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

The aim of this essay is to compare and critically contrast the major views of Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim regarding an understanding of sacred space. This essay will consider the antithetical perspectives of Eliade and Durkheim that continue to define the field of sacred space in terms of a physical landscape meeting with the human mind and soul. 
A background of both writers will now be given, as to understand the thinking of Eliade and Durkheim is to understand the rapidly changing world and the resulting state of flux from which both theories emerged. Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) was a Romanian thinker, born in Bucharest and receiving much of his scholarly training within his native land[footnoteRef:2718]. Eliade was well learned in ancient languages and religion, spending time in India and travelling around Europe[footnoteRef:27382] where he became involved with politics by aligning with right wing forces[footnoteRef:2537]. After World War II, Eliade would not be welcomed back to a communist Romania[footnoteRef:24335] and eventually moved to the United States where he would work at the University of Chicago as Professor of History and Religion[footnoteRef:11169]. [2718:  Douglas Allen, Eliade and History, (The Journal of Religion, Vol. 68, No. 4, 1988), p. 545. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1202518 ]  [27382:   Thomas J. J. Altizer, Mircea Eliade and the Recovery of the Sacred, (The Christian Scholar, Vol. 45, No. 4, 1962), p. 269,  http://www.jstor.org/stable/41177305 ]  [2537:  Norman Manea, and Patrick Camiller, Blasphemy and Carnival, (World Policy Journal, Vol. 13, No. 1, 1996), p. 71, http://www.jstor.org/stable/40209462]  [24335:  Matei Calinescu†, Eliade and Ionesco in the Post–World War II Years: Questions of Identity in Exile,
 in Christian Wedemeyer, and Wendy Doniger (eds), Hermeneutics, Politics, and the History of Religions: The Contested Legacies of Joachim Wach and Mircea Eliade, (New York, 2010; Oxford Academic, 1 May 2010), https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195394337.003.0005 ]  [11169:  Calinescu†, Matei, Eliade and Ionesco, p. 109.] 

[bookmark: _Int_T6972MEK]An erudite scholar, Eliade represented a tradition which resisted a social-scientific approach to the sacred, arguing that religion cannot be reduced merely to a social, economic, or psychological force[footnoteRef:28401]. Unlike Durkheim, whose works have appeared in one, decisive text, Eliade's theories are spread throughout several texts and his thinking has influenced academic thinking as a means of elucidating the sacred as a phenomenological reality as opposed to being seen only through the social, political, and historical lens of comparative thought[footnoteRef:1408]. [28401:  Dudley Guilford, Mircea Eliade as the ‘Anti-Historian' of Religions, (Journal of the American Academy of Religion, vol. 44, no. 2, 1976), p. 349, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1462346 ]  [1408:   Randall Studstill, Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred, (Religious Studies, vol. 36, no. 2, 2000), pp. 178–9,  http://www.jstor.org/stable/20008280] 

In contrast, Emile Durkheim (1958-1917), rejected the solely phenomenological and transcendent view of the sacred and attempted to define the sacred at a ' causalistic level' by determining the collective identity, historical values, and sociological origins[footnoteRef:7611]. A French Sociologist of Religion and writing at the beginning of the twentieth century, Durkheim was trained in the study of social sciences that was gaining popularity at the end of the nineteenth century and subsequently is regarded as the 'founder of the first school of sociological thought'[footnoteRef:13051]. [7611:  William E. Paden, Before ‘The Sacred’ Became Theological: Rereading the Durkheimian, (Legacy, Method & Theory in the Study of Religion, vol. 3, no. 1, 1991), pp. 13–19, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23549544 ]  [13051:  Anoop Gupta, Durkheim, Kierkegaard’s Romantic Legacy: Two Theories of the Self, (University of Ottawa Press, 2005), p. 69, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1ckpgbc.11 ] 

Rejecting intellectual theories of the time such as Edward Burnett Tylor's postulation of humans as primitive philosophers[footnoteRef:23670], Durkheim sought to understand the sacred primarily as a social force functioning to build and maintain social life through shared belief[footnoteRef:313]. As an accomplished academic and appointed professor at the University of Paris in 1902[footnoteRef:14855], Durkheim went on to write 'The Elementary Forms of Religious Life' in 1912, in which the fundamental distinction on sociological rather than ontological thinking when regarding the sacred was to become ubiquitous in subsequent social research[footnoteRef:16289]. [23670:  Edward B. Tylor, Religion and Culture, (Bloomsbury, 2017), p. 167.]  [313:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life', Trans. Robert Ward Swain, (George Allen & Unwin Limited: London, 1971), p. 213.]  [14855:  W. D. Halls, The Cultural and Educational Influence of Durkheim, 1900-1945, (Durkheimian Studies / Études Durkheimiennes, vol. 2, 1996), p. 122,  http://www.jstor.org/stable/44709227 ]  [16289:  Tomoko Masuzawa, The Sacred Difference in the Elementary Forms: On Durkheim's Last Quest, (Representations, No. 23. 1988), p. 28.] 

