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Title: Compare and Critically Contrast Mircea Eliade and Émile Durkheim’s Views of Sacred Space
Word count: 2205
The concept of the sacred has been explored by many theorists since the nineteenth century, when the history of religion was established as a formal discipline. This essay will compare and contrast the theories of Émile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade, whose work has significantly contributed to contemporary interpretations of the sacred. Émile Durkheim was a French professor of sociology, and is known as one of the founding fathers of sociology for the impact he made on the field in the late 1800s and early 1900s.[footnoteRef:19309] Romanian-born Mircea Eliade, on the other hand, was both a prolific author of fiction and a professor of the history of religion who published academic work in the 1940s and 50s.[footnoteRef:10382] Both men have been the subject of controversy and criticism, but their work continues to be studied today. The writings of Durkheim and Eliade are still regarded as hugely influential for the ideas they introduced to the study of religion and the conceptual understanding of the sacred. [19309:  Kieran Allen and Brian O’Boyle. 2017. 'Durkheim Declassified.' in, Durkheim (Pluto Press), p. 1.]  [10382:  Joseph M. Kitagawa, Wendy D. O'Flaherty, and Frank E. Reynolds. 1986. 'Mircea Eliade (1907-86)', History of Religions, p. 26.] 

Although Durkheim was a sociologist, he wrote across multiple disciplines on a variety of subjects, including education, suicide, and labour. He was raised Jewish and became an atheist, but religion fascinated him nonetheless. He spent a considerable amount of time focused on the role of religion in society—most notably in his book The Elementary Forms of Religious Life.
Eliade was raised in Romania, but his academic work and time in the diplomatic service took him around the world. He spent time in India, England, Portugal, and France before eventually landing in Chicago, Illinois, where he remained until his death. Eliade is most known for his work in the realms of myth, symbolism, and the sacred.
This essay will begin by exploring the dichotomy of the sacred and the profane, as defined by Durkheim and Eliade, before engaging in a discussion of inherent and applied sacredness. Finally, it will interrogate their respective views on collective and individual experiences of sacredness in order to demonstrate their diverse perspectives on the subject.
The Sacred and The Profane
Although they specialised in different fields and published their academic work several decades apart, both Durkheim and Eliade made major contributions to the examination of the sacred. Though their points of view on the matter are for the most part opposing, they do occasionally intersect. Both Durkheim and Eliade frequently used the term sacred in their writing, rather than religious or holy. W.S.F. Pickering, one of Durkheim’s greatest critics, wrote, ‘Durkheim gives a prior place to the sacred even over religion itself.’[footnoteRef:32128] It was the sacred that most fascinated Durkheim—he wrote about its qualities (in other words, what it is that makes something sacred), as well as what keeps something sacred (the actions that, in his view, maintain sacredness). Eliade also explored the concept of the sacred, though he never cited Durkheim’s work, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, despite it being published over forty years before his own book, The Sacred and the Profane. Eliade did mention Rudolf Otto’s Das Heilige (The Sacred) in the first pages of The Sacred and the Profane, but went on to establish that he intended to introduce a new way of looking at the sacred ‘in its entirety’.[footnoteRef:5345] Clearly, he didn’t see his work as aligning with Durkheim’s (at least not enough to merit a mention), but there are notable similarities in their approaches. [32128:  W. S. F. Pickering, 1984. Durkheim's Sociology Of Religion: Themes And Theories (The Lutterworth Press), p. 115.]  [5345:  Mircea Eliade, 1959. The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion (Harcourt, Brace) p. 8, 10.] 

Perhaps the most basic shared belief of Durkheim and Eliade is that of the binary nature of the sacred and the profane. Both Durkheim and Eliade saw the sacred and the profane not as occurring along a spectrum, but as distinct entities that are entirely separate from one another. Eliade wrote, ‘The first possible definition of the sacred is that it is the opposite of the profane.’[footnoteRef:21113] In this way, he also helps to introduce his view of the profane. In addition, he often defined the sacred more specifically in terms of sacred space, which he described as ‘an irruption of the sacred’ and a ‘break in the homogeneity of space’.[footnoteRef:12704] Thus, the profane could also be defined, in Eliade’s view, as the homogeneous parts of life—the everyday tasks and mundane spaces on and in which people spend their time. Durkheim defined the sacred—that is, anything related to rites and beliefs—as ‘set apart’ from the profane.[footnoteRef:6740] He wrote, ‘profane things are those things to which the prohibitions are applied and that must keep at a distance from what is sacred.‘[footnoteRef:13874] From both of their viewpoints, the profane would include all the aspects of human life that aren’t seen as connected to the divine or the holy in any meaningful way—in other words, everything that is not sacred. [21113:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion, p. 10.]  [12704:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion, p. 26, 37.]  [6740:  Émile Durkheim and K.E. Fields. 1995. The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life: Newly Translated By Karen E. Fields (Free Press), p. xxxiv.]  [13874:  Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. 38.] 

