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Compare and critically contrast Mircea Eliade's and Emile Durkheim's views of sacred space.
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Introduction
'I called to the Lord from my narrow prison, and He answered me in the freedom of space…in that hour, my life started…until I became a human being again.'[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Viktor E. Frankel, Man’s search for meaning, pt.1 trans by Ilse Lasch, (Boston: Beacon Press 2006) p.89.] 

This essay compares and contrasts the views of sacred space in Emile Durkheim's The Elementary Forms of Religion[footnoteRef:2] and Mircea Eliade's The Sacred and the Profane.[footnoteRef:3]  Each scholar's biographical information is discussed. Comments by other scholars, translators and writers in religious studies are offered. The shared and different views of the sacred and sacred space, discussion of the evidence supporting their ideas and writing style of Durkheim and Eliade are examined.   [2:  Emile Durkheim, The Elemental Forms of Religious Life, trans. by Karen Fields, (New York: Free Press 1995) ]  [3:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. by Willard Trask, (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1959). ] 

Biographies
Emile Durkheim (1853-1971) was born in Lorraine, France. He was of Jewish heritage, which held influence despite his break from Judaism. Members of his community in Alsace-Lorraine were ardent French patriots. Durkheim was educated in Paris and influenced by many renowned philosophers. By 1902 he was a well-known scholar and taught at the Sorbonne.[footnoteRef:4] Durkheim' transgressed the boundaries between the primitive and civilized, searching for a vocabulary to comprehend and represent the real.[footnoteRef:5] He was criticized for not ‘bearing out his arguments of origins of religion and accepting a ‘mongrel definition of religion’ though considered a scholarly and intelligent author.[footnoteRef:6]   According to Cladis,[footnoteRef:7]   [4:  Mark S. Cladis, ‘Introduction’ in Emile Durkheim: The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. by Carol Cosman, abridgement and editorial matter, Mark S. Cladis, (New York: Oxford University Press 2001), pp. ix-xii.]  [5:  Karen Fields, ‘Introduction’ in Emile Durkheim, The Elemental Forms of Religious Life, trans. by Karen Fields, (New York: Free Press 1995) p. xxii.]  [6:  A.A. Goldenweiser, ‘Religion and Society: A Critique of Emile Durkheim’s Theory of the Origin and Nature of Religion’, in The Journal of Philosophy, Psychology and Scientific Methods, Vol.14, No. 5 (1917), pp.113-124 (p.124). ]  [7:  Emile Durkheim, Emile Durkheim: The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. by Carol Cosman, abridgement and editorial matter, Mark S. Cladis, (New York: Oxford University Press 2001).] 

His (Durkheim's) mission was twofold: to establish further the new discipline of sociology; to employ that discipline to assist the Third Republic in its difficult transition from community-based religious education to national secular education. Durkheim…was convinced that the survival of France depended on establishing a national education, separate from the church, that would communicate French ideals…of progressive liberalism and love of the common good.'[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Cladis, ‘Introduction’, p. xii.] 

According to Karen Fields, Durkheim posited 'that all religions are real, based in nature, and true in their own fashion…meeting the needs… of human life and social forms of existence.'[footnoteRef:9] By extension, as is later presented, the sacred is part of religion as the experience of the sacred brings religion.[footnoteRef:10]   [9:  Karen Fields,’ Introduction’ in Emile Durkheim, The Elemental Forms of Religious Life, trans. by Karen Fields, (New York: Free Press 1995) pp. xvii-xviii.]  [10:  Fields, ‘Introduction’, p. xlv-xlvi] 

Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) was born in Bucharest, Romania, and was a Distinguished Service Professor at the University of Chicago School of Divinity.[footnoteRef:11]  Altizer states '…(Eliade's) religious background lies in Eastern Orthodoxy; it may be presumed that his most decisive years as a student were spent in India….'[footnoteRef:12]  According to Studstill, 'Eliade's method is primarily phenomenological rather than theological.'[footnoteRef:13]  According to Allen, 'although a major literary figure, (Eliade) was extremely controversial… criticized for being uncritical, arbitrary and subjective, and different from the norm' [footnoteRef:14]  Describing Eliade's influence in his field of scholarship, Allen posits the question, 'Has Eliade universalized a non-historical archaic ontology as the norm for all religions, thus providing an interpretation…which favors "cosmic," non-historical pre-Christian, and … non-Christian roots, influences and structures?' [footnoteRef:15]    [11:  Edwin, McDowell, ‘Professor Mircea Eliade, 79; Writer and Religious Scholar’, The New York Times, Section B, (1986) p.6. {accessed 25 October 2022, https://nytimes.com}. ]  [12:  Thomas J.J Altizer,’ Mircea Eliade and the Recovery of the Sacred,’ The Christian Scholar, Vol.45. No.4 (1962) pp. 267-289 (p.267).]  [13:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology and the Sacred,’ Journal: Religious Studies, Vol.36 Issue (2000), pp.177- 194, (p.177).]  [14:  Douglas Allen, ‘Eliade and History,’ The Journal of Religion, Vol.68 No.4 (1988) p.545-546 (p. 545). ]  [15:  Allen, ‘Eliade and History’, p. 548.] 

Both men, distinguished scholars and very influential in sociology and religion, were born at different times in history. Their lives were shaped by historical events specific to the time and place of birth, nationality, education and experiences. Family, cultural background, politics and religion affected how they developed and expressed their philosophies and theories. Durkheim and Eliade contributed to social changes and advancement in literary style, religious and social structure, culture, education, and thought. They were innovative. Eliade's and Durkheim's views on sacred space have similarities and differences. 
Durkheim Views on Sacred Space
According to Karen Field's introduction to Durkheim's book: [footnoteRef:16] [16:  Fields, ‘Introduction’, p. xlv-xlvi. ] 

Sacredness is not a quality inherent in a certain object, nor is it available to the unaided senses of just any individual human observer. It is a quality they acquire when they are… from Durkheim's definition, "set apart and forbidden". They are made sacred by groups of people who set them apart and keep them bounded by specific actions; they remain sacred so long as groups continue to do this. Humans acting collectively make and remake this quality of sacredness…. 
[bookmark: _Hlk118623617]For Durkheim, sacred space is a distinct space in the landscape, '… a primary coordinate of a given sense experience' [footnoteRef:17] becoming sacred only by people willing to set it apart and elevate it above the profane through their beliefs and actions. After the sanctification, everything looks the same, but it has changed under communal beliefs and rituals.[footnoteRef:18] Durkheim's theory reflects Jewish tradition, as shown in the story of Moses sanctifying Mt. Sinai and the people not transgressing the boundaries as God commanded.[footnoteRef:19]  According to Durkheim, the 'profane must and cannot touch without impunity'; they cannot come close and remain what they were.[footnoteRef:20]  Durkheim discusses evidence of research on totems, defined by Durkheim as an object symbolizing a deity or a clan, offering a distinction between the clan and others. This distinction makes the totem sacred, so the clan, imagined as the totem, becomes sacred. The individual's consciousness of the sacred totem is part of the collective consciousness of the totemic cult.[footnoteRef:21]  People form a religious experience as a social construct of collective beliefs and practices. Space is sacred by distinguishing it from that which is not like it or the profane.[footnoteRef:22] Miller states, '…energies that create the sacred…create the social…the sacred still helps to express the social because it is involved in creating and constructing it.'[footnoteRef:23]  Miller suggests that Durkheim's writing drafts of his work are an example of 'simultaneous participation in the sacred and profane worlds at the same time, respectively, the sacred 'effervescence' of creativity and the daily work of writing.' [footnoteRef:24]  [17:  Durkheim, The Elemental Forms, Fields, p.10.]  [18:  Field’s, ‘Introduction’ p.xlv]  [19:  Fields, ‘Introduction’, p. xlvii.]  [20:  Durkheim, The Elemental Forms, Fields, p.38.]  [21:  Durkheim, The Elemental Forms, Fields, pp. 174, 181.]  [22:  Durkheim, The Elemental Forms, Fields, p.38.]  [23:  Williams, ‘Total Aesthetics’ p.16 ]  [24:  William Watts Miller, ‘Total Aesthetics: Art and The Elemental Forms’, in Durkheim, the Durkheimians and the Arts, eds, Alexander Tristan Riley, W.S.F Pickering and William Watts Miller, (New York: Durkheim Press 2013). pp. 16-42, (p.16)] 

