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



Although humans have inhabited sacred space and employed and embellished natural sacred geography globally throughout history and prehistory, the academic study of sacred geography is a relatively modern interdisciplinary field, originating in the early 20th century. The relationship between human societies and individuals with the sacred spaces they create has been explored in the theories and works of two notable scholars, the prominent French sociologist Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), and leading historian of religion Mircea Eliade
 (1907-1986). By analysing their theories and how their approaches to sacred space converge or diverge, light can be shed on the significance of sacred space in shaping human experiences and practices.
Emile Durkheim made significant contributions to the study of sacred space through his seminal work on the sociology of religion, explored in his 1912 work The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (Forms). Rooted firmly in the field of social science, he approached religion objectively through a functionalist lens, commenting on the role of the sacred in the cohesion of society. Mircea Eliade, prominent in the study of comparative religion, also made significant contributions, particularly in his 1957 book The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion, although his approach to the understanding of sacred space is from a phenomenological angle, interpreting it as a space which connects the sacred to the mundane, and whose boundaries allow passage between the two.
As a founding sociologist, Emile Durkheim analysed the concept of sacred space within the framework of social cohesion and integration, particularly crucial in the face of increasing modernity, capitalism, and rapid change in early 20th century Europe. In Forms he suggested that sacred spaces are central to religion as they are the physical locations where a community gathers, and through collective ritual, reinforce the identity and ‘collective consciousness’ of society, that is ‘the body of beliefs and sentiments common to the average of members of a society.’[footnoteRef:30515] He argued that when people come together in a shared space and participate in a shared act, such as a ritual or ceremony, they experience what he referred to as ‘collective effervescence’ – a heightened state of emotion and energy which unifies the group, giving them a feeling of a connection with something extraordinary. This collective experience creates a sacred space that separates it entirely from the wider profane world and reinforces social bonds and a sense of harmony within the group. By creating a sacred space in union with others, the individual transcends their own personal reality and reinvigorates the collective consciousness that, according to Durkheim, leads to a functional, cohesive society. [30515:  Oxford Dictionary of Sociology (4th ed) Ed John Scott, (2015, Oxford, Oxford University Press) online at  https://www-oxfordreference-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/display/10.1093/acref/9780199683581.001.0001/acref-9780199683581-e-316?rskey=qqd9AT&result=285 [accessed 31/10/2023].
] 

For Durkheim then, sacred spaces are not inherently divine but are a product of the community’s cumulative addition of sacredness into them, a product of the collective mind. His view was that sacredness is ‘inherently impermanent and so must be added to the object again and again, just as it was originally; by collective human doing.’[footnoteRef:18724] Sacred space is a human construct, he argues, ‘set apart’ by groups of people connected by common beliefs, and kept separate from the ordinary, profane world by repeated action and belief. He defined religion in terms of a relationship with sacred things, set apart and forbidden by society, rather than a relationship with spiritual beings.[footnoteRef:11760]  [18724:  Karen Field in Durkheim, Emile, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, trans. Karen Fields. (New York: Free Press, 1995 [1912]) p. xliv

]  [11760:  Bettina E. Schmidt, The Study of Religious Experience Approaches and Methodologies, (Sheffield: Equinox, 2016) p. 19.] 

[bookmark: _Int_LxvmZSre]Mircea Eliade adopted Durkheim’s terms ‘sacred and profane’ in his work, but presented a different understanding of sacred space, that is from a phenomenological perspective. He saw sacred space not as a human construct, maintaining that ‘it is never chosen by man’ but ‘merely discovered by him’.[footnoteRef:27286] His sacred space was a manifestation of a deeper reality, revealing itself as an experience of the ‘numinous’, a term he adopted from German protestant theologian and philosopher Rudolf Otto (1869-1937). In his book The Idea of the Holy in 1923, Otto described the numinous as something ‘wholly other’, something ineffable, which summoned the sense of mysterium tremendum – provoking terror and trembling, and the mysterium fascinans – provoking awe and fascination, despite the fear it may cause.[footnoteRef:20023] There is some parallel here too between Otto’s numinous and Durkheim who said of indigenous groups in Australia that ‘nature was for them the great surprise and the great fear.’[footnoteRef:18471] In Durkheim’s view though there was nothing supernatural or ‘wholly other’ presenting itself, merely the construct of sacredness from the collective minds of the community. [27286:  Mircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, Trans. Rosemary Sheed, (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1958) p. 369]  [20023:  Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy: An inquiry into the non-rational factor in the idea of the divine and its relation to the rational. Trans. John W Harvey, (Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1959 [1923]).]  [18471:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, trans. Karen Fields. (New York: Free Press, 1995 [1912]) p. 71] 

