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Compare and critically contrast Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim's view of sacred space? 

Introduction 
	This essay will critically examine Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim’s view on sacred space. The essay will begin by introducing the two theorist’s that are essential to this piece of work. The main body of the assignment will compare and contrast the views on sacred space according to Eliade and Durkheim. It will critically identify any similarities and differences in their views. 							Emile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade are both considered as significant theorists when it comes to the study of Religion and Sociology. Emile Durkheim is a fundamental figure in the school of Sociology, particularity French Sociology. Emile Durkheim was born as David Durkheim but later adopted his middle name Emile. He was the son of a Rabbi, and was raised in a Jewish household.[footnoteRef:2]  Durkheim’s writings are a collective part of classical sociology. His four major books include ‘The Division of Labour in Society,’ ‘The Rules of Sociological Method,’ ‘Suicide’ and ‘The Elementary Forms of Religious Life.’[footnoteRef:3] The Elementary Forms of Religious Life are particularly important to this essay as it contains information on the ‘Sacred’ and ‘Sacred Space.’ 	On the other hand, Mircea Eliade was a Romanian historian, philosopher, poet, and author. He gained his P.H.D at the University of Bucharest and spent many years teaching as a professor at the University of Chicago. Furthermore Eliade was a key figure in the study of Religious history and provided an inclusive and non-dogmatic approach to Religious Studies.[footnoteRef:4] Romanian by birth, Eliade’s religious roots lies in Eastern Orthodoxy.[footnoteRef:5] Eliade published many writing however the one source that is particularly important to this essay which will provide essential information on sacred space is Eliade’s book: ‘The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion’. Extracts on sacred space from this source will be compared to the views of Durkheim. 			 Both Durkheim and Eliade have religious roots, with Durkheim growing up in a Jewish household and Eliade in a Christian Orthodox home. Here we have two scholars potentially providing an emic perspective on sacred space. One of the limitations of providing an emic viewpoint is that it could potentially cause ‘emic bias’.[footnoteRef:6]  Particularly when defining such words like religion, religious or sacred.  [2: 	Deborah Dash Moore, ‘David Emile Durkheim and the Jewish Response to Modernity’, Modern Judaism, 6. 3 (1986), 287-300 (p. 287-288). <https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/1396218 >.]  [3:    Kieran Allen and Brian O’Boyle, ‘Durkheim Declassified’, in Durkheim: A Critical Introduction,       
      (London: Pluto Press, 2017), pp. 1-11 (p. 1) < https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1v2xvw6.4>. 
]  [4: 	William W. Quinn Jr, ‘Mircea Eliade and the Sacred Tradtition (A Personal Account)’, Novo Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions, 3.1 (1999), 147-153 (p.147) < https://dpi.org/10.1525/nr.1999.3.1.147>.]  [5:    Thomas J. J. Altizer, ‘Mircea Eliade and the Recovery of the Sacred’, The Christian Scholar, 45. 4                                       (1962),  267–289. (p.267) < http://www.jstor.org/stable/41177305.> Accessed 5 Oct. 2023.
]  [6: 	 Till Mostowlansky and Andrea Rota, ‘A Matter of Perspective? Disentangling the Emic-Etic Debate in the Scientific Study of Religion/s’, Method & Theory in the Study of Religion, 28.4,5 (2016), 317-336 (p.323) < https://www.jstor.org/stable/44645818> .] 

Defining Religion 
	Durkheim begins ‘The Elementary Forms of Religious Life’ (1912), by attempting to define religion, and it is here that Durkheim introduces the words ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’. These two words will be examined in the next section. For now we shall examine Durkheim and Eliade’s view on what religion means as this is important in understanding what the word sacred means, particularly in Durkheim’s theory. Durkheim provides a functional view of religion defining it a social phenomenon.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Hans Geir Aasmundsen, Pentecostals, Politics, And Religious Equality In Argentina., (The Netherlands:   Brill, 2017), p,.80.] 

"A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them”.[footnoteRef:8]  [8: 	  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: The free Press, 1995), p.44.] 

