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Compare and critically contrast Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim’s views of sacred space.
Introduction
This essay will compare and contrast the views on sacred space of Mircea Eliade in ‘The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion’[footnoteRef:2] and Emile Durkheim in ‘The Elementary Forms of Religious Life’[footnoteRef:3].  [2:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, trans. by Willard R. Trask (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich: 1987), accessed via Moodle, [accessed on 10/10/23]. ]  [3:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, trans. by Karen E. Fields (The Free Press: 1995), via < https://monoskop.org/images/a/a2/Durkheim_Emile_The_Elementary_Forms_of_Religious_life_1995.pdf> [accessed on 14/10/23]. ] 

Mircea Eliade was a Romanian historian of religion, who studied and taught at the University of Bucharest and the University of Chicago[footnoteRef:4].  Eliade had a variety of academic and personal interests, including Indian philosophy, alchemy[footnoteRef:5] and world religions.  [4:  University Of Chigaco Library, ‘Guide To The Mircea Eliade Papers 1926-1998’ (2008), https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/e/scrc/findingaids/view.php?eadid=ICU.SPCL.ELIADEM#idp14524744 [accessed on 30/10/23].]  [5:  Ibid. ] 

Emile Durkheim was a French sociologist, writing in the 19th and 20th centuries. Durkheim wrote in ‘Forms’ that only a sociological approach to religion could ‘lead an understanding of the religious nature of man … to show us an essential and permanent aspect of humanity’[footnoteRef:6] in comparison to previous historical and ethnographical approaches.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Durkheim, p. 1. ]  [7:  Ibid. ] 

By comparing and contrasting both authors’ approaches to sacred space, this essay will examine whether the authors effectively and clearly presented their views on sacred space.
Context
Eliade and Durkheim showed complimentary and contrasting views of sacred space, and their approaches may have been impacted by their academic backgrounds and purposes. 
In his introduction, Eliade credited historian of religion Rudolf Otto’s ‘The Sacred’, published in 1917[footnoteRef:8], with bringing ‘religious experience’ as opposed to ‘the ideas of God and religion’ to the forefront of world interest[footnoteRef:9]. Eliade sought to build on Otto’s work, and ‘present the phenomenon of the sacred in all its complexity, and not only in so far as it is irrational… but the sacred in its entirety.’[footnoteRef:10] The sacred merited work that examined it as an entity, not an aspect of something else. [8:  Eliade, p. 8.]  [9:  Ibid. ]  [10:  Ibid, p. 10. ] 

Similarly, in the introduction to ‘Forms’, Durkheim differentiated himself from ethnographers and historians[footnoteRef:11] of the time, describing his discipline of sociology as a ‘positive science’[footnoteRef:12]; to ‘explain a present reality that is near to us and thus capable of affecting our ideas and actions’[footnoteRef:13], rather than simply analyse it as Durkheim saw ethnographers and historians do.[footnoteRef:14]  [11:  Ibid. ]  [12:  Ibid. ]  [13:  Ibid.]  [14:  Durkheim, p. 1.] 

Both authors acknowledged previous work on religion and sacred space but sought to introduce new ideas and approaches to the subject. 
Summary of Arguments
Eliade’s general argument was that space became sacred by consecrating it. This consecration was not man-made, but a repetition of the gods creating the world[footnoteRef:15]. Space was sacred if it had a ‘fixed point, the central axis for all future orientation’[footnoteRef:16]. Using this fixed point, man oriented himself in the world to reveal ‘an absolute reality’[footnoteRef:17]. Without an absolute reality, Eliade argued, man could not find meaning in the world, which prevented him from beginning anything or moving forward[footnoteRef:18].  [15:  Ibid, p. 29.]  [16:  Eliade, p. 22. ]  [17:  Ibid, p. 21.]  [18:  Ibid, p. 22.] 

He contrasted his definition of sacred space with profane space, which was ‘homogenous and neutral’[footnoteRef:19]. As a result, profane space could not have a centre or boundaries indicating where it began and ended. Eliade used examples from various world religions to demonstrate the differences between sacred and profane space. For example, the threshold of a sacred space such the entry to a church or the household entrance in ‘paleo-oriental cultures (Babylon, Egypt, Israel)’[footnoteRef:20] established physically separated sacred space from profane space.  [19:  Ibid. ]  [20:  Eliade, p. 25. ] 

Similarly, Durkheim argued that space would not be useful to anyone if it was ‘absolutely homogenous’[footnoteRef:21] because there would be nothing to fix an event or moment to. However, for Durkheim, conception of space was social, something that ‘was conceived of objectively by all men of the same civilisation’[footnoteRef:22], to serve a social purpose. [21:  Durkheim, p. 10. ]  [22:  Ibid.] 