They also both emphasised the significance of the points where the sacred and the profane meet—the thresholds between them, and what those liminal spaces (physical or otherwise) represent to the religious person. Eliade called the threshold 'an object of great importance’ and highlighted its dual significance as both a physical space and spiritual symbol—the place where it is possible to move from the profane into the sacred.[footnoteRef:9246] Durkheim also viewed thresholds as significant, though he emphasised the physical aspect less than Eliade. In describing the movement from the profane into the sacred, he explains, ’...when this passage occurs, the manner in which it occurs demonstrates the fundamental duality of the two realms, for it implies a true metamorphosis’.[footnoteRef:24242] He cited initiation rites as an example, to demonstrate his point that a person cannot pass from the profane into the sacred without an essential change occurring within him or herself. In Durkheim’s view, when a person passes through this threshold, the moment goes beyond a change in physical, external space—there is an internal shift happening at the same time.  [9246:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion, p. 25.]  [24242:  Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. 36-37.] 

Both Eliade and Durkheim professed a belief in the reality of the sacred. In Eliade’s words, ‘...the sacred is pre-eminently the real.’[footnoteRef:14818] He asserts that everything man does ’without a mythical model’ is profane, and therefore not real.[footnoteRef:5040] Randall Studstill argued that it is unclear whether Eliade meant "real" in the literal sense, or if he was only trying to explain what goes on in the mind of the believer.[footnoteRef:29570] It is of course possible that he only meant to say that the sacred really exists for the person who believes it does. Although Durkheim was an atheist, he too expressed a belief that there was something real in the sacred.[footnoteRef:28245] In Pickering’s words, ‘...he was firmly convinced, the sacred had a reality which could not be denied.’[footnoteRef:25350] As Durkheim didn’t believe in any god(s), this leaves an open question as to how to interpret his point of view. It is possible he had a sense of the spiritual despite declaring himself an atheist, or he may have only meant that the sacred was ”real” in the sense of the power it held for religious people. [14818:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion, p. 95.]  [5040:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion, p. 96.]  [29570:  Randall Studstill, 2000. 'Eliade, Phenomenology, And The Sacred', Religious Studies, 36: 177-94, p. 182.]  [28245:  Pickering, Durkheim's Sociology Of Religion: Themes And Theories (The Lutterworth Press), p. xix.]  [25350:  Pickering, Durkheim's Sociology Of Religion: Themes And Theories (The Lutterworth Press), p. 187.] 

Inherent and Applied Sacredness
Despite Durkheim’s insistence on the reality of the sacred, at the same time he viewed it as something that had to be applied to an object or rite by human beings. It was something to be ‘acquired’. In Durkheim’s opinion, 
Sacredness is not a quality inherent in certain objects, nor is it available to the unaided sense of 	just any individual human observer. It is a quality that objects acquire when they are, in the 	phrase from Durkheim’s definition, “set apart and forbidden.”[footnoteRef:3263]  [3263:  Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. xlv-xlvi.] 

This is set in almost perfect opposition to the views of Eliade, who saw the sacred as existing in and of itself. While he would have agreed that sacred objects are ‘set apart’ from profane objects, he would only have done so with the understanding that the sacred had set itself apart. It was Eliade’s belief that an object or space was sacred either because it possessed inherent sacredness or because the sacred was manifested through it.[footnoteRef:4697]  [4697:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion, p. 12.] 

As to how humans would actually find these objects or spaces, Eliade proposed the idea that hierophanies—manifestations of the sacred—form the basis of all sacred phenomena.[footnoteRef:7476] He described this moment when the sacred reveals itself to man as an 'irruption of the sacred‘[footnoteRef:573] occurring out of the earth—but he didn’t believe this was the only way for humans to discover the sacred. He also described the possibility that the sacred could use ’signs’ to draw mankind to itself, therefore suggesting the sacred is something with intention—something capable of wanting to be found. In Eliade’s view, it has the agency to reveal itself and make use of animals and signals to lead humans to a specific place[footnoteRef:8797]. He saw the sacred as something that simply exists—it is there whether experienced by humans or not.  [7476:  Larry E. Shiner, 1972. 'Sacred Space, Profane Space, Human Space', Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 40: 425-36, p. 426.]  [573:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion, p. 26.]  [8797:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion, p. 11, 27-28.] 

