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Compare and critically contrast Mircea Eliade and Émile Durkheim’s views of sacred space
(Word count: 2,314)
Mircea Eliade (1907-1986), a Romanian historian of religion and Émile Durkheim (1858-1917), a French sociologist, both lived through times of intellectual, religious and social turmoil. This shaped their respective views on sacred space, which, although based on similar phenomena and concepts, were conceptualised from very different perspectives. Eliade experienced the extremism of communist and fascist thinking during the 1920’s and 1930’s, the chaos and horror of the Second World War, and, in 1947, following the seizure of power by the Romanian Communist Party, was permanently displaced from his homeland. Eliade therefore, is operating in a world where there is chaos and upheaval, where the human moral community has seemingly failed, and theories such as Rudolph Otto’s (1869-1937) concept of the numinous, offer an alternative to reliance on the vagaries of human nature.[footnoteRef:1] Although Émile Durkheim (1858-1917), writing half a century before Eliade, did not experience this physical or moral displacement, his life was one of sharp cultural contrasts and moral uncertainty. According to Cladis, as a descendant of rabbis, Durkheim was raised in a ‘tightly knit Jewish community’, while as a French citizen, he was exposed to the ‘complex, often conflicting values of the Third Republic – liberty, equality, and fellowship’.[footnoteRef:2] He studied and taught in the intellectual milieu of turn-of-the-century Paris, where, as Fields highlights, philosophy, science and art were intertwined.[footnoteRef:3] Durkheim was also writing at a time when Charles Darwin’s, On the Origin of Species, written in 1859, had laid the foundation for science to emerge as an authority in the study of nature, providing the tools for a systematic study of faith in a universal God. In this context, Durkheim sought to establish social life as a subject worthy of human scientific inquiry, to gain back a moral community over and above the utilitarian life of the individual. In the following paragraphs, Eliade’s and Durkheim’s views on sacred space will be explored, with particular emphasis on what constitutes reality – whether it is human made, or other-than-human – and whether a sacred space is encountered as an external experience or is created by human culture. Finally, the essay will explore whether sacred space represents an individual or collective expression of human experience and critically evaluate how these theories have been interpreted by modern thinkers. [1:  Rudolph Otto, The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-Rational Factor in the Idea of the Divine and its Relation to the Rational, reprint of 1st English Edn. (Connecticut: Martino Fine Books, 2010) p. 5]  [2:  Mark Cladis, Introduction’ in Elementary Forms of The Religious Life: A new translation by Carol Cosman, by Émile Durkheim (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008) p. x]  [3:  Karen Fields, ‘Translator’s Introduction: Religion as an Eminently Social Thing’, in Elementary Forms of The Religious Life: Newly Translated by Karen E. Fields, by Émile Durkheim (New York: Free Press, 1995) p. xxv] 

Eliade’s view of sacred space was influenced by the German theologian, Rudolph Otto’s analysis of religious experience, which Eliade, writing in the mid-nineteenth century, considered to be ‘new and original’, as opposed to the more theoretical, faith-based, studies on belief in God.[footnoteRef:4] For Otto, the divine was not a conceptual idea to be debated, but a raw and powerful feeling, a sense of mystery, awe, fear and wonder, evoked by an encounter with something entirely different to normal life. Otto described this feeling as numinous, a revelation of the extraordinary within a sacred space, a pulse of life that is tangibly different, and outside of human knowing or control. [footnoteRef:5] For Eliade, this idea of the sacred, the numinous, was an irruption, something forceful that penetrated through the mundane layers of the human mind, a ‘revelation of an absolute reality, opposed to the nonreality of the vast surrounding space’. This occurring in a ‘homogenous and infinite expanse’, where ‘no reference point is possible’ and ‘no orientation can be established’.[footnoteRef:6] The sacred irruption acts as a containment of the chaos and displacement into ‘an absolute fixed point, a center’.[footnoteRef:7] For Eliade then, writing in a world where human culture had become so erratic and out of control, a sacred space is a place of centred peace, an orientation, and a point of reference to actual reality. In contrast, the human world of war and destruction is the nonreality, uncentred, unfocused, with no clear reference points. [4:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. By Willard R. Trask (New York: Harcourt, Inc., 1957), p. 8]  [5:  Otto, The Idea of the Holy p. 5]  [6:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 21]  [7:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 21] 