[bookmark: _Int_w50YMzr2]Sacred space is not defined by Eliade for its Durkheimian social utility, but by its inherent sacredness, which is experienced directly by the individual as an encounter with the numinous in a place and time Eliade termed as a ‘hierophany’, a manifestation of the sacred. Eliade describes space for religious man as heterogeneous in that he experiences breaks or interruptions in the wider homogenous, profane space, detaching a sacred territory from its surroundings. In these hierophanies, ‘absolute reality’ is revealed, ‘as opposed to the non-reality of the vast surrounding expanse.’[footnoteRef:13476] Unlike Durkheim's notion of the impermanence of sacredness, Eliade made clear ‘a sacred place is what it is because of the permanent nature of the hierophany that first consecrated it.’[footnoteRef:5398] In his view, people return to a sacred space not to reconsecrate it or to keep the gods alive, but to feel its power and renew their own energy. A hierophany not only sanctifies a segment of sacred space, but renders it permanently sacred, leaving it ‘an inexhaustible source of power’ available for whoever crosses the threshold and enters the space.[footnoteRef:29907] [13476:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. Willard R Trask, (Orlando, Harcourt, 1959 [1957]) p. 21]  [5398:  Mircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, Trans. Rosemary Sheed, (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1958) p. 368]  [29907:  Mircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, Trans. Rosemary Sheed, (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1958) p. 368] 

While both Durkheim and Eliade are relatively aligned in defining the sacred and the profane as being in opposition, utterly different from each other, professor of theology, Belden C Lane, has proposed a compromise. In his book Landscapes of the Sacred, he supposes that ‘sacred place can be tred upon without being entered.’[footnoteRef:6033] A physical space could be both sacred and profane to different people at the same time, one walking through natural, but mundane space, another experiencing a hierophany. As an awareness of the manifestation of the sacred is necessary to receive it, this suggests that the mind and consciousness is involved, linking it with Durkheim’s notion that the sacred is a product of the mind. Whereas Durkheim sees the sacred as a projection of the collective mind though, Eliade and Lane seem to suggest that the mind is the beneficiary of the surrounding sacredness. [6033:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, (Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002). P. 19] 

[bookmark: _Int_kRPyPkbE]Durkheim proposes the sacred is intricately linked with the social, with sacred space physically and ritually set apart from the profane by a community. Eliade on the other hand indicates that the sacred occurs independently of society, revealing its sacredness either to individuals or groups. It is the experience itself, as in Otto’s work, that denotes the sacred space. In Eliade’s view, an individual need not be religious at all to experience a private ‘holy place’.[footnoteRef:16399] Birthplaces, locations of important life events, places where loved ones have passed away, could all be exceptional places quite different from the surrounding uniformity of space. This differs from Otto‘s view of the holy in that it has a non-religious aspect, although certainly meaningful. Here Eliade’s personal hierophany might be closer to American philosopher and psychologist William James‘ view of religious and non-ordinary experience which took shape at the end of the 19th century where he classified what he described in his 1902 study The Varieties of Religious Experience as ’the feelings acts and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine.’[footnoteRef:30208] The hierophany or experience of men ’in their solitude’ is in stark contrast to Durkheim’s collective mind, although Eliade leaves his sacred space open to both individuals and communities. [16399:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. Willard R Trask, (Orlando, Harcourt, 1959 [1957]) p.24.]  [30208:  William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A study in Human Nature, Centenary Edition, (London, Routledge, 2002 [1902]). ] 

