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Comparison of Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim’s Views of Sacred Space


1. Introduction 
[bookmark: _Hlk87810989]This essay aims to compare the views of sacred space represented by Emile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade and to consider elements from their two advanced developed concepts of sacred.  Although they incorporate different approaches in time and are perceived as contrasted for decades, they could be reviewed as complementary with one another in the broader perspective for understanding variation of world religions and a modern social and cultural context.

2. Defining Sacred Space 
Some authors confess that it is difficult to define the concept of sacred since the frame and definitions given from sociology, anthropology, history of religion, and phenomenology changed and expanded in modern interpretations.
For example, Della Dora said that while a sacred space is not difficult to identify, it is no easy concept to define.[footnoteRef:1] Della Dora pointed out that sacred space boundaries become blurred and not strictly deﬁned by questioning traditionally contrasted differentials between the spiritual and the material, the invisible and the visible, the eternal and the accidental. The sacred space conceptual frame changed and expanded as historians of religions, theologians, anthropologists, and human geographers approached and theorized sacred space differently. [footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Veronica Della Dora, Engaging Sacred Space: Experiments In The Field, Journal of Geography in Higher Education, Vol. 35, No. 2, (2011), p.165.]  [2:  Veronica Della Dora, Engaging Sacred Space, p. 165.] 

Della Dora pointed out that the work of Mircea Eliade traditionally dominated concepts of religious beliefs and sacred space, and his views about religious beliefs are generally based on a clear distinction between the sacred and the profane. She cited Eliade: ‘man becomes aware of the sacred because it manifests itself, as something wholly different from the profane’. Della Dora said that this structural opposition is projected and expressed on space.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Veronica Della Dora, Engaging Sacred Space, p. 166.] 

Stirrat similarly claimed that the concept of sacred is one of more problematic categories used in anthropology not only because of contradiction of sacred and profane but in a various way of writers’ interpretations.[footnoteRef:4] According to Stirrat, despite the classical view of the concept of the sacred and profane being dominated by the influence of Emil Durkheim's anthropological writing on the sacred, the terms and arguments frequently changed in different ways.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  R. L. Stirrat, Sacred Models, Man, Vol. 19, No. 2, (1984), p. 199.]  [5:  R. L. Stirrat, Sacred Models, p. 199.] 

Aulet and Vidal defined sacred spaces as representing the connection between the community and its religious belief, aiming to reveal the relationship between the human and the transcendental divinity. The authors said that the concept of the sacred was developed by Durkheim based on a sociology approach, by phenomenology approach represented by Otto as one of the most popular authors, and from the perspective of hermeneutics and the comparative history of religions where Eliade's work left a significant legacy. However, most authors agree on the difficulty of defining the term sacred, pointed out Aulet and Vidal.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Silvia Aulet and Dolors Vidal, Tourism And Religion: Sacred Spaces As Transmitters Of Heritage Values, Church, Communication and Culture, Vol. 3, No. 3, (2018), p. 238.] 

Hardenberg reviewed the etymology of 'Sacred' origins from the Latin word sacrum, which concerned everything associated with the gods and their powers: 
‘Sacred’, for example, derives from the Latin word sacrum, which referred to everything belonging to the gods or their powers (Colpe 1987: 511). The Latin word sacrificium designates ‘the act of sanctifying or consecrating an object’ (Henniger 1987: 544). In opposition to profanes, sacer meant a walled-off place, the sanctum, from where the offering was ‘brought out’ (profanere). Thus, profanum indicated the place outside the temple precinct (Colpe 1987: 511).[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Roland Hardenberg, From Durkheim To Hocart. Sacred Resources And The Quest For ‘Life’, Durkheimian Studies, Volume 23, (2017), p. 43.] 


Hardenberg also claimed that one of the most popular definitions of religion based on the sacred concept is formed by Durkheim, where the differentiation between the sacred and the profane is the generator of all religious beliefs. For Durkheim, Hardenberg pointed out, the sacred and profane are two different worlds or classes of things that must be kept apart by rules and regulations. When things move from one world to the other, they experience a complete transformation.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Roland Hardenberg, From Durkheim To Hocart, p. 45.] 

For Durkheim, no matter general or primitive religions, the religious beliefs have a common characteristic: They distinguish between the real or ideal things that men conceive of into two opposite classes defined by two terms sacred and profane. The world is separated into two domains, and one includes all that is sacred and the other that is profane.[footnoteRef:9] He wrote:  [9:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, (New York, The Free Press, 1995), pp. 34-35.] 

Beliefs, myths, dogmas, and legends are either representations or systems of representations that express the nature of sacred things, the virtues and powers attributed to them, their history, and their relationships with one another as well as with profane things. Sacred things are not simply those personal beings that are called gods or spirits. A rock, a tree, a spring, a pebble, a piece of wood, a house, in a word anything, can be sacred. One might be tempted to define sacred things by the rank that is ordinarily assigned to them in the hierarchy of beings. They tend to be regarded as superior in dignity and power to profane things, and particularly to man, in no way sacred when he is only a man.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. 35.] 