Here this definition was no longer based on the ideas of God, a supernatural being or life and death but was more of a moral community where people come collectively together to respect and follow the same rules.[footnoteRef:9] Hans Geir Aasmundsen argues that this became a convenient way to explain religion to the non-believer who could then use this to favour a power balance. Also, it then ignores what religion is, particularly for those who believe. Take for instance: what about the creation? What about God? Eliade on the other hand accepted that religion had limitations for[footnoteRef:10] "the social man, the economic man and forth so"[footnoteRef:11]. Aasmundsen went on to add that this was not a good explanation of religion quoting Eliade “All these conditioning factors together do not, of themselves, add up to the life of the spirit”.[footnoteRef:12] Moreover Eliade aimed to portray religion as a unique phenomenon.[footnoteRef:13] However that said, it is believed that Eliade uses the ideas of both Rudolph Otto and Emile Durkheim. He takes Otto’s conception of the essentially numinous experience of ‘the other’ alongside Durkheim's terminology of the sacred which he links to religion, and profane which is the complete opposite.[footnoteRef:14]In regards to Eliade’s use of the terms: sacred and profane, Bryan Rennie also claims that Eliade was more influenced by Durkheim than Otto. but John Dadosky the author of ‘The Structure of Religious Knowing: Encountering the Sacred in Eliade and Lonergan,' disagrees stating that it is impossible to know how much impact these thinkers had on Eliade’s work but what we do know is that Otto’s idea of the holy was a huge influence on Eliade's idea of the sacred. [footnoteRef:15] 	 [9:   Aasmundsen, Pentecostals, Politics, and Religious Equality in Argentina., p,.80.]  [10:  Aasmundsen, Pentecostals, Politics, and Religious Equality in Argentina., p,.80.]  [11: 	 Mircea Eliade, Images And Symbols (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), p.32]  [12: 	 Eliade, Images And Symbols, p.32.]  [13: Aasmundsen, Pentecostals, Politics, And Religious Equality in Argentina., p,.80.]  [14: 	Brian Morris, Anthropological Studies Of Religion, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), p.177.]  [15: 	John D, Dadosky, The Structure Of Religious Knowing: Encountering The Sacred In Eliade And Lonergan, (Albany: state University of New York Press, 2004), p.22.] 

Sacred and Profane
	 In Eliade’s [footnoteRef:16] ‘The sacred and The Profane’ Eliade describes the sacred as "man becomes aware of the sacred because it manifests itself, shows itself, as something wholly different from the profane" and uses the term hierophany to appoint the role of manifestation of the sacred.[footnoteRef:17]. However according to Jacob, K Olupora this definition of sacred is problematic as it is inconsistent with certain cultural traditions and societies such as Yoruba, The Mapri and other Native American Traditions. This is because they do not distinctively separate the sacred from the profane but instead see them as ‘dialectical’.[footnoteRef:18] Eliade identifies that the sacred and the profane are two ways of looking at the world, ultimately meaning that the same object or act can be identified as either sacred or profane, it comes down to the perspective of the individual. For example, a rock or a tree. If a person associates this to be sacred to them then this is no longer a profane object[footnoteRef:19]. An example which could be applied here are, crystals. Crystals can be viewed as both profane and sacred. It depends on who is observing the stone. For some, crystals are pretty to look at and make nice decorations, to others they are purely what they see, stones, and to others their perspective on crystals may just be a spiritual one and a crystal may hold a certain meaning for them. Stones and crystals are known to project energies and vibrations that are known to help people to heal or connect them to the spiritual world.[footnoteRef:20] Therefore the crystal can either be a sacred or a profane object depending on the individuals perspective. Crystals however could also be identified as sacred object in the perspective of Durkheim as they too are used within a large group. Yulia Van Doren[footnoteRef:21] claims that,  [16: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, (England: Harcourt, 1959), p.11.]  [17: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, p.11.]  [18: 	Olupona, City Of 201 Gods. p.23.]  [19: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, p.11-15.]  [20: 	Connie Johnson, Spiritual Concepts for a new age, (Bloomington: Balboa Press, 2012), p.208.]  [21:  Yulia Van Doren, Crystals: The Modern Guide To Crystal Healing, (London: Quadrille Publishing Ltd, 2017) p. unknown.] 

