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Compare and contrast Mircea Eliade and Émile Durkheim’s views of sacred space
Wordcount: 2277

Introduction 
This essay compares and critically contrasts Mircea Eliade and Émile Durkheim’s views of sacred space. In 1912, the French sociologist Émile Durkheim wrote that ‘the notion of the sacred is always and everywhere separate from the notion of the profane in man’s mind.’[footnoteRef:1] Forty-five years later, the Romanian historian of religion, Mircea Eliade, agreed that the ‘sacred and profane are two modes of being in the world.’[footnoteRef:2] However, in contrast to Durkheim, he believed that some areas of space are by nature fundamentally distinct in quality from others, referring to this phenomenon as a 'hierophany.'[footnoteRef:3] According to Randall Studstill, Eliade argued that a hierophany is any way in which the sacred reveals itself.[footnoteRef:4] Durkheim, on the other hand, in his work ‘The Elementary Forms of Religious Life,’ stated that any object becomes sacred when groups designate it as such and maintain its significance through specific actions, as noted by Karen Fields, the translator of his work, in her introduction. This object remains sacred only as long as these practices continue.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: The Free Press, 1995), p. 37.]  [2:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion (New York: Harcourt, Inc., 1987), p. 14.]  [3:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, pp. 20-21.]  [4:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred’, Religious Studies, An International Journal for the Philosophy of Religion, Cambridge University Press, Volume 36, Issue 2, June 2000, 177-194 (p. 178).]  [5:  Karin E. Fields, ‘Translator’s Introduction’ to Émile Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: The Free Press, 1995), p. xlvi.] 


Context
Durkheim was born in 1858 in France. Growing up in a Jewish family, twelve-year-old Durkheim witnessed Germany seize control of Alsace, where he lived with his family. According to Keith Hart, Durkheim was torn between his loyalty to France and his family’s German-sounding name and therefore sought to understand the impact that the newly founded Third Republic of France had on society. Later, he came to be considered one of the founders of modern social theory, having produced three major studies: ‘The Division of Labor in Society’ (1893), ‘Suicide’ (1897), and ‘The Elementary Forms of Religious Life,’ (1912).[footnoteRef:6] Fields wrote that Durkheim is remembered ‘as a man who set out to rescue social science from undisciplined subjectivity’, and that he ‘chose to explore huge questions about humankind’.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Keith Hart, ‘CSSH Notes, Marcel Fournier, Émile Durkheim: A Biography’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, Cambridge University Press, Volume 56, Issue 2, April 2014, 37–553 (p. 537).]  [7:  Fields, The Elementary Forms, pp. xxiv and xx.] 

Born in 1907 and educated in Romania, Eliade later travelled to India for three years and was intrigued by his encounter with India’s religious culture, especially by its rural symbolism, as John Clifford Holt noted. In his introduction to Eliade’s ‘Patterns in Comparative Religion’, Holt argued that Eliade had one of the most impactful and fruitful scholarly careers in the field of religious studies throughout the twentieth century.[footnoteRef:8] Douglas Allan agreed with this, writing that Eliade was seen as the leading theorist of religion and scholar of religious myth and symbolism during his lifetime.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  John Clifford Hold, ‘Introduction’ to Mircea Eliade’s Patterns in Comparative Religion (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1996), p. xi.]  [9:  Douglas Allen, ‘Prologue: Encounters with Mircea Eliade and his Legacy for the 21st Century’, Religion, Volume 38, Issue 4, 2008, pp. 319–327 (p. 319). ] 

Between Durkheim’s and Eliade’s work, the idea of space as sacred entered Western academic thought first through René Guénon, who wrote about the landscape of Glastonbury, UK, considering it connected to the story of the Holy Grail.[footnoteRef:10] And, only two years later, in 1938, Josef Heinsch wrote a paper titled ‘Principles of Prehistoric Sacred Geography’.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:   René Guénon, ‘The Land of the Sun’, Studies in Comparative Religion, Vol. 14, Nos. 3 & 4. (World Wisdom, Inc., Summer-Autumn, 1980). <http://www.studiesincomparativereligion.com/Public/articles/The_Land_of_th
 e_Sun-by_Ren%C3%A9_Gu%C3%A9non.aspx> [accessed 3 November 2025]]  [11:  Josef Heinsch, ‘Principles of prehistoric sacred geography’, Comptes Rendus du Congrès International de Géographie (Amsterdam, 1938). <https://www.cantab.net/users/michael.behrend/repubs/ggw/heinsch_gvkg/pages/gvkg_en.html>  [accessed 3 November 2025]] 