While still relevant and widely studied, when seen through a 21st century lens both Durkheim and Eliade’s perspectives may seem dated, with a particularly Eurocentric and androcentric bias typical of early 20th century academic literature. Accounting for this though, their views still form a solid base on which further studies have built. With declining traditional church attendance and the rise of individual personal spirituality, the sacred and profane dichotomy might need to be re-examined, with a binary distinction not appropriate in all spaces. Recent decades have seen a move away from religious study centred on more Western Judeo-Christian themes to more consideration of traditional, indigenous spirituality where the binary divide between the sacred and profane is not as stark. The re-examination by indigenous scholars of traditional and indigenous cultures post-colonially, with agency, value and power of their own, rather than from the viewpoint of early sociologists and anthropologists, question the universality of the words ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’, leaving Durkheim and Eliade’s key terms problematic. Indigenous cultures often see themselves as part of their own eco-system, at one with their land, plants, animals and higher powers, with little distinction between the ordinary and extraordinary. American ‘Crow’ elder, Grant Bulltail explained to western schoolchildren in 2003 that ‘your idea of something sacred and my idea of something sacred are a little bit different.’[footnoteRef:31434] Historian Joel Martin explains ’if you pull on the thread of ’Native American Religion’ you end up pulling yourself into the study of Native American culture, art, history, economics, music, dance, dress, politics and almost everything else.’[footnoteRef:7200] Where Durkheim sees the sacred as man-made and controlled, and Eliade sees man at the mercy of hierophanies revealing themselves and therefore somewhat uncontrollable, traditional, indigenous sacredness is perhaps an environment where human and divine, profane and sacred just co-exist.  [31434:  Mary L Keller ’Indigenous Studies and the Sacred’, American Indian Quarterly, 38.1 (2014), 82-109 (p. 82).  https://doi-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/10.5250/amerindiquar.38.1.0082 [accessed 01/11/2023]]  [7200:  Michael D McNally, Defend the Sacred, Native American Religious Freedom beyond the First Amendment, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2020) p. 5 https://doi-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/10.2307/j.ctvr0qr3t [accessed 03/11/2023].] 


While Durkheim and Eliade share some similarities in their understanding of sacred space, such as its separation from the profane and its role in strengthening social or spiritual bonds, they do have conflicting interpretations which stem from their distinct conceptual origins. Sociologist Durkheim sees sacred space as a product of human society, a necessary construct that arises from collective needs and serves the purpose of social cohesion. Eliade in contrast, views sacred space as an inherent aspect of human consciousness and experience, a universal need that unites the individual with the transcendent in a liminal space. The function of sacred space thus varies between the two theorists. For Durkheim sacred spaces exist to serve society, to fortify the collective consciousness and reiterate societal norms. Eliade however positions sacred spaces as necessary for individual harmony, serving as a conduit to the sacred and an essential element in the personal search for meaning. 
Critically examining Durkheim's perspective, one might argue that it risks diminishing the deeply felt meaning that sacred spaces hold for individuals, reducing religious phenomena to their collective societal benefit. Such a view might be criticised for the potential to dismiss the wide diversity of spiritual interpretation as merely variations on the same social function. Professor of sociology Grace Davie considers that in Durkheim not perceiving individual sacredness, ‘religion becomes nothing more than the symbolic expression of social experience.’[footnoteRef:26082] Durkheim's emphasis on the collective experience may overlook the profound personal transformations that can occur within sacred spaces. On the other hand, Eliade's approach might seem to idealise the sacred by focusing on the individual and their connection with the cosmos. Eliade may disregard the complex reciprocity that exists between religion, culture, and society. Durkheim's sociological approach to sacred space challenged traditional views that saw sacred sites as inherently holy or imbued with supernatural power. Instead, he argued that these spaces were products of human action and belief, serving as symbolic representations of the social and moral order that underpinned society. [26082:  Grace Davie, ’Sociology of Religion‘ in The Blackwell Companion to the Study of Religion, ed. by Robert E Segal (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006) pp171-191 (p. 175).] 

 While Durkheim and Eliade approach sacred space from different perspectives, and cover distinct aspects, both offer valuable insights and provide a broader basis for understanding. A deeper understanding of the multifaceted nature of sacred spaces, and the importance of both individual and collective spirituality, is significant in social and religious domains. Durkheim emphasises the social construct of sacred space and how social order is maintained leading to feelings of belonging, boosting collective consciousness and feelings of connectiveness with others and with an energy bigger than the sum of the individuals involved. Eliade on the other hand focuses on the connectivity of sacred space in allowing individuals a connection with the divine through liminal openings from the mundane to the sacred. 
Society does not exist without the involvement of the individual, and the individual exists within some form of community. As Durkheim notes, ‘even when religion seems to be entirely within the individual conscience, it is still in society that it finds the living source from which it is nourished.’[footnoteRef:2578] Both aspects are valid, and the work of Durkheim and Eliade can be seen as complimentary and balanced, neither negating the work of the other. The study of sacred space remains multidisciplinary and requires diverse viewpoints to evolve and remain relevant. [2578:  Emile Durkheim, On Morality and society, ed. By R. N. Bellah (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973) p. 198.] 
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