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The concept of sacred space lies at the core of many religious traditions[footnoteRef:1]; it not only shapes how worship takes place in these spaces but also influences how communities are able to experience and interpret the world around them. The intention of this essay is to engage critically with Durkheim and Eliade’s views on sacred spaces to compare and contrast them; whilst they both agree the sacred is central to a religious life, they took different routes to explore this concept[footnoteRef:2]. As a key theorist in what sacred space is, Mircea Eliade  described sacred in his book The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion as being defined by space, time and cosmology – this understanding led to the development of his framework for understanding what sacred space is[footnoteRef:3]. Eliade regarded sacred space to be phenomenological, relating to one’s personal experience of a space, and a manifestation of hierophany[footnoteRef:4]: the interruption of the sacred in the profane (ordinary) world which he believed gave orientation, meaning and structure to human existence[footnoteRef:5]. Emile Durkheim, as another key theorist, also wrote the major work that is considered a fundamental framework alongside Eliade’s concepts: The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. However, Durkheim’s approach to sacred spaces was sociological rather than phenomenological[footnoteRef:6]. According to Durkheim, the sacred is grounded in collective society and in the minds of man, rather than in a transcendent or metaphysical reality[footnoteRef:7]. In this scenario there is a distinction between the scared and the profane which arises from the many social processes that are being used to bind a community[footnoteRef:8]; as a result, the sacred space has become a reflection of the moral and symbolic orders of society[footnoteRef:9].  [1:  Augustin Ioan, ‘The Scared Space’, in Lost in Space, ed. by Augustin Ioan (Bucharest: New Europe College, 2003), pp. 87-199 (p. 91).]  [2:  Sarah Hamilton and Andrew Spicer, ‘Defining the Holy: The Delineation of Sacred Space’, in Defining the Holy, ed. by Andrew Spicer (London: Routledge, 2006), pp. 1-10 (p. 2). ]  [3:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. by Willard R. Trask (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1963), p. 34.]  [4:  Ibid., p. 11. ]  [5:  Ibid., p. 11, 20-21.]  [6:  William E. Paden, ‘Before “The Sacred” Became Theological: Rereading the Durkheimian Legacy’ in Religion and Reductionism, eds. By Thomas A. Idinopulos and Edward A. Yonan (Leiden: Brill, 1994) pp. 198-210 (p. 199).]  [7:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. by Karen E. Fields (New York: Free Press, 1995), p. 37.]  [8:  Ibid., p. 37.]  [9:  Ibid., pp. 44-45.] 

Eliade’s understanding of sacred spaces is rooted in his phenomenological approach to religion, which seeks to describe how the sacred manifests itself within human experience and transforms ordinary places into sites of sacred and divine significance. As Eliade used a phenomenological approach this meant he focused his understanding and framework on how religion, and by extension the sacred, is constructed in the mind of the believer which is reflected in his concept of hierophany[footnoteRef:10]. Coined by Eliade in The Sacred and The Profane, hierophany is used to describe how potentially unsuspecting objects, events and places can manifest into something ‘wholly different […] that does not belong to our world’[footnoteRef:11]. When Eliade refers to ‘our world’ it needs to be established this his concept of the profane he is using, his definition of this concept is that the profane is the opposite of sacred, it refers to the natural world man exists in when not engaging with anything sacred but also extends to sacred objects where an object remains the same from the profane perspective but has ‘transmuted’ from the sacred perspective[footnoteRef:12]. Eliade then introduces the example of a sone in his work; this stone could just be a regular stone anyone could come across but to those who the stone calls out it they are able to recognise it as a scared thing: ‘[b]y manifesting the sacred the [stone] becomes something else, yet continues to remain itself’[footnoteRef:13]. This introduces how hierophany is to be understood: all our reality is a hierophany (‘[t]he cosmos in its entirety can become a hierophany’) where the sacred in ordinary objects or, especially for the purpose of this essay, places are manifested and disrupts to profane[footnoteRef:14]. [10:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, phenomenology, and the sacred’, Religious Studies, 36:2 (2000), pp. 177-194 (p. 177) <DOI: 10.1017/S0034412500005175>.]  [11:  Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p. 11.]  [12:  Ibid., p. 11-12.]  [13:  Ibid., p. 12.]  [14:  Ibid., p. 12.] 

For Eliade, sacred space exists to provide orientation and meaning to humanity by dismantling the ‘homogeneity’ of the ordinary profane space[footnoteRef:15]. The sacred spaces of religions are able to offer a fixed point – a centre or ‘axis mundi’ – to the community that gives them the ability to symbolically connect the earth with the heavens and the underworld[footnoteRef:16]. The axis mundi can take many forms, Eliade suggests a cosmic mountain that is capable of reaching the heavens and believed to be the centre of the world, it is recognised as holy place because of how close it is to the heavens and as a result shrines and temples are built to emulate to mountain[footnoteRef:17], what this highlights is that scared space is interpreted to be a place where a physical marker exists but becomes a cosmological doorway to a meaningful universe of gods and spirits. The sacred spaces that exist function as openings into the world of spirts in a wider cosmos[footnoteRef:18]. [15:  Ibid., p. 20.]  [16:  Ibid., p. 36-37.]  [17:  Ibid., p. 38.]  [18:  Ursula Rao, ‘Sacred Space’, in The International Encyclopedia of Anthropology, ed. by Hilary Callan (New Jersy: Wiley Blackwell, 2018), pp. 1-7 (p. 1).] 