Durkheim's writing engages with the fluidity of expression, the logic of his concepts and the description of ethnographic studies of behavior, perceptions, religion and cultures. His density of analysis and development of lines of thought prompts the reader to reflect, rethink, and reread his work.
Eliade's Views on Sacred Space
Eliade begins his treatise describing sacred space as 'significant and the only real space distinct from all other formless space surrounding it.' [footnoteRef:25]  He continues, 'The religious experience of a non-homogenous space is primordial.'[footnoteRef:26] Studstill describes Eliade's meaning of religion as sui generis '… a distinct… mode of experience…unaffected by whether or not its meaning can legitimately be reduced to the theoretical constructs of other disciplines,[footnoteRef:27]  and '…the sacred as a cover-term for that category of 'objects' constituted in the believer's mind as both 'ultimately real' and as distinct from the profane world.'[footnoteRef:28] Eliade describes breaks in 'homogenous' or profane space as a hierophany, experienced as ' an axis for future orientation.'[footnoteRef:29]   Sacred space, according to Eliade, '… is reality, the real and is the source of the world and its meaning….' [footnoteRef:30]  'This distinction is perceivable by a religious person… the religious man, every world is a sacred world.'[footnoteRef:31] The word epiphany, a sudden and surprising moment of understanding, could be suggested as similar to hierophany.[footnoteRef:32]  [25:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, Trask. p..20]  [26:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, Trask, p.20. ]  [27:  Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology’, p.180.]  [28:  Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology’ p.181.]  [29:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, Trask. p.21]  [30:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, Trask, pp. 20-22.]  [31:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p.29.]  [32:  Oxford Dictionary, https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com. {accessed 5 November 2022}.] 

For Eliade, 'every sacred place implies a hierophany.'[footnoteRef:33] Eliade uses the example of a church threshold as a boundary between the sacred and profane world.[footnoteRef:34] Detachment from the patterns of religion empties it of religious content and the cycle of time and fails to integrate the primordial into a meaningful sacred state.[footnoteRef:35]  'The religious man can live only in a sacred world…where he can participate in being and has real existence.'[footnoteRef:36] According to Bryan Rennie:  [33:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, Trask, p.26]  [34:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, Trask, p.23.]  [35:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, Trask, p.64.]  [36:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, Trask, p.64.] 

The apparently irrational respect for ritual and mysticism "in their own terms" that Eliade embraced is often seen as an echo of the ritualism of the Eastern Church, whose veneration of icons… appears to be a model for Eliade's notion of hierophany.[footnoteRef:37]  Eliade's philosophical, literary, romantic, and emotional history contributed to his development easily as much as did his church.[footnoteRef:38] [37:  Bryan Rennie, ‘The Influence of Eastern Orthodox Christian Theology on Mircea Eliade’s Understanding of Religion’ in Hermeneutics, Politics and the History of Religions: The Contested Legacies of Joachim Wach and Mircea Eliade, eds.  Christian Wedemeyer and Wendy Doniger, (New York: Oxford University, 2010). pp, 197-214 (p. 198).]  [38:  Rennie, ‘The Influence of Eastern Orthodox’, p 211.] 