“Crystals are enjoying a very bright moment in our Collective Consciousness. The glittering magic contained within Mother Earth’s gem is beginning to resonate with a rapidly expanding tribe of people, who are exploring ways to experience them within our daily lives….” 
There is a crystal community seeking to discover the power of crystals and minerals.[footnoteRef:22] This here is a pure example of Durkheim's collective consciousness for it is forming a society amongst people who share the same ideas.[footnoteRef:23]  Eliade's theory of individual views could then be linked to space because whilst one person may believe their home to be a sacred place to others it is a house. 						In comparison with Eliade, Durkheim argues that the sacred and the profane represent two separate worlds, with sacred being linked to what he defines as religion. There is one world that contains everything that is sacred and the another that contains everything profane. Religious thought is what separates the two. This includes Beliefs, myths, dogmas, and legends. Anything can be sacred, not just God, Gods, trees, rocks, or homes, even a rite can be sacred, because a rite can only be performed by religious person.[footnoteRef:24] In addition to this Durkheim believes that sacredness exist in the individual mind claiming “Nonphysical reality is available to the individual mind only as it participates in mind both inside and outside itself” [footnoteRef:25].This then implies that people make places sacred. To some extent Eliade[footnoteRef:26] backs up this idea because he also makes sacred space a personal experience. He argues that people have their own space which they identify as sacred such as birth places and first relationship spots. 											Durkheim believes that sacred and profane cannot coexist in space or time stating: “Religious and profane life cannot coexist in the same place”[footnoteRef:27] In agreement, Kenneth Allan[footnoteRef:28], author of ‘Contemporary social and sociological Theory states that one always destroys the other and provides an example from the Bible, Where the children of Israel were moving the ark of the covenant which was carrying the stone that the 10 commandments were engraved on. To move the ark two poles were placed either side and this meant that no other person would need to touch it. When the ark was moved the people lost their balance. To stop the ark from hitting the floor a priest intervened. With that God knocked him dead. Therefore the profane had to be dismissed so that the ark could remain sacred. Furthermore Durkheim continued to say that sacredness requires special places where rituals can be carried out. A model of a sacred place is where sacred items can be stored when not in use and which are also forbidden to profane people.[footnoteRef:29] Nishkam Nursery is a private establishment that provides education for children 0-5 and belongs to the Sikh organisation of GNNSJ. Nishkam Nursery runs on a Sikh ethos. Sikh values are embedded in the children's learning daily.[footnoteRef:30] Every day the children take part in morning prayers in one of the classrooms. During assembly, the children sing Shabbats which are taken from something called the Amrit Kirtan. “Amrit Kirtan is a collection of verses from Sri Guru Granth Sahib traditionally sung in the Sikh congregations. The poetry of the Sri Guru Granth Sahib is worthy of the highest consideration in singing the hymns” [footnoteRef:31] Guru Granth Sahib Ji, is the living guru for Sikhs and is a collection of Sikh teachings[footnoteRef:32] As well as taking part in religious singing the children also take part in a religious prayer at lunch time. This prayer is delivered through the headteacher who can read Gurbani. He uses a Gutka Sahib. A Gutka Sahib should be stored in a high up place and should not be placed in a cupboard with any other items. A special cloth called a rumala should be used to wrap around the Gutka sahib to prevent it from collecting dust. This is only to be read by people who have carried out certain practises before, during and after use.[footnoteRef:33] Particularity in Nishkam Nursery establishment. Reflecting back on Durkheim's theory that a sacred place requires a place to store sacred items. Nishkam nursery stores sacred items that are forbidden to the profane, and only comes out during certain times of the day, this would then be considered as a sacred place according to Durkheim. Which then coincides to Durkheim theory of time. Durkheim[footnoteRef:34] exclaims that “religious life and profane life cannot coexist at the same unit of time” meaning that sacredness requires an allocated time whereby rituals can be performed, and everyday activities should therefore be put on hold. 								In comparison with Durkheim, Eliade argues that religious experience depends on the experience of time and space. Crucial to his work are the concepts of sacred space and sacred time which he believes is universal and can be applied to everyone.[footnoteRef:35] Eliade talks about how sacred space is constituted and how it is different from the profane space.[footnoteRef:36] Eliade identified that human cultures have special places that are central to the cosmos. Coinciding with Eliade the ecological anthropologist Roy, A, Rappaport explains that the special places are sacred places that help people to connect to a higher entity:[footnoteRef:37] “through which the divine enters the material world, and from which that world is oriented”[footnoteRef:38] According to Eliade the universe has a centre point.  [22:  Doren, Crystals: The Modern Guide To Crystal Healing, p. Unknown.]  [23:   Susan F. Greenwood, ‘Émile Durkheim and C. G. Jung: Structuring a Transpersonal Sociology of     Religion’ Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 29. 4, (1990), 482–495. (p.482) < https://doi.org/10.2307/1387313> ]  [24: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.34-35.]  [25: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. xliv.]  [26: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, p.24.]  [27: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.312.]  [28: 	Kenneth Allen, Contemporary Social and Sociological Theory, 3rd edn. (California: Sage Publications, 2013), p.292.]  [29: 	  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.312.]  [30: 	Nishkam Nursery (2023) <https://www.nishkamnursery.org.uk/2023/> [Accessed 14th October 2023].]  [31: 	Bhai Harbans Lal, Search Gurbani (2023) <https://www.searchgurbani.com/amrit-keertan/introduction > [Accessed 14th October]. ]  [32:   Jagbir Jhutti-Johal, Sikhism Today, (London: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2011), p.X.]  [33: 	Harjinder Singh, Sukha Singh and Jaskeerth Singh, Sikh Code Of Conduct: Summarised Version, 6th edn. (Akaal Publishers, 2020). p.121.]  [34: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.313.]  [35: 	Ivan Strenski, Understanding Theories Of Religion: An Introduction, 2nd edn. (West Sussex; Blackwell Publishing, 2015), p.145.]  [36: 	Simcha Fishbame and Calvin Goldscheider and Jack N. Lightstone, Exploring Mishnah’s World (s) Social Scientific Approaches, (Switzerland: Springer International Publishing, 2020), p.67.]  [37: 	Jacob. K. Olupona, City Of 201 Gods. (London: University of California press, 2011), p.22-23.]  [38: 	Roy A. Rappaport, Ritual And Religion In The Making Of Humanity. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). p.209.] 