In contrast to Eliade, Durkheim only examined, in his words, the most ‘primitive religion’: religion in a society that was simpler than any other and did not have religious elements from ‘a predecessor religion’[footnoteRef:23], that of a tribe of Aboriginal Australians. By understanding the human needs served by a religion that could not have developed out of another would reveal fundamental truths about man[footnoteRef:24]. Eliade instead used religions across a variety of time periods and geographical locations to illustrate the various ways in which sacred space was of ‘existential value for religious man.’[footnoteRef:25]  [23:  Ibid. ]  [24:  Ibid, p. 2.]  [25:  Eliade, p. 22. ] 

Qualitative Differences of Sacred Space
Eliade stated ‘some parts of space are qualitatively different from others.’[footnoteRef:26] The adverb ‘qualitatively’, meaning the quality of something, suggested Eliade would focus on the differences in experiences of sacred and profane space. Indeed, Eliade stated that the reader ‘must not confuse the concept of homogenous … space… with the experience of profane space, which is in direct contrast to the experience of sacred space, and which alone concerns our investigation.’[footnoteRef:27] Eliade’s view of sacred space was expressed as a comparison of experiences between sacred and profane space. [26:  Eliade, p. 20.]  [27:  Eliade, p. 22.] 

Sacred space necessitated a hierophany, or a manifestation of the holy or sacred, which ‘ontologically founds the world.’[footnoteRef:28] Sacred space was the only real[footnoteRef:29] space, because it gave the world a centre, meaning and direction. Randall Studstill argued that Eliade’s concept of hierophany was phenomenological in nature, and that he ‘naturally focuses on these ‘modalities’ (of the sacred), downplaying historical considerations in favour of phenomenological analysis.’[footnoteRef:30] Indeed, by focusing on modalities, or the way in which the sacred is expressed, Eliade employed phenomenological thinking. He examined the experience of creating sacred space on its own terms, not through analysis of the historical value of sacred space, but through its meaning for the believer[footnoteRef:31].  [28:  Ibid. p. 21]  [29:  Eliade, p. 20.]  [30:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology And The Sacred’, Religious Studies, 36.2 (2000), 177–94, p. 179. ]  [31:  Ibid.] 

Similarly, for Durkheim, the ‘categories of understanding: notions of time, space, number, cause, substance and personality’ were ‘fundamental notions’ found in all religious beliefs.[footnoteRef:32] These categories were useful only if they were collectivised. The category of time was impersonal, ‘conceived of objectively by all men of the same civilisations.’[footnoteRef:33] The understandings of the categories ‘are of social origin’[footnoteRef:34] because men of a civilisation would have the same understanding of these categories. This explanation of the categories as social prefaced Durkheim’s view of sacred space as ‘an aspect of the real that exists only in the mind but cannot possibly exist as the real in only one mind.’[footnoteRef:35] Collective, social understanding of differentiated space made the differences real.  [32:  Durkheim, pp. 8 - 9.]  [33:  Durkheim, p. 10. ]  [34:  Ibid.]  [35:  Karen Fields, ‘Translators Introduction’, in The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, by Emile Durkheim, The Free Press: 1995), via <https://monoskop.org/images/a/a2/Durkheim_Emile_The_Elementary_Forms_of_Religious_life_1995.pdf>, pp. xvii – lxi, p. xliii.] 

Like Eliade, Durkheim argued that space had to be differentiated in some way in order to have meaning, that ‘coordination [of a society] would be impossible if the parts of space were qualitatively equivalent’[footnoteRef:36], the exact word Eliade used. These qualitative difference in ‘Forms’ were, in contrast to Eliade, of social origin. In Native American and Australian societies Durkheim argued ‘space is conceived in the form of an immense circle, because the camp itself is circular, and the spatial circle is divided in exactly the same way as the tribal circle and its image.’[footnoteRef:37] In the conclusion to ‘Forms’, Durkheim reiterated this, concluding ‘Society is possible only if the individuals and things that make it up are divided among different groups … the space must be divided, differentiated, and oriented, and these divisions and orientations must be known to all.’[footnoteRef:38] The qualitative difference of space were the social rules that governed the group.  [36:  Durkheim, p. 11.]  [37:  Durkheim, p. 11. ]  [38:  Ibid, p. 444.] 

