footnoteRef:14]. Sacred spaces possess significance solely within the framework of their social function; they lack inherent value independent of the social acts that sanctify them. [14:  Durkheim, Emile, Elementary Forms Of The Religious Life: Newly Translated By Karen E. Fields, p. 208-225.] 

Eliade's phenomenological perspective interprets sacred space as an a priori reality that asserts itself onto human experience, not the other way around[footnoteRef:15]. Eliade maintains that the sacred is not contingent upon common agreement; it exists autonomously and manifests through hierophanies[footnoteRef:16]. This perspective permits the interpretation of sacred spaces as sites of phenomenological disruption, where the sacred and the profane realm meet, establishing a connection between human spiritual existence and cosmic order. In contrast to Durkheim's totemic locations, which acquire significance solely inside the clan's social structure, Eliade's sacred spaces are perceived as universally significant, providing existential guidance and a connection to the divine. Eliade posits that the perception of the sacred space — the hierophanies, are a fundamental element of human consciousness, which exist before and beyond societal systems impose the power onto them[footnoteRef:17]. [15:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion.]  [16:  Ibid.]  [17:  Ibid.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk182302880][bookmark: _Hlk182311488]Despite their theoretical divergences, Durkheim and Eliade share some commonalities in their understandings on sacred space, particularly on its significance in identity formation. Both theorists assert that sacred spaces play an essential function in situating individuals within a communal context, establishing a feeling of order and significance. Durkheim posits that rituals performed at sacred spaces serve as a potent unifier, grounding a community within a moral framework via collective rituals and symbols[footnoteRef:18]. Eliade contends that sacred spaces function as foci of orientation—an axis mundi, that situates individuals within a spiritual framework and offers a 'a centre of the world' for organising their lives[footnoteRef:19]. Scholars such as David Chidester emphasise this intersection, observing that both Durkheim and Eliade regard sacred space as fundamental to community formation, albeit from sociological and phenomenological viewpoints, respectively[footnoteRef:20]. Chidester’s examination of Durkheim’s sociological perspective centres a focus on how these spaces are essential not because of any intrinsic quality but because they represent a set-apart realm that the community collectively deems significant[footnoteRef:21]. The emphasis is on the process of collective designation to create a sense of belonging and moral unity, underpinning the formation of society itself. Chidester contrasts this emphasis to Eliade’s attention to sacred space as providing existential orientation, connecting individuals to a cosmic dimension that transcends social definitions[footnoteRef:22]. [18:  Durkheim, Emile, Elementary Forms Of The Religious Life: Newly Translated By Karen E. Fields.]  [19:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, 36-37.]  [20:  R. L. Stirrat, 'Sacred Models, ' Man, 19.2 (1984), pp. 199–215, doi:10.2307/2802277.]  [21:  Chidester, David, and Edward T. Linenthal, ‘Introduction’, in American Sacred Space, ed. by David Chidester and Edward T. Linenthal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), pp. 5–16.]  [22:  Ibid.] 

Durkheim’s and Eliade’s theories bring sacred spaces as places which encompass both social and existential aspects, functioning as venues for community identification and individual spiritual direction. 
A Decolonial Critique and the Constraints of Both Frameworks
A critical analysis of the sacred/profane dichotomy used in both theories appear to echo many common epistemological binaries or colonial epistemologies. This is a phenomena that encounter limitations particularly within the space of Africana studies where:
African spirituality is not 'dualistic' or 'binary'. This is because the spirit world is in constant interaction with the physical world... They complement one another, with the spiritual world determining the affairs of human beings here on earth and shaping their destiny in the spirit world. African spirituality as well as the African conceptions of the sacred is integrative. They do not allow dichotomies. Secular and spiritual actions are two sides of the same coin[footnoteRef:23].  [23:  James N. Amanze, 'African Approaches to the Protection and Conservation of the Environment: The Role of African Traditional Religions,' Religion and Development, 2.3 (2024), pp. 445–62 (p. 451), doi:10.30965/27507955-20230031.
] 

[bookmark: _Hlk182314421]Durkheim's and Eliade's ideas on hallowed space can in many communities obscure the intricate interrelationships between these domains, where such distinctions are often fluid, challenging the Eurocentric perspective that sacredness can exist independently from the profane. The influence of such binary epistemologies in sacred geographies, is that they often limit comprehension by simplifying alternative worldviews, at times with violent 'real-world' consequences for thousands of communities across the world.
Recognizing what at times presents as a common limitation of Eliade and Durkheim's theories, creates space to prioritises the necessity of dealing with indigenous cosmologies on their own terms. In other words, such a process presents a chance to contest Western theoretical dichotomies of social versus cosmic and sacred versus profane, thus facilitating a more nuanced comprehension of sacred space.

Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk182314368][bookmark: _Hlk182314398]Durkheim's sociological framework and Eliade's phenomenological perspective of sacred space present unique yet intersecting views on the significance of the sacred in human existence. Durkheim offers sacrality as a construct that develops group identity and cohesion, by using rituals to strengthen communal values and collective togetherness. Eliade, conversely, presents sacred spaces as hierophanies—manifestations of a divine or cosmic truth that position communities within a transcendent order outside of social function. Durkheim underscores the communal purpose of sacred spaces, whereas Eliade accentuates their significance in linking people to a transcendent existential reality. Notwithstanding these disparities, both ideologies emphasise the significance of sacred space in forming identity and anchoring individuals within a broader context of existential meaning. Although widely applicable to many societies, both theories possess limitations: Durkheim’s emphasis on collective consciousness may neglect individual spiritual experiences, whereas Eliade’s perspective of the sacred as immutable may fail to account for the dynamic and evolving nature of sacred locations within cultural settings, and together both struggle to comfortably encapsulate African cosmologies as a result of their sacred/profane dichotomies.  
In conclusion, while Durkheim and Eliade offer widely appilcable insights into the role of sacred space in shaping identity and connecting individuals to a broader existential context, their theories fall short in the same way as it pertains to addressing the complexities of African cosmologies, where the sacred and profane are inseparable, and where sacred spaces are fluid and dynamic rather than static and immutable.
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