Eliade has a complex and detailed approach to explaining his view of sacred and profane space and man's place in it. His detailed analysis gives profound insight into understanding the concept of the sacred in its meaning in life. His writing is clear and logical. The depth of analysis behind the ideas requires repeated reading and thinking to grasp the significance of his work. According to Mc Dowell, citing an anonymous critic, 'One critic wrote of him, ''The whole of human spirituality, from Stone Age mythmakers and shamans to the modern desacralization of the cosmos, has been his parish.''’[footnoteRef:39]  [39:  McDowell, ‘Professor Mircea Eliade, ’79,’ p.6. ] 

Comparison and Contrast of Views
Durkheim was innovative in bringing a subjective approach to the sociology of religion. Influenced by Durkheim's theories, Eliade seems to take this subjective approach further using the worldview of many religions and cultures. In contrast, Durkheim uses a social and national mission as motivation to evolve his theories of sacred and profane space.[footnoteRef:40] Eliade and Durkheim show the influences of their ancestry and religion in their theories. Eliade's hierophany is similar to eastern orthodoxy, and Durkheim's idea of space and sacred reflect the Jewish tradition.[footnoteRef:41] The views of these men seem different, yet they are similar on many levels. They both agree with the dichotomy of sacred and profane and the distinct qualities of those spaces. Eliade describes the sacred as a hierophany bursting out of nature. Nevertheless, he agrees with Durkheim's idea of the sacred as a human construct requiring religious attention and rituals to keep the 'cycle of the primordial moving to a sacred state.'[footnoteRef:42]  [40:  McDowell, ‘Professor Mircea Eliade, ’79,’p.6., Cladis, ‘Introduction’, p. xii. ]  [41:  Cladis, ‘Introduction’, p. ix-xxii, Rennie, ‘The Influence of Eastern Orthodox’, p.198. ]  [42:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, Trask, p.23., Fields, ‘Introduction’, p. xlvi.] 

Eliade presents more mystical than Durkheim, who is more sociological in how the sacred is experienced. Both men used anthropological, mythological or religious evidence as a testimonial in developing their theories.[footnoteRef:43]  Eliade views the sacred, profane, and hierophany as a cyclic human experience.[footnoteRef:44] Durkheim's philosophy is that religion is grounded in the nature of things and is a social experience.[footnoteRef:45] Both men broke with the norms of their times; Durkheim did so by relating religion to totemism, comparing the idea of the clan and shared experience of the sacred symbol of an animal as a religion.[footnoteRef:46] Eliade's innovation was in 'universalizing an interpretation of religion that used non-historical, cosmic, pre-Christian and non-Christian roots.'[footnoteRef:47]  [43:  Allen, ‘Eliade and History’, p. 548, Durkheim, The Elemental Forms, Fields, p.174.]  [44:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, Trask, p.23.]  [45:  Fields,’ Introduction’, pp. xvii-xviii.]  [46:  Durkheim, The Elemental Forms, Fields, p.208.]  [47:  Allen, ‘Eliade and History’, p. 548.] 

Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk118359272]Durkheim and Eliade, distinguished scholars and very influential in sociology and religion, were born at different times in history. Their lives were shaped by historical events specific to their place of birth, nationality, and education. Family and cultural backgrounds, politics and religion affected how they developed and expressed their philosophies and theories. Cladis, Fields, and Rennie describe how religious backgrounds were significant in Durkheim's and Eliade's views of sacredness.[footnoteRef:48] It could be suggested that Durkheim's influenced Eliade, accounting for the similarities of views of sacred space as exemplified by their views of collective action, making and remaking the quality of sacredness.[footnoteRef:49] One could also view Durkheim's experience with an animal or object made sacred or a totem as a hierophany conceived by Eliade. Durkheim and Eliade contributed to social change and advancement in literary style, religious and social structure, culture, education, and thought. As innovative thinkers, the differences and similarities in their views of sacred space are interesting, insightful and significant. [48:  Cladis, ‘Introduction’, p. xii, Fields, ‘Introduction’ p. xxii, Rennie, ‘The Influence of Eastern Orthodox’ p. 211.]  [49:  Durkheim, The Elemental Forms, Fields p. xlvi. Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p.14] 
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