Turning now to the major themes regarding sacred space as discussed by Eliade and Durkheim. Like Durkheim, Eliade understood the sacred as a distinction from the profane reality of mundane life, 'the sacred always manifests itself as a reality of a wholly different order from "natural realities"'[footnoteRef:12311]. Durkheim, in addition, asserts a 'logical chasm' between the sacred and the profane that the mind cannot coherently connect being antithetical in nature[footnoteRef:4976]. This sentiment of setting apart the sacred from the profane is analogous with Eliadean and Durkheimian thinking yet as Mathew Evans notes, 'For Eliade (the sacred) means something very different than it does for Durkheim'[footnoteRef:9386].  [12311:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion, Trans. Willard R. Trask, (Harcourt Brace & Company, 1987), p. 10.]  [4976:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 40.]  [9386:  Mathew T. Evans, The Sacred: Differentiating, Clarifying and extending concepts, (Review of Religious Research, Vol. 45, No. 1, 2003), p. 37, https://jstor.org/stable/3512498 ] 


For Durkheim, the sacred is developed through an elementary social form, 'a unified system of beliefs and practices related to sacred things'[footnoteRef:19366]. The need for social life and order effectuated, as suggested by David Greenwald, the ability of the sacred to impose 'upon an unstable world of sensory experience a common set of distinctions'[footnoteRef:20574].  [19366:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 47.]  [20574:  David E. Greenwald, Durkheim on Society, Thought and Ritual, (Sociological Analysis, vol. 34, no. 3, 1973), p. 166. https://doi.org/10.2307/3709771 ] 

Unlike Durkheim's supposition that the sacred, 'constitutes a centre of organization about which gravitate a group of beliefs and rites'[footnoteRef:28567], Eliade, in contrast, asserts that the sacred is an external event, 'it manifests itself, shows itself', in an event defined 'hierophany'[footnoteRef:15094]. Evans notes how the terms, '"holy", "transcendent" or some other term connoting an unseen order of existence would better capture what Eliade means'[footnoteRef:14289] regarding sacredness. [28567:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p.41.]  [15094:  Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p. 11.]  [14289:  Evans, The Sacred, p. 37.] 

This definition by Evans is comparable with that of Randall Studstill who defines Eliade's phenomenological use of hierophony as 'any manifestation of the sacred.'[footnoteRef:26548] The sacred as an external event 'that shows itself to us'[footnoteRef:28335], is therefore disanalogous to Durkheim's assertion that the sacred is viewed as a means of organising social life through rules of conduct[footnoteRef:763].  [26548:  Randall Studstill, Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred, (Religious Studies, vol. 36, no. 2, 2000), p. 178, http://www.jstor.org/stable/20008280 ]  [28335:   Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p. 11.]  [763:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 207.] 

Having established Eliade's and Durkheim's position on the 'sacred', an understanding of the concept of 'space' will now be considered. According to Eliade, man has 'conquered the cosmos' through developing two emergent ways of relating to reality, one sacred, one profane[footnoteRef:10197] and as Aurel Codaban points out, the use of hierophonies act as a manifestation 'in space and time.'[footnoteRef:24112] Within an understanding of time and space in Eliade's ontology, Codaban unpacks the very understanding of homogeneity that allows the sacred to manifest in the phenomenological world[footnoteRef:18963]. Larry Shiner observes the possibility of a 'lived space'; the possibility therefore of both the homogenous space of objectifying thought and the luminosity of sacred places'[footnoteRef:13684]. Eliade however, would insist that the space holds the sacredness and not the mind and thus, regardless of the homologies 'that seem to force themselves on the mind spontaneously'[footnoteRef:4230], it is the sacred space that possesses existential value[footnoteRef:15936]. [10197:  Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p. 14.]  [24112:  Aurel Codoban, Eliade’s Idea of Ultimate Reality and Meaning: A Disanthropomorphized, ’Weakened’ Transcendence', (Ultimate Reality and Meaning 21.2 1998), pp. 86-87, https://doi.org/10.3138/URAM.21.2.84 ]  [18963:  Codaban, Eliade's Ideas, p. 86.]  [13684:  Larry E. Shiner, Sacred Space, Profane Space, Human Space, (Journal of the American Academy of Religion, vol. 40, no. 4, 1972), p. 425, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1460891 ]  [4230:  Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p. 15.]  [15936:  Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p. 22.] 

