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Compare and critically contrast 
Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim’s views of sacred space. 
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This essay compares and critically contrasts Mircea Eliade and Émile Durkheim’s views of sacred space. Mircea Eliade born March 9, 1907 in Bucharest, Romania was an author, historian and phenomenologist of religion[footnoteRef:0], ‘Eliade frequently criticized those who attempted to reduce religion to psychological, social, economic, historical, or other nonreligious phenomena’[footnoteRef:1]. As a Romanian historian of religion, Eliade was a highly respected professor and interpreter of religions who’s concepts and studies are still discussed and followed today[footnoteRef:2]. Émile Durkheim born on April 15th, 1858, in Épinal, France was an Atheist who studied sociology and also researched the importance of religion and culture. Durkheim appreciated religion and found himself fascinated with how science and capitalism could not bring together the same amount of people in belief and unity as the ‘social’ subject such as religion. Durkheim believed in religion as a social thing and that it is the social nature of human beings that causes religion to exist[footnoteRef:3]. Both authors discuss religion and the sacred as prominent themes in a large percentage of their works but more specifically this paper will discuss their views on sacred space. [0:   www.Songosmeltingpot.blogspot.com. Mircea Eliade.2021 [online] Available at: <http://songosmeltingpot.blogspot.com/2007/11/mircea-eliade.html> [Accessed 10 November 2021].]  [1:   Encyclopedia Britannica. Mircea Eliade | Romanian religious historian and author. www.britannica.com [online] 2021 Available at: <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mircea-Eliade> [Accessed 8 November 2021].]  [2:  www.En.wikipedia.org. Mircea Eliade - Wikipedia. 2021 [online] Available at: <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mircea_Eliade> [Accessed 10 November 2021].]  [3:  Karen Filed, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Emile Durkheim. Translated by Karen E. Fields, (Free Press, 1995) [2003] p.464 and Carol Cosman, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Emile Durkheim. Translated by Carol Cosman. (Oxford University Press, 2001) p. 358. Social Forces, 82(1), p19] 


Sacred space can be defined to many as ‘a natural or created place where spiritual experiences are enhanced, and ritual acts of worship are performed’(Hale 2013)[footnoteRef:4].  Aristotle a protophenomenologist, described space essentially as emptiness within structure, stating ‘while place has size it has not a body’[footnoteRef:5]. Durkheim believed that sacred space was interlinked to religion, and like religion, space is made sacred by human gatherings, worship and belief; therefore, humans make something sacred by structure, ritual and maintaining it. Christopher Tilley (1994 p18-20) shares a similar view to Durkheim, in that the identification, naming and maintenance of a place or space is crucial for its identity insinuating that it is the collective maintenance, ritual or even visitation that causes the space to hold such importance and meaning,Tilley states that ‘A storied landscape can be humanized and en-cultured by its saturation with place names, human intentionality, and even mythological characters.’ Christopher Tilley also argues that a human landscape becomes sacred by humans entering the space and naming it or creating stories and myths to amplify manifestations of the sacred[footnoteRef:6]. Mircea Eliade would argue that the space is touched by the Gods or mythological creatures first and then man finds the space and enters the ‘already’ sacred space. Eliade believed that the space is already sacred and then humans enter it suggesting that a human being is essentially draw in by the divine power already attached to the item or space and then it becomes sacred to those it calls to. On page twelve of The Sacred and Profane, Eliade states that the object manifests the sacred onto itself and this attracts the human to share in the sacred experience therefore the ‘stone’ chooses who it wants to connect with it. The divine creates and decides on the space and the human joins to make the space sacred. [4:  Susan Elizabeth, Hale, Sacred Space, Sacred Sound: The Acoustic Mysteries of Holy Places. (Albania, Quest Books, 2013) Intro.]  [5:  Aristotle, Physics 4.4 212a6-6a.& 209a1-25.]  [6:  Christopher, Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape. (Oxford: Berg, 1994. Chapter 1File) p18-20] 


According to Durkheim, anyone can create sacred space so long as the person or collective agrees the space to be sacred[footnoteRef:7]. This includes a ‘tree’, ‘rock’ and ‘stone’, in fact anything can become prohibited and sacred once a spiritual connection has been decided within the space or with the item, and then it is from there, that people believe it to be magical or sacred[footnoteRef:8]. Eliade agrees that anything can be sacred including rocks[footnoteRef:9] and even people, in the case of God reincarnated in Jesus Christ. It is however, through the sacred spaces and objects that man recognizes that there is something of a higher power or out of this world that is already connected to the object or space[footnoteRef:10]. Eliade believed that one can be part of a higher power without being a part of a social group where as Durkheim suggests that a higher power is a manifested power from a collective idea because humans enjoy socializing in places such as a  “church” or a “moral community”[footnoteRef:11], it is here that a profane space can be turned into the sacred. Eliade believed that ‘A thing has an “origin” because it was created, that is, because a power clearly manifested itself in the world, an event took place. In short, the origin of a thing accounts for its creation’[footnoteRef:12], therefore, a place becomes sacred because it was created by power or divine event. Belden Lane (2002, ch.2) claims that humans can step on a space without entering the space[footnoteRef:13], by this Lane is describing how people can visit a site where some may consider it as ’sacred’ and not actually connect or feel this sacred energy as they have no spiritual connection there themselves. This supports Durkheim's theory of space having to be made sacred by the person or collective in order to be seen as sacred, otherwise it is just another profane space to all of whom else visit it. This does not support Eliade’s argument who would have believed that anyone would be drawn or feel the presence of the space if it was made sacred by a Godly being before the human entered the space, therefore anyone who entered the space would feel the divine power that already exists. [7:  Mervyn Horgan, Durkheim, Development and the Devil: A Cultural Sociology of Community Conflict. (Canadian Journal of Sociology, 39(4) 2014) P.743]  [8:  Émile, Durkheim, The elementary forms of religious life. (United Kingdom, Oxford University Press, (1912) 2001) P.207-218]  [9:  Mircea, Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion. (United Kingdom, Harcourt, Brace, 1959). P.10-12]  [10:  Mircea, Eliade, Australian Religions: An Introduction. Part I. (History of Religions, The university of Chicago Press. 6(2) 1966) pp.108-134.]  [11:  Horgan. Durkheim, Development and the Devil p.743, on EFRL: 33-44, 207-216]  [12:  Eliade,Myth and Reality. (United Kingdom: Harper & Row, 1968.) pp.37/38]  [13:  Belden, C, Lane, Landscapes of the sacred: geography and narrative in American spirituality.( United Kingdom, Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002.) Chapter 2.] 