For Eliade, the sacred is equivalent to a 'power' and 'reality.' The opposition sacred - profane represents the dichotomy between real and unreal. Eliade said: 'The sacred is saturated with being.'[footnoteRef:11] Eliade wrote:  [11:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane. The Nature Of Religion. (New York: A Harvest Book, 1959), p. 12.] 


For religious man, space is not homogeneous; he experiences interruptions, breaks in it; some parts of' space are qualitatively different from other. There is, then, a sacred space, and hence a strong, significant space; there are other spaces that are not sacred and so are without structure or consistency, amorphous. …. For religious man, this spatial non homogeneity finds expression in the experience of an opposition between space' that is sacred - the only real and real-ly existing space and all other space, the formless expanse surrounding it. [footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 20.] 


… that is, the revelation-of a sacred space possesses existential value for religious man; for nothing can begin, nothing can be done, without a previous orientation - and any orientation implies acquiring a fixed point. It is for this reason that religious man has always sought to fix his abode at the "center of the world." If the world is to be lived in, it must be founded -and no world can come to birth in the chaos of the homogeneity and relativity of profane space. 
For profane experience, on the contrary, space is homogenous and neutral; no break qualitatively differentiates the various parts of its mass. Geometrical space can be cut and delineated in any direction; but no qualitative differentiation and, hence, no orientation are given by virtue of its inherent structure.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 22] 

  

3. Comparison of Views of Sacred Space of Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim.     
Eliade and Durkheim developed two concepts of sacred to define the distinctions between sacred and profane. They revealed two contrasted models, opposite conceptual frames of time-bounded sacred and timeless sacred, sacred attached to social, and sacred contained transcendental. Although their contrasted philosophies, some researchers reviewed the two concepts as relevant and supplementary to each other.  On the one hand, Eliade and Durkheim developed two main concepts views of the sacred, and they formed opposite frameworks in sociology, anthropology, and religious studies.  On the other hand, despite these contrasting views, the modern interpretations allowed broader perspectives and complementary concepts to each other.
The conceptual connection of Mircea Eliade with the work of Rudolf Otto is indisputable. Otto is quoted in many places in Eliade's work The Sacred and the Profane.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, pp. 8-11.
] 

Evans called 'the conceptual blur' the presented concepts of the sacred when we turn to Eliade's main work on the sacred, Le Sacre' et le Profane (1965), translated into German as Das Heilige und das Profane, and into English as The Sacred and the Profane. Evans marked that in his introduction, Eliade credited the work of Otto's Das Heilige, and claimed in his concept, the sacred always manifests itself as a reality of an absolute opposite order from natural reality, as it is a realm that does not belong to our world.  Evans pointed out that for Eliade, the sacred means something very different than it does for Durkheim, despite the fact that in both cases, it has been translated into English as ‘sacred.’ Evans suggested that the words "holy," "transcendent," or other terms could be better reveal the views that Eliade developed.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Matthew T. Evans, The Sacred: Differentiating, Clarifying and Extending Concepts, Review of Religious Research, Vol. 45 (2003), p. 37.] 

On the other hand, Stausberg pointed out that Rennie found some interpretations of Eliade's view of the sacred 'in a distorted manner.' Stausberg claimed that Eliade's states were not accidental that Otto's distinctions were still valid even 40 years after his work was first published. However, Stausberg argued that in the essence of his arguments, Eliade attaches more to the Durkheimian than Otto, and some claims of Eliade for the sacred are opposed to Otto's. For example, Eliade's initial definition that the sacred is the opposite of the profane seems much closer to a Durkheimian approach than Otto, said Stausberg.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Michael Stausberg, The Sacred, The Holy, The Numinous – And Religion:On The Emergence And Early History Of A Terminological Constellation, Religion, (2017), 47:4, p. 580. ] 

Rennie argued that Eliade's concept of the sacred is a phenomenological category because it represents the internal human experience comprehended as the real. Rennie pointed out that this view of Eliade is similar to the understanding of the sacred of Durkheim. For Eliade, 'the sacred is an element in the structure of (human) consciousness,’ said Rennie. However, Rennie argued that Eliade did not stand to identify the real within the empirical frame merely.[footnoteRef:17]  Rennie pointed out that Eliade's understanding of the sacred revealed the religious symbols as  a hierophany. Also, an analysis of the symbols within their myths and rituals system is required to comprehend the sacred.[footnoteRef:18]   [17:  Bryan S. Rennie, Mircea Eliade and the Perception of the Sacred in the Profane: Intention, Reduction, and Cognitive Theory, The Finnish Society for the Study of Religion, Temenos Vol. 43 No. 1 (2007), pp. 73-75.]  [18:  Bryan S. Rennie, Mircea Eliade and the Perception of the Sacred in the Profane, p. 81.] 