In contrast, Durkheim’s view of sacred space was rooted in his desire to establish a scientific basis for research into human social life and moral community. Although, as explored by Fields, the irrepressible nature of faith and belief, contained in his heritage, was ever present.[footnoteRef:8] These two collections of opposites, science and faith, and individual and community comprise the heart of Durkheim’s idea of religion and what, for him, constituted sacred space.[footnoteRef:9] Durkheim embraced both the sacred rights of the individual, of reason, science and progress on the one hand, and the sacred collective power of faith on the other. For Durkheim, though, unlike Eliade, this idea of collective faith is not based on the existence of a sacred irruption through which an external divinity appears to humanity, but on ‘collective representations that express collective realities’.[footnoteRef:10] A faith, not real in and of itself, but one that has been socially constructed, one that is within human knowing and control. As Brady describes, Durkheim perceives faith as a ‘cultural artefact’,[footnoteRef:11] created by ‘the building up of [memory] layers’ of sacrality across networks of cultural interconnectivity over time.[footnoteRef:12] A faith, made real, through a web of repeated sacred activity, which acts to manifest a human relationship with nature and bind that relationship, symbolically, to create a human social group, with its own moral identity. As Cladis explores, for Durkheim, ‘our reverence for divinity is but our respect for society’.[footnoteRef:13] Over time, according to Fields, these layers of sacrality create a ‘conscious collective’ with a shared ‘real’ world idea of faith.[footnoteRef:14] That is, for Durkheim, a sacred space is the result of a collective reality, not an orientation away from the nonreality of the human world as Eliade postulates, but a direct result of human activity and behaviour, which can be scientifically studied. [8:  Fields, Religion as Eminently Social, p. xxiv]  [9:  Cladis, Introduction to Forms, p. xx]  [10:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life: A new translation by Carol Cosman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 11]  [11:  Bernadette Brady, ‘Introduction Part I – Sacred Geography: Conversations with Place’, In Sacred Geography: Conversations with Place, ed. by Bernadette Brady and Jack Hunter (Lampeter: Sophia Centre Press, 2024), p. 8]  [12:  Bernadette Brady, Conversations with Place, p. 6]  [13:  Cladis, Introduction to Forms, p. xx ]  [14:  Fields, Religion as Eminently Social, p. xvii] 

Like Durkheim, Eliade did not doubt that diverse religious experiences could be explained by ‘differences in economy, culture, and social organization – in short, by history’.[footnoteRef:15] However, in his 1957 work, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, he wrote that ‘no world can come to birth in the chaos of the homogeneity and relativity of profane space’.[footnoteRef:16] That is, humans cannot themselves create a world in a Durkheimian sense, they must first discover it. They must encounter a religious experience, a glimpse of something different to the ordinary, a feeling of connection that is beyond everyday human interaction and is inexplicable in human terms.[footnoteRef:17] Eliade referred to this as a hierophany, a palpable shift from existing in a mundane space, which is vast, routine and bounded by everyday norms, concerns and responsibilities, to a sacred space that feels centred, alive and extraordinary, with the potential for boundless connection and complexity.[footnoteRef:18] Durkheim, in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, written in 1912, also explored the concept of profane and sacred space, however, according to Cladis, rather than being tangibly different spaces, he viewed them as being the foundations of human culture and society. Profane space, a reflection of individual life, an isolated, self-interested, egoic and utilitarian life, as opposed to, sacred space, a human-made moral community, a necessity to contain the potential excesses of the profane space.[footnoteRef:19] For Eliade, the sacred space is a reality, not human-made, but a fixed point outside of human profane life, a centre, which, once experienced as reality, humans anchor themselves to through religious symbols. As Studstill describes, these symbols enable humans to integrate with the cosmos, to find a sense of self-expression and identity in the vast world. Part of the whole, not a small, inconspicuous fragment.[footnoteRef:20] For Eliade, human self-expression and identity is formed through ‘religious structures’, a phenomenological sense of consciousness, ‘in the mind of the believer’.[footnoteRef:21] That is, the believer is in individual relationship with the sacred space which emerges as a response, not to a universal God, but to ‘our [individual] existential predicament’, sought for in relationship with a sacred space, and articulated in a ‘religious form’.[footnoteRef:22] While for both Eliade and Durkheim, sacred space functions in opposition to profane space, the phenomena are conceptualised from different perspectives. For Eliade sacred space is an individual expression of relationship with the cosmos, which satisfies a need to be more than human. For Durkheim, it is a collective expression, a result of human relationships, which satisfies a need to constrain the natural excesses of humanity through moral community.    [15:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 17]  [16:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 22]  [17:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 21]  [18:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 11]  [19:  Cladis, Introduction to Forms, p. xxiii]  [20:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred’, Religious Studies, 36.2 (2000), pp. 177–94, doi:10.1017/S0034412500005175, p. 187]  [21:  Studstill, Eliade p. 179]  [22:  Studstill, Eliade p. 183] 