[bookmark: _Int_u2GfDhdr]Per contra, Durkheim maintains in his epistemological assertions, that sacredness exists only in the individual and moreover, collective minds, 'when the representation expressing it in the mind is gifted with such a force that it automatically causes or inhibits actions'[footnoteRef:3946]. According to Karen Fields, the "collective consciousness" is the achievement of mind, and considers, that for Durkheim, the emphasis is on the collective mind and collective consciousness uniting with the sacred[footnoteRef:24884]. The Sacred therefore, according to Durkheim, is represented as such in the mind[footnoteRef:16549] and according to Hartati and Rudyansjah, the sacred can 'unite the moral community' in Durkheimian thought and moreover appear 'as a cosmic reality' in Eliadean thought[footnoteRef:19939].  [3946:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 207.]  [24884:  Emile Durkheim, Elementary Forms of Religious Life: A New Translation, trans. Karen E. Fields (Free Press, 1995), p. xivii.]  [16549:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 345.]  [19939: Celerina Dewi Hartati, and Tony Rudyansjah, Transformation of the sacred and the profane in space and time case study Chinese ritual in Chinese temple in Bekasi, West Java, Indonesia, (Kasetsart Journal of Social Sciences, Volume, 042, Issue 1, 2021) pp. 43-44, 
https://so04.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/kjss/article/view/249431/169437 ] 

This is precisely what distinguishes Durkheim's understanding of a moral centre regarding sacred place[footnoteRef:3744] with Eliade's notion of a centre point 'where space becomes sacred'[footnoteRef:26297]. The Achilpa's pole, as Eliade observes, is a symbol of a cosmic union of mind, body, and land, the axis mundi connecting a place to the sacred and as Zali and Aran point out, an instrument in which, 'the sacred places the place in its place' from an innate cosmology that man carries within himself[footnoteRef:12469]. Eliade is however reconciled with Durkheim in asserting that space is not an endless void but is subject to change yet for Eliade, it is a sacred event, a hierophany, that disturbs the homogeneity of space[footnoteRef:24815], whilst for Durkheim, it is social facts that exist beyond the temporal quality of homogenous space. [footnoteRef:6397] [3744:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, pp. 16-17.]  [26297:  Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, pp. 44-45.]  [12469:  Zali Gurevitch, and Aran Gideon, Never in Place: Eliade and Judaïc Sacred Space, (Archives de Sciences Sociales Des Religions, vol. 39, no. 87, 1994), p. 136, http://www.jstor.org/stable/30116233  ]  [24815:  Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p. 21.]  [6397:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, pp. 11, 231.] 

Using the example of the sacred space within a cave, Eliade considers the threshold as 'the paradoxical place where those worlds communicate, where passage from the profane to the sacred world becomes possible'[footnoteRef:6832]. Likewise, Durkheim notes the threshold that maintains the external profane and internal 'domain of sacred things'[footnoteRef:180]. Evidential data concerning a sacred cave that allows a space for votive offerings, religious treasures, and a space in which the souls of the dead reside[footnoteRef:25388] is expounded by Durkheim and in response, Alexander Riley observes that it is the totemic representational myths stored within the sacred space of a cave that allows for the cave's distinction from the profane and therefore the awareness of and moreover access to the cave, would be prohibited to those considered profane[footnoteRef:10939]. Riley further considers, that for Durkheim, the social group is symbolised within the totems found within the cave as well as moderated access to the sacred space[footnoteRef:15937]. [6832:  Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p. 25.]  [180:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 133.]  [25388:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, pp. 276, 282.]  [10939:   Alexander Riley, Flags, Totem Bodies, and the Meanings of 9/11: A Durkheimian Tour of a September 11th Ceremony at the Flight 93 Chapel, (The Canadian Journal of Sociology / Cahiers Canadiens de Sociologie, vol. 39, no. 4, 2014), pp. 722-723, http://www.jstor.org/stable/canajsocicahican.39.4.719 ]  [15937:  Riley, Flags, Totem Bodies, p. 722-3.] 