According to Eliade, if something is sacred then everything else is considered neutral or profane, both of which to Eliade are very different things[footnoteRef:14]. Eliade saw that space was either sacred or it was profane, the sacred being a combination of sacredness and divine power which completely differentiates itself from space that is non secular. On page fourteen of The Sacred and Profane, Eliade’s discusses how one can charge aspects of their life such as food, sex and so on with their sacred intention, Plato (Phaedo, 331 paragraph d) would have argued that this was essentially a problem when connecting oneself to the sacred due to ‘the chains of the body’[footnoteRef:15] whereby the psychical body can get in the way of divinity as we have to look after our physical self, however, again this makes the sacred and profane both very different experiences. Although Durkheim believed in an anthropological dualism in that the mind and the body are separate although connected and require each other, Durkheim believed that in some place's divinity occurs and at other times we just live our ordinary lives, yet both are space. This idea suggests that regardless of whether the space is considered to be profane or sacred it is still just a space or a place depending on the individuals connections or projections on it. Durkheim also argues that ‘The sacred cannot be considered independently of the profane’ as the ‘Two worlds have nothing in common’[footnoteRef:16] , therefore, profane and sacred are very different things as something must be sacred in order to be religious. This can be a little conflicting as Durkheim on one hand concludes that space can be both profane and sacred depending on the individual who enters it,  and then there is the conflicting idea where they are not connected at all. [14:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane P.11]  [15:  Plato, Phaedo,Translated by G.M.A.Grube, Plato:CompleteWorks (Indiana:HackettPublishingCompany,1997) 331, d
]  [16:  Horgan. Durkheim, Development and the Devil  p.744 on EFRL:36] 


In the conclusion of The Sacred and Profane, Mircea Eliade discusses how ‘the nonreligious man refuses transcendence, accepts the relativity of “reality,” and may even come to doubt the meaning of existence’[footnoteRef:17]. this in a way could essentially describe Durkheim who was an Atheist, however, Durkheim does defend his atheism by stating how he is interested in religion and therefore it does not make him ‘irreligious‘, he argues that ‘he who does not bring to the study of religion a sort of religious sentiment cannot speak about it!’[footnoteRef:18]. While Eliade calls out those who are irreligious, Durkheim does not see himself as irreligious although during his discussion on Totemism pp.17-19, to someone such as Eliades, Durkheim could appear to be ’irreligious’, especially when words such as ‘hallucination’, ‘illusions’ and references to ‘religion as the product of a delirious imagination’ would most definitely class as someone who is almost mocking spirituality and mythical beliefs[footnoteRef:19]. Both theorists have similar areas of interest in terms of research ,however, Eliade’s and Durkheim often have very contrasting philosophies. Eliade’s papers on religion discuss a higher power and ‘supreme being’ stating that ‘we always find the myth at the beginning of religion – of any type of religion’[footnoteRef:20]; In contrast to this philosophy, Durkheim's papers on religion argue that this manifestation of the sacred stems from a man made or collectively decided power.  [17:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, Conclusion]  [18:  Filed The Elementary Forms of Religious Life p.17 on Durkheim 1858-1917]  [19:  Durkheim. The elementary forms of religious life. P.87
]  [20:  Eliade, Australian Religions,  p112] 


The evidence suggests that both authors have their own individual views on the subjects of religion and sacred space however both are respectful and understanding of such power given by man to the divine. Mircea Eliade believed that the space or object may have already been sacred, caused by a mystical event or occurrence and the object summons the human into sharing the experience. Eliade believed that the irreligious man is simply afraid or lost should they not be able to see that we are more than our physical body, and there is divinity outside of our world [footnoteRef:21].  Émile Durkheim would see Eliade as a typical example where the human creates the sacred simply from their own invented beliefs and intentions, that power is then given to the object or building but it does not exist without this human emphasis or belief. Durkheim on p438 of Forms, discusses scientific research[footnoteRef:22], however, when studying religion it is difficult to conclude whether one can rely purely on scientific evidence for facts, or whether it is a collective conscious view that creates stories and belief, as the unseen cannot scientifically be proven. Both theorists therefore may appear to be making unfounded claims based on their own opinion of what they believe sacred space to be, there is no true way of defining which is correct or incorrect as we cannot prove that the paranormal exists however one can remain to follow in the rituals, beliefs and understandings of  ancestors since time began. In essence both authors believe that the human experience creates sacred space from a place of collective consciousness creating things that are sacred to them. [21:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: Conclusion]  [22:  Durkheim. The elementary forms of religious life. p.438
] 
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