“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. The discovery or projection of a fixed point- the centre- is equivalent to the creation of the world.”[footnoteRef:39] [39: 	Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, p.22.] 

The idea of this theory being able to be applied to all cultures has again been questioned by Jonathan Z, Smith who critiques both Eliade and Rappaport by stating that Eliade over exaggerates centres and, Rappaport for observing Eliade who "Seriously overvalued the case for the priority of space in the religious experience.”[footnoteRef:40] Furthermore Eliade describes profane experience as space that is “homogeneous and neutral; no break qualitatively differentiates the various parts of mass”[footnoteRef:41] Nishkam Nursery could potentiality provide that centre point during times of the day when the children are singing from Amit Sahib or when they listen to the prayer from the Gutka Sahib. As it is through this that the children can connect to God.			According to Eliade[footnoteRef:42] the idea of Sacred time is experienced through religious events, meaning taking time out of everyday life otherwise known as profane life. Religious events have developed from religious mythical history and by celebrating these festivals a person is leaving a profane time and entering a sacred time. As religious festivals happen on a regular basis. It makes sacred time circular in nature. This is different to that of Durkheim’s idea of sacred time as he as states that it cannot co exist and people should stop all other profane activities.[footnoteRef:43] It may not be possible to stop everyday life activities to take part in sacred events. For example Christians celebrate Christmas but not every Christian can take time off from work to celebrate this festival, For example carers at residential care homes. Therefore it may mean that they celebrate Christmas at work which would then mean that the profane life has come together with that of the sacred at the same time.   [40: 	Olupona, City Of 201 Gods. p.22.]  [41: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, p.22.]  [42: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, p.68.]  [43: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.313.] 

Conclusion 
	In conclusion there are two different approaches to religion, Eliade who offers a structural approach, and Durkheim who offers a functionalist view, yet they both use the terms sacred and profane when it comes to defining religion and sacred space. Durkheim developed ideas of sacred and profane space as well as sacred and profane time. Which Eliade also uses in his theory. However whilst the two theorist have their own ideas to some extent they differ. It is easy to fit some sacred places into both of their definitions of the sacred and the profane. 
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