Eliade does not reject the representative myths found within the cave, as Bernadette Brady points out, 'Eliade claimed that humanity developed these myths as a dialogue with these forces'[footnoteRef:458], yet 'caves are secret retreats (and) represent a paradisal world and hence are difficult to enter'[footnoteRef:20438]. The numinous quality of the sacred space presented within a cave is elucidated by Eliade not only through a distinction from the profane in agreement with Durkheim, but furthermore, as the recognition of a 'strong, significant space' that implies the manifestation of a hierophany[footnoteRef:13308]. [458:  Bernadette, Brady, Cosmos, Chaosmos and Astrology, (Sophia Centre Press, 2014), p. 29.]  [20438:  Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p. 153.]  [13308:  Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, pp. 11, 20, 26.] 

Regarding the dichotomous distinction of homogeneous space presenting as either hierophanic or heterogeneous in manifestation, Lindsay Jones affirms Eliade's position on places such as caves being, 'more powerful and intrinsically more sacred than other places...checkered with hierophanies or "hotspots" if you will, where the sacred has made itself more available'[footnoteRef:11985]. If Eliade required the numinous experience of hierophonic space to reveal itself, Robert Meagher asserts that the sacred is a projection and moreover a relative experience excluded from the analysis of behaviour and science[footnoteRef:13830] and there comes the necessity therefore to consecrate a space as a shift from the profane[footnoteRef:17483].  [11985:   Lindsay Jones, Jewish Place and Placelessness: Historical and Academic Challenges (or ‘What the Study of Jewish Space and Place Suggests to Me about the Aztecs’), (Shofar, vol. 17, no. 1, 1998), pp. 39-40, http://www.jstor.org/stable/42942827 ]  [13830:  Robert E. Meagher, Mircea Eliade: Methodology and the Meaning of the Sacred, (Hermathena, no. 128, 1980), pp. 7–19, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23040518 ]  [17483:   Mircea, Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, (Sheed and Ward: London, 1993), p. 369.] 

Nonetheless, the ontological recognition of a social reality derived from the collective worship within a sacred space such as a cave provides the means of sharing intention and condoning or rewarding subsequent behaviours as posited by John Keely who presents Durkheim's argument against man's innate disposition to be compelled and moreover, blinded by the sacred[footnoteRef:12376]. Additionally, Arnold Jafe postulates that Eliade's ontology regarding sacred space lacks the historical texts, events, epistemes, and processes[footnoteRef:32395] that Durkheim possesses in his sociological theorems. In response to this antithetical understanding of the sacred, Stirrat makes the distinction that Durkheim's notion of the sacred is concerned with space and time whereas Eliade's model of the sacred exists independently of human mind and experience[footnoteRef:10580]. [12376:   John D. Kelly, The elementary forms of moral life? Responsibility, sacred things and Durkheim’s ontological turn, (HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 4:1, 2014), pp. 421-427,
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/full/10.14318/hau4.1.024 ]  [32395:  Jafe Arnold, The Eternal Return: Mircea Eliade’s Homo Religiosus and the Cognitive Science of Religion, (Bushuls Center for Syncretic Studies, 2018), https://syncreticstudies.com/2018/01/24/the-eternal-return-mircea-eliades-homo-religiosus-and-the-cognitive-science-of-religion/ ]  [10580:  R. L. Stirrat, Sacred Models, (MAN, vol. 19, no. 2, 1984), pp. 199–213, https://doi.org/10.2307/2802277 ] 

[bookmark: _Int_5eI6NKxx]To Durkheim, the social reality that is derived from a sacred place requires a detailed series of beliefs, rites, and rituals to distinguish from profane places and perpetuate the need for social order[footnoteRef:6108], in contrast to the teleological methodology asserted by Eliade which denies that the sacred can exist independently in the mind but rather in the permanent numinous quality of hierophonic  space[footnoteRef:22882]. Durkheim is furthermore explicit in asserting that 'the gods also have need of man', as 'without offerings and sacrifices they would die' and therefore sacred space has 'been conceived by the human mind'[footnoteRef:14912]. In contrast, Eliade's ontology affords a divine level of existence that introduces hierophonic space as a means of communicating with the ever-present gods as it is the sacred space that reveals 'absolute reality'[footnoteRef:26565]. [6108:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 342.]  [22882:  Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p. 11.]  [14912:  Durkheim, Elementary Forms, p. 38.]  [26565:  Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, pp. 26, 30.] 