Despite how influential Eliade’s work has been in understanding sacred spaces it still has its flaws. Religious historian Jonathan Z. Smith challenges Eliade in his book Map is Not Territory: Studies in the History of Religion, Smith addresses Eliade’s assumptions that religions have universal consciousness and argues that sacred spaces, and the axis they use to connect man to spiritual beings, is not something that can be simply discovered but is instead developed through various cultural and historical processes[footnoteRef:19]. Eliade’s work also lacks social and political aspects of sacred space as he tends to rely on the believer’s perspective – this existing gap can be compensated for with the work Durkheim has done in his sociological approach. Nevertheless, Eliade’s interpretation of sacred space through phenomenological methods remains a foundational work in understanding how these types of sites are manifested as sacred in the secular world. [19:  Jonathan Z. Smith, Map is not Territory: Studies in the History of Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993) p. 292] 

While Eliade viewed sacred space as an irruption of divine reality in the profane world, Durkheim takes a different approach; in contrast to Eliade, Durkheim’s understanding of sacred spaces does not relate to transcendent manifestations but views sacred space as a social phenomenon that grounds itself in collective values and binds a community together as a means of reinforcing their shared identity. 
In The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Durkheim is attempting to lay a foundation that explains what religion is, in this process he argues that the distinction between the sacred and the profane is the most fundamental aspect of religion. Durkheim claims men are already predisposed to categorise the world ‘into two classes – two opposite genera – that are widely designated by two distinct terms’[footnoteRef:20]. The first division, sacred, refers to the things that are ‘set apart and forbidden’, these practices are what tie a community together in what Durkheim referred to as a ‘Church’ and are respected by the collective[footnoteRef:21]. This division of the world into ‘two domains, one containing all that is sacred’ also means there is the existence of some other world which is everything Durkheim considers not to be associated with religion and its sacred practices to belong, this is the profane[footnoteRef:22]. The division does not occur from any supernatural forces but instead owes its creation to the social processes through which Durkheim believed the group is able to differentiate and reinforced their shared identity. But it must be acknowledged Durkheim did mention ‘anything can be sacred’ and thus any object, ritual or place labelled sacred must function in the same way, to Durkheim this mean they function socially to maintain the order of society[footnoteRef:23]. From what Durkheim illustrates, the sacred is not an external metaphysical presence but the embodiment of social cohesion and collective meaning. [20:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 34.]  [21:  Ibid.,  p. 44.]  [22:  Ibid., p. 34.]  [23:  Ibid., p. 35.] 

Later in the text Durkheim claims that initiation rites introduce a person to the sacred world and must leave the purely profane world behind them, the initiate then goes through a ritual process of transformation – not a physical or transcendent transformation but rather a social transformation where they leave childhood behind to become a fully realised and accepted into the group as an adult. In this process the initiate has essentially died in the profane world and been reborn in the sacred world, what this achieves according to Durkheim’s interpretations, is a maintaining of social orders and hierarchies. Because the sacred and profane must remain at a distance this interpretation of ritual can be applied to space, there needs to be a significant space where order can be maintained, and the social hierarchy upheld so that society can continue to function inside this space is the sacred and out the space is the profane.
Although Eliade and Durkheim regarded the sacred as fundamental to understanding religion they approached the topic from very different angles and perspectives to understand sacred spaces in religion. Eliade’s conception of sacred space stemmed from phenomenology and how lived religion is experienced whilst Durkheim offered an alternative understanding that is founded upon social understandings and collective value. Following Eliade’s work, the sacred is something that breaks into the profane world through hierophany and is capable of transforming many ordinary places into something more meaningful that centres and orientates all human existence towards some divine being that intended for the spaces deemed sacred tethered to as a means of communication between realms of the sacred and the profane. Durkheim’s contrasting  view saw sacred spaces as something that emerges from shared practices and the symbols of community: by performing a community bonding event (i.e. the previously mentioned initiation ritual) in the same place, the site used becomes associated with the sacred and becomes separate from the profane. This process to Durkheim was a collective projection[footnoteRef:24]. [24:  Ibid., p. 64.] 

Despite their differences, both theorists acknowledge that sacred spaces provide structure and meaning to human life. In terms of Eliade, human meaning is offered existential orientation through the axis mundi – because the sacred space is the centre of the community’s world and a bridge to heaven, they know where to go to find spiritual direction and connection. For Durkheim the existence of sacred space allows for the reinforcement of social expectations. As addressed by Smith, Eliade is a victim of universalist claims which risk neglecting historical and cultural variability. Meanwhile, Durkheim reduces religion down to purely a social function and disregards any sort of deeper individual spiritual experience one may experience. When both criticisms are taken together it illuminates that sacred space has a dual nature: yes, it is a space where personal encounters with the divine can occur, but this is also a socially constructed area where communities perform and express their shared identities. The dialogue that endures throughout is that they compliment each other, where one lacks the other makes up for it although Eliade and Durkheim are on extremely opposite poles. Their theories continue to shape how scholars can understand what relationships can exist between sacred space and religious life.
It is clear both theorists sought to explain how scared spaces an impact on human experience can have however, their approaches are very diverse. It is clear Eliade’s theory orientates towards phenomenological reality and how manifestation of sacred spaces drives humanity towards transcendence[footnoteRef:25]. Durkheim provided a definition of sacred spaces that insists the sacred is a product of collective life that must be sustained through ritual and shared symbolism that maintains the social hierarchy and moral order[footnoteRef:26]. Although there are gaps in each of their theories on sacred space this has left space for modern scholarship to comment on how sacred space develops and what its function could be but Eliade and Durkheim remain as reminders that scared space is made up of both experienced and constructed spaces. [25:  Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p. 20.]  [26:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 37.] 
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