Durkheim established his theory of religion and sacred space as being of social origin within a pre-existing idea of Aristotle’s; the categories of understanding.[footnoteRef:39] In comparison, Eliade did not appear to situate his theory of sacred space becoming through heirophany in any previous scholarship, Douglas Allen noted that Eliade’s lack of ‘rigorous scholarly procedures of verification; and interjects unjustified … assumptions … into his scholarship’[footnoteRef:40] had led to the dismissal and criticism of his work amongst social scientists of the time. Perhaps using a passage from Exodus[footnoteRef:41] to demonstrate his view, was this criticism in action, as it is unclear where Eliade’s view would exist in existing scholarship of the time. [39:  Ibi,. p. 8]  [40:  Douglas Allen, ‘Eliade’s Legacy 25 Years Later: A Critical Tribute’, International Journal on Humanistic Ideology, 4.2 (2011), pp. 15-28, p. 16. ]  [41:  Eliade, p.  20. ] 

Creating and Maintaining Sacred Space
Sacred space, according to Eliade, could be distinct from profane space in a number of ways. In a church, the door ‘separates the two spaces [and] also indicates the distance between two modes of being.’[footnoteRef:42] Similarly, the entrance to a house was a place of passage from profane (outside) to sacred (inside), where rites were offered[footnoteRef:43]. These passages were of ‘great religious importance, for they are symbols and at the same time vehicles of passage from the one space to the other.’[footnoteRef:44] The importance of passage linked to heirophany; the ‘irruption of the sacred’ that qualitatively differentiated sacred space from profane space was initiated by an opening, or passage, through which ‘communication with the gods is made possible … by which the gods can descend … and man can symbolically ascend.’[footnoteRef:45] The reference to upward and downward movement recalled Eliade’s initial argument that the heirophany would reveal a fixed point, orienting the world. Sacred space was created, but Eliade argued this was not ‘a human work’ but a reproduction of ‘the work of the gods.’[footnoteRef:46] [42:  Eliade, p. 25]  [43:  Ibid. ]  [44:  Ibid, pp. 25 – 26. ]  [45:  Eliade, p. 26]  [46:  Eliade, p. 29. ] 

Eliade did not make any judgements on whether this communication really existed, nor did he attempt to define sacred space as a cultural or social phenomena. Rennie argued that Eliade focused on ‘a concentration upon observable human claims that some sacred or divine presence is apprehensible in the objects of veneration of the variety of religious traditions.’[footnoteRef:47] Studstill further argued that Eliade’s approach to religion was ‘that religious phenomena are sui generis’[footnoteRef:48]  or, of its own kind. Again, the lack of judgement suggested a phenomenological approach, rather than a historical approach from Eliade. In contrast, Durkheim explicitly defined religion as a social thing.  [47:  Bryan S, Rennie, ‘Mircea Eliade and the Perception of the Sacred in the Profane: Intention, Reduction, and Cognitive Theory’, Temenos, 43.1 (2007), 73–98, p. 75. ]  [48:  Studstill, p. 180. ] 

W.S.F. Pickering, sociologist and founder of the British Centre for Durkheimian studies, wrote that Durkheim wanted ‘to analyse religion scientifically’[footnoteRef:49], as opposed to comparing religions or creating a hierarchy of religion. Durkheim viewed previous scholarship as attempting to hierarchize religion and mythology by imposing modern thought onto “primitive religions”[footnoteRef:50], the limitations of which led to viewing religion as a whole, rather than comprising of parts[footnoteRef:51]. By breaking down religion into ‘beliefs and rites’, the former ‘states of opinion and … representations’ and the latter ‘particular modes of action’[footnoteRef:52], Durkheim could now introduce the sacred/profane dichotomy.  [49:  W. S. F. Pickering, Durkheim’s Sociology Of Religion: Themes And Theories, (Cambridge, [England: James Clarke & Co, 2009), p. 116.]  [50:  Durkheim, p. 23. ]  [51:  Durkheim, p. 33. ]  [52:  Durkheim, p. 34. ] 