Yet Victor Turner attempts to reconcile the antithetical theories of sacred space by Durkheim and Eliade through identifying pilgrimage centres as unique places in which the paradoxical stances are intimately intertwined[footnoteRef:16446]. Turner attested that the hierarchical structures within the Catholic Church as well as the hierophanic symbolism of relics and sacred sites allow for an understanding of the sacred beyond the dichotomous branches of the social and divine[footnoteRef:11866]. In addition, Gunzburg, and Brady in reference to sacred landscape, 'fuse ideas of space, place, and material religion with cultural environmentalism' when considering the Eliadean position of sacredness being intrinsic to a place with the Durkheimian belief that reverence is constructed by the people or through 'a mutual endeavour'[footnoteRef:7395].  [16446:  Victor Turner, The Drums of Affliction, (Oxford University Press, 1969) cited in Stirrat, R. L., Sacred Models, (MAN, vol. 19, no. 2, 1984), p. 209.]  [11866:  Turner, The Drums of Affliction, pp. 209-210.]  [7395:  Darrelyn Gunzburg, and Bernadette Brady, Space, Place and Religious Landscapes: Living Mountains, (Bloomsbury, 2021), p. 8.] 

Comparably, Beldon Lane argues that the schism between the phenomenological, ontological, and sociological regarding sacred space can be united as all aspects are interwoven and considered that whilst in Elidean terms, a 'sacred place Is not chosen it chooses', and in Durkheimian terms, though ordinary, a sacred place is 'ritually made extraordinary', the physical landscape therefore informs sacred experience and vision[footnoteRef:22312]. Lane further examines subjective experience and perception regarding the sacred landscape and that a deep connection to a place that is not experienced by others would conflict with Eliade's notion of hierophony, a place that would be sacred for all[footnoteRef:24013]. Though similarities can be drawn to the Durkheimian approach in which 'a place can become anything its patrons conceive it to be', Lane acknowledges the shared experiences of the sacred place and the physical topography that emanates the numinous[footnoteRef:4832].  [22312:  Beldon C. Lane, Landscapes of The Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality, (Paulist Press: New York, 1988), p. 57.]  [24013:  Beldon Lane, Giving Voice to Place: Three Models for Understanding American Sacred Space, (Religion and American Culture, Journal of Interpretation, Vol. 1, No. 1, 2001), pp. 53-7, 63.]  [4832:  Lane, Giving Voice to Place, pp. 56-57, 63.] 

In closing, the two views of Durkheim and Eliade can be further merged to provide a position regarding sacred space that is not exclusively derived from the human mind. Campbell and Foor argue, that in Elidean terms, the sacred power granting communion with the landscape is not exclusively a human quality, 'In their creations and placements on the landscape, all beings are endowed with a specific sacred power. All animals and animated natural objects possess sacred power'[footnoteRef:11279]. Campbell and Floor further posit that whilst animals naturally possess this sacred power, 'humans also can possess it through ceremony, ritual, prayer and sacrifice'[footnoteRef:26922], imbuing the Durkheimian stance that the sacred is 'eminently social'[footnoteRef:10954]. [11279:  Gregory R. Campbell, and Thomas A. Foor, ENTERING SACRED LANDSCAPES: CULTURAL EXPECTATIONS VERSUS LEGAL REALITIES IN THE NORTHWESTERN PLAINS, (Great Plains Quarterly, vol. 24, no. 3, 2004), p. 165, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23533960 ]  [26922:  Gregory and Foor, Entering Sacred Landscapes, p. 165.]  [10954:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 10.] 

To sum up, the evidence suggests two divergent methodologies concerning sacred space, Durkheim representing the human construct and Eliade representing the natural construct. As expressed, Durkheim explored the identity derived from the sacred through a sociological approach that considered beliefs and practices as an influence on social cohesion whilst Eliade explored the experience derived from the sacred through a phenomenological approach that explored religious belief and symbolism as a way of connecting with the divine.
Yet despite, Durkheim's assertion that man is required to make and maintain sacredness within a determined place and Eliade's belief that the divine erupts from hierophonic space, the two theorists can be reconciled through acknowledging the distinction between the sacred and the profane. Irrespective of whether sacred spaces are constructed or discovered, the topic of sacred space is a highly disputable field of study and one for much ontological, sociological, and phenomenological discourse. 
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