Durkheim proposed a more active interpretation; he was of the opinion that sacred objects were made so by doing.[footnoteRef:16940] He believed that the sacred was a human concept—something both invented by humans and applied to objects or ceremonies by them. Durkheim also viewed the sacred as something that must be experienced, or as Fields described it, something that is ’done’.[footnoteRef:22355] In Durkheim’s view, the sacred doesn’t exist passively, in and of itself, but is something that must be participated in; for this reason, he saw rites as more important than beliefs.[footnoteRef:21004] This active, participatory quality he assigns to the sacred is yet another element that distinguishes his views from Eliade’s.  [16940:  Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. xxxiv.]  [22355:  Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. xxxvi.]  [21004:  Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. xxxviii.] 

Collective and Individual Sacredness
Durkheim saw the sacred as existing uniquely in the consciousness shared by a society–a collective consciousness[footnoteRef:18709]￼ As Karen Fields concluded, ‘Sacredness is an aspect of the real that exists only in the mind but cannot possibly exist as the real in only one mind.[footnoteRef:26650]￼ In Durkheim’s view, something had to be ’set apart’ by a group in order to be made sacred.[footnoteRef:20406] The sacred was only real or truly sacred if it was recognised and acknowledged as such by a collective—there was no such thing as the personally sacred for him. Eliade, on the other hand, took a more wide-ranging view; he described the ways that the sacred can exist for individual people.  [18709:  Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. xliiii.]  [26650:  Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. xliii.]  [20406:  Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. xlvi.] 

There are, for example, privileged places, qualitatively different from all others--a man's birthplace, or the scenes of his first love, or certain places in the first foreign city he visited in youth...they are the "holy places" of his private universe...[footnoteRef:30643]  [30643:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion, p. 24.  ] 

Eliade didn’t consider the sacred as something that could only be experienced by an individual, but he certainly wouldn’t have agreed with Durkheim that nothing could be sacred unless it was deemed to be by a group as a whole. Then again, Eliade would have insisted that sacred things need not be recognised at all in order for them to be sacred, as he was of the opinion that the nature of sacredness was inherent.[footnoteRef:9711] [9711:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion, p. 12.] 

In Durkheim’s view, not only must the sacred first be ascribed to an object by human beings, it must then be repeatedly upheld and reinforced.[footnoteRef:10676] From his perspective, it isn't enough for the group to only recognise something as sacred, nor is it enough for the group to experience it as sacred together, but they must also keep remaking the sacred, as though a sacred thing could lose its sacred quality if not properly looked after.  [10676:  Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. xliv.] 

There can be no society which does not feel the need of upholding and reaffirming at regular 	intervals the collective sentiments and collective ideas which make its unity and its personality. 	Now this moral remaking cannot be achieved except by means of reunions, assemblies and 	meetings where individuals...reaffirm in common their common sentiments...'.[footnoteRef:30805]  [30805:  Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. 429.] 

In addition to his perspective on the collective nature of the sacred, Durkheim saw it as something that had to be 'reaffirmed' by a society. As evidenced by the above quote, he believed that the sacred and the society itself had mutual need of this experiential ‘moral remaking’. He proposed that human beings in a collective need to regularly remind themselves of what is sacred to them as a group, which also has the effect of upholding the sacredness of that object or rite. Eliade, meanwhile, insisted upon the inherent—and therefore enduring—status of the sacred.
Conclusion
As explored through this analysis, it is clear that Durkheim and Eliade’s views are oppositional in many ways, and complementary in several others. Given the numerous ways they differ in their thinking, it is easy to understand why they are often seen as approaching the sacred from completely contrasting viewpoints. However, upon closer examination it is clear that they do, in fact, share some hints of commonality, especially in their belief that the sacred and the profane are diametrically opposed. Durkheim emphasised human consciousness in the creation of the sacred, while Eliade emphasised the inherent existence of the sacred itself, but they both pointed out the significance of the threshold—the moment of passage from the profane to the sacred. And while Durkheim believed that the sacred can only exist as a result of a collective consciousness, and Eliade saw the sacred as able to exist for the individual, they both insisted on the reality of the sacred. While they came from dissimilar backgrounds, took differing theoretical approaches, and worked in different time periods, they did, in fact, share common ground. 
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