For Durkheim, the sacred has a social context as united members assume the sacred world within its connections with the profane world in the same way because they perceive the general notion into identical practices.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, (New York, The Free Press, 1995). p. 41.                   ] 

Stirrat defined as a universal social fact the differentiation between the sacred and the profane represented by Durkheim.[footnoteRef:20] He cited Durkheim: 'The sacred and the profane have always and everywhere been conceived by the human mind as two distinct classes.'[footnoteRef:21] [20:  R. L. Stirrat, Sacred Models, Man, Vol. 19, No. 2, (1984), p. 202.]  [21:  R. L. Stirrat, Sacred Models, p. 202.] 

Hardenberg exposed a disagreement with the Durkheimian point of view, that divine force exists in the mind and manifests itself in objects such as the divine images in the temple. He pointed out that for Durkheim, the sacred is represents the forces of society, the collective consciousness, that exists. Opposite to Durkheim's view, for Hardenberg, the gods are not merely social symbols but have active functions for social motivations and enforce social actions.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Roland Hardenberg, From Durkheim To Hocart. Sacred Resources And The Quest For ‘Life’, Durkheimian Studies, Volume 23, (2017), p. 48.] 

Stirrat claimed that Eliade's conception of the sacred denies time and space, and the sacred is outside both time and space, creating a separated reality. The sacred is a timeless, spaceless realm free of causation and concepts for time and space but still contains all time and space. Stirrat pointed to that Eliade's concept can be viewed in a mystical frame, but this causes difficulty as the denial of sacred and time disconnected the society because, in this model, the sacred is irrelevant for society. In Durkheim's model, the sacred is deeply connected with the social and society, while in Eliade's model, the sacred has a quality of autonomous entity irrelevant of social. Stirrat said that such a picture of the sacred for religious beliefs could not define the whole religious practice. [footnoteRef:23] [23:  R. L. Stirrat, Sacred Models, Man, Vol. 19, No. 2, (1984), p. 203.] 

On the other hand, Stirrat pointed out that Durkheim's view that the sacred was merely socially emanated onto the spiritual world creates obstacles for acceptance regarding the 'primitive religions' to those described as the 'world religions.'[footnoteRef:24] Stirrat claimed that regarding the great religions, it is possible to differentiate two 'sacred models' where the higher one is socially irrelevant, unbounded by space and time, and defined as absolute. This model is the sacred of Eliade. Further, there is another model of the sacred, characterized by here-and-now reality, contained with time and space.  This is the sacred in the traditional Durkheimian notion of the sacralised social, creating a sacred model of society.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  R. L. Stirrat, Sacred Models, Man, Vol. 19, No. 2, (1984), p. 202.]  [25:  R. L. Stirrat, Sacred Models, Man, Vol. 19, No. 2, (1984), pp. 204-205.] 

Stirrat suggested that this 'two-tier' model of the sacred should not be limited to the great religions but appears in so-call primitive religions also, according to modern ethnographic studies of primitive local religious life.  Although the ethnographies excluded the sacred model of Eliade in these primitive religious groups, the model exists. Stirrat viewed as opposite the absoluteness of the Eliade’s sacred with the relativity of the Durkheimian sacred as in a religious tradition, Durkheimian sacred varies in association in variations in the social.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  R. L. Stirrat, Sacred Models, Man, Vol. 19, No. 2, (1984), p. 208.] 

Evans viewed how the sacred category boundaries become 'blurry' and 'fuzzy' in the real world, where the ideal construction does not exist. The developed concepts of the sacred in social science are based on a common framework as religious, transcendent, and set-apart, and they need to be extended. Evans suggested a new typology and terminology of the sacred with broader dimensions and different perspectives than limited and formed 'over narrowly; developed by the sociology of religion. [footnoteRef:27]   [27:  Matthew T. Evans, The Sacred: Differentiating, Clarifying and Extending Concepts, Review of Religious Research, Vol. 45 (2003), pp. 42-44.] 

Further, Evan suggested that unlike the typical view of the sacred, the term needs a multidimensional extension as the sacred things are referred to as both collective and individual, religious, and non-religious. Evans supposed extensions referred to the sacred such as 'the personal sacred' - where the natural and unique sacred experience does not exclude the social impact.  Also, he added 'the civil sacred' - as widely explored by the social scientists in contemporary society where a civil dominates than religious nature. The sacred is viewed as a natural process instead of a special relationship to divine power. He mentioned 'the religious sacred' confined in terms of group totems, symbols, and ritual activities set apart and connected to the supernatural.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Matthew T., Evans, The Sacred: Differentiating, Clarifying and Extending Concepts, Review of Religious Research, Vol. 45 (2003), pp. 41-42.] 

For decades the views of the sacred developed by Eliade and Durkheim were interpreted as an opposite, contrasted, contradicted, shaped in different frames by philosophically, sociology, and anthropology. But the modern perspectives revealed broader options where new and multi-dimensions of the comprehending could shape new definitions and concepts and where Eliade’s and Durkheim’s views could enrich and complement each other.
4. Conclusion 
This essay compared the views of sacred space and considered elements of two advanced concepts of sacred developed by Emile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade. Although they incorporate different approaches in time and are perceived as contrasted for decades, they could be reviewed as complementary with one another in the broader perspective for understanding variation of world religions and a modern social and cultural context.
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