Hierarchically distinguishing an object did not make it sacred,[footnoteRef:53] nor was sacredness limited to gods or spirits, since not all rites were centred around Gods[footnoteRef:54]. Instead, sacred and profane were two absolutes[footnoteRef:55]. To pass from profane to sacred, one had to abandon the profane. He used the example of initiation, whereupon entering religious life the person ‘comes out of the purely profane world… This change of status is conceived not as a mere development of preexisting seeds but as a transformation totius substantiae (of the whole essence).’[footnoteRef:56] The essential difference was an absolute transformation, not a hierarchical development. Fields wrote that things ‘are made sacred by groups of people who set them apart and keep them bounded by specific actions’[footnoteRef:57]. Again, these specific actions were social, as they were understood by the whole group to be a consecration.[footnoteRef:58] Returning again to Durkheim’s arguments against hierarchising religion, the act of making something sacred made ‘whatever power they acquire… is real power.’ Fields added ‘there is no question of debunking native beliefs about that power as imaginary’[footnoteRef:59], as this would imply a hierarchy of religions, which Durkheim avoided. [53:  Durkheim, p. 35. ]  [54:  Durkheim, p. 33. ]  [55:  Durkheim, p. 36. ]  [56:  Ibid. p. 37]  [57:  Fields, p. xlvi. ]  [58:  Durkheim, p. 444.]  [59:  Ibid. ] 

Eliade’s view of sacred space was that it had to be qualitatively different, but in contrast to Durkheim, this difference only needed to be performed once by cosmogonising the world[footnoteRef:60] by repeating the work of the gods.[footnoteRef:61] He used the example of the Achlipa, an aboriginal Australian nomadic group, who carried with them a sacred pole. This pole was consecrated by a divine being, who ‘fashioned the sacred pole… anointed it with blood, climbed it and disappeared into the sky’. The sacred pole guided the Achlipa, allowing them to be nomadic whilst continuing to be in ‘“their world”’[footnoteRef:62], that is made sacred by the presence of the pole. Once the pole broke, the connection to the sacred also broke, and as ‘human existence is only possible by virtue of this permanent connection with the sky’[footnoteRef:63], this meant the death of the Achlipa. In Eliade’s view, anything could be sacred if it denoted, for that group or religion, a connection with the sky as a form of communication with the gods. Mountains, elevated land, or spatial relation to the pole star in the case of the ka’aba[footnoteRef:64] were sacred ‘because it is the place nearest to heaven … it is possible to reach heaven’, and thus became a ‘projection of the favoured territory’[footnoteRef:65]. In Durkheim’s view, anything could become sacred if it was ‘“set apart and forbidden”’[footnoteRef:66]. The understanding of ‘forbidden’ was social, for it had to be understood by the whole group to have meaning. [60:  Eliade, p. 32. ]  [61:  Ibid. ]  [62:  Ibid. ]  [63:  Ibid. p. 34. ]  [64:  Ibid, p. 38.]  [65:  Ibid, p. 39. ]  [66:  Fields, p. xlvi.] 

Conclusion
Both authors argued that man sought to make his existence real, and that sacredness had existential value in opposition to the profane. Eliade put emphasis on the ‘irruption of the sacred’ which ‘project(s) a fixed point into the formless fluidity of profane space … and makes possible ontological passage from one mode of being to another’[footnoteRef:67] from profane to sacred. In comparison, Durkheim put emphasis on the repetition of acts and rites to make something sacred, thus the ability to make anything sacred. Both authors created a dichotomy of sacred-profane; the sacred could not exist where the profane was present, and vice versa.  [67:  Eliade, p. 63] 

The major contrast was that Durkheim’s view was sociological. Durkheim concluded ‘above the individual there is society, and that society is a system of active forces – not a nominal being, and not a creation of the mind.’[footnoteRef:68] Things only remained sacred so long as an active participation of the group through rites made it sacred. In comparison, sacredness for Eliade could be a cosmology, through which a group like the Achlipa found direction, and the sacredness would disappear as soon as the sacred object was broken.  [68:  Durkheim, p. 448.] 

Both authors presented arguments drawing from various religions, and Durkheim drew on previous explanations for human behaviour such as naturism, to illustrate their views on sacred space. Eliade presented a more focused chapter on sacred space, whilst Durkheim wove sacrality into the wider purpose of his work; to determine the fundamental truths of man. 
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