It is Eliade’s definition of sacred space as an individual expression, and therefore infinitely wide and variable, that Jonathon Z. Smith says, causes Eliade to ‘shrink from its consequences’ and ‘preach a council of despair’.[footnoteRef:23] Smith describes Eliade as analysing several interrelated phenomena, and yet never quite postulating a consistent theory. Indeed, for Smith, Eliade’s aim is to criticize the ‘reductionism, essentialism and evolutionism’ of Durkheim, with no attempt made to explore an alternative hypothesis of how history and religion have related to each other, instead focusing on the nebulous idea of a hierophany, as a sacred space.[footnoteRef:24] As Knott describes, in reference to Smith’s concerns, Eliade focused on the fixed point at the centre, to the detriment of the ‘periphery’.[footnoteRef:25] However, Knott also highlights that this concern led Smith to build on Eliade’s ideas, to merge with the ideas of Durkheim, and suggest that there are two coexisting realities – the one ‘cosmologically’ constructed, and the other ‘socially’ constructed - in relationship with each other, intertwined and not disparate and separate.[footnoteRef:26] This also holds true for Lane, who suggests that the sacred character of a place is not defined only by an individual hierophany experienced there, but that by interacting with that place, you are also participating with it, with shifts in culture, conflict, materiality, geology and ecology.[footnoteRef:27] In contrast to Eliade’s ‘too’ wide expression of sacred space, Fields highlights how Durkheim’s study of religion is often criticized as too narrow. That is, he did not seek new knowledge and instead found a way to fit evidence into his existing theory.[footnoteRef:28] However, Fields also stipulates that Durkheim, with others, laid the foundation for social life to become a science, and therefore, in a scientific world, become objectively worthy of study.[footnoteRef:29] As Lane suggests in his fourth axiom, sacred space is simultaneously centred and universal, it is an anchor of humanity, and exists as part of the whole, a numinous hierophany situated in a cultural and natural milieu.[footnoteRef:30] In this case, it is both Eliade’s and Durkheim’s contribution to the concept of sacred space that, while rooted in their own historical and cultural perspectives, over time, have proved to be essential to modern concepts of sacred space. [23:  Smith, Jonathan Z, ‘Acknowledgments: Morphology and History in Mircea Eliade’s “Patterns in Comparative Religion” (1949-1999), Part 2: The Texture of the Work’, History of Religions, 39.4 (2000), pp. 332–51, doi:10.1086/463599, p. 335]  [24:  Smith, Morphology and History, pp. 335-6]  [25:  Knott, Kim, ‘Spatial Theory and Method for the Study of Religion’, Temenos, 41.2 (2005), pp. 153-84, doi: 10.33356/temenos.477, p. 170]  [26:  Knott, Spatial Theory, p. 171]  [27:  Lane, Beldon C., Landscapes of the Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality, Expanded Edn. (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2002), pp. 3-4]  [28:  Fields, Religion as Eminently Social, p. xxi]  [29:  Fields, Religion as Eminently Social, p. xxiv]  [30:  Lane, Landscapes, p.19] 

In conclusion, this essay has explored Eliade’s and Durkheim’s views on sacred space, comparing their similarities, and contrasting their differences. Eliade and Durkheim were speaking from two different places in history, Durkheim at a time when a belief in a universal God was giving way to an objective scientific world which could rationally explain every phenomenon. Eliade, speaking as a survivor of a chaotic half-century of human action, who explores sacred space from a subjective, awe inducing, other-than-human perspective. For Durkheim the reality of sacred space is observed as the construction of a moral community by humans, where religious experience is created to restrain the worst instincts of individuality, and which functions as both a collective reality, and a collective expression of that reality. For Eliade, sacred space is encountered through hierophany, the sacred irrupting into normal life, which offers a centred reference point for reality, as opposed to the non-reality of profane, ordinary space. For Eliade this is an individual, subjective expression of relationship with the cosmos. Modern thinkers have criticised both approaches, however the work of Eliade and Durkheim has contributed to emerging concepts of sacred space which offer a combination of both the individual and the collective, a hierophany situated in a cultural community, and the encompassment of both a centre and a periphery to a sacred space.
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