In the decades after the works of Durkheim and Eliade, the concept of sacred space has served as a foundational framework for all later researchers in the field of sacred geography, as Kim Knott stated.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Kim Knott, ‘Spatial Theory and Method for the Study of Religion’, The Finnish Society for the Study of Religion, Volume 41, No. 2 (2005), 153–184 (p. 169). ] 


Summary of Eliade’s and Durkheim’s views of sacred space
Durkheim wrote that it is human societies that develop the concept of the sacred by distinguishing it from the profane, according to Jack Hunter. This distinction is established within a culture and shapes how people interact with certain objects or places.[footnoteRef:13] Durkheim viewed sacred space as holding nothing inherently sacred, Fields stated; rather, humans assign sacredness to objects, places, and individuals through their beliefs and actions.[footnoteRef:14] Therefore, sacredness was a socially constructed phenomenon to Durkheim, as Hunter noted.[footnoteRef:15]  [13:  Jack Hunter, ‘Introduction Part II’, Sacred Geography: Conversations With The Other, (Ceredigion, Wales: Sophia Center Press, 2024), p. 11.]  [14:  Fields, The Elementary Forms, p. xlvi.]  [15:  Hunter, Sacred Geography, p. 11.] 

By contrast, Eliade emphasised the importance of understanding religious experiences through their direct manifestations, calling them ‘hierophanies’.[footnoteRef:16] He understood the sacred as something external to humans, ‘which bursts through the profane reality of the natural world,’ as Hunter argued.[footnoteRef:17] For Eliade, there were various ways in which humans could experience the revelation of sacred space. In each instance, in his view, the manifestation of the sacred disrupted the uniformity of space, highlighting a specific point of significance.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 11.]  [17:  Hunter, Sacred Geography, p. 12.]  [18:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 28.] 



Analysis 
1. Sacred versus profane space
It was Durkheim who first brought attention to the differentiation between ‘sacred and profane’.[footnoteRef:19] Fields stated that, for Durkheim, sacred spaces were designated places made sacred by humans, set apart from the profane.[footnoteRef:20] Therefore, in his view, the sacred was consistently distinct from the idea of the profane in human thought.[footnoteRef:21] The profane was defined by Durkheim as holding no real significance, a merely mundane world. He wrote that ‘the sacred forces are not distinguished from the profane merely by their greater intensity; they are different; they have special qualities that the profane have not.’[footnoteRef:22]  [19:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 36.]  [20:  Fields, The Elementary Forms, p. xlvi.]  [21:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 37.]  [22:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 82.] 

Eliade argued along the same lines as Durkheim, writing that the sacred ‘manifests itself, shows itself, as something wholly different from the profane.’[footnoteRef:23] He even adopted the terms ‘the sacred and the profane’ and titled one of his books accordingly.[footnoteRef:24] However, in a stark contrast to Durkheim, Eliade developed the idea saying that ‘a thing becomes sacred in so far as it embodies (that is, reveals) something other than itself.’[footnoteRef:25] According to Hunter, for Eliade, there was something that came from an external, non-human source: The structure of profane and everyday natural reality can be permeated by something of ‘supernatural’ origin.[footnoteRef:26] Therefore, in contrast to Durkheim, for Eliade it was an external power that created sacred space, or to put it in his own words: ‘the hierophany has annulled the homogeneity of space.’[footnoteRef:27]  [23:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 11.]  [24:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion (New York: Harcourt, Inc., 1987).
 Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, pp. 20-21.]  [25:  Mircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion (Lincoln/London: University of Nebraska Press, 1996) p. 13.]  [26:  Hunter, Sacred Geography, p. 11.]  [27:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 28.] 


2. Defining sacred space
The relationship between the sacred and the profane came with strict boundaries, according to Durkheim.[footnoteRef:28] He viewed sacred places as areas that individuals had designated as holy, distinguishing them from ordinary or secular places.[footnoteRef:29] Eliade disagreed when writing that individuals did not have the liberty to select a sacred location; rather, they needed to search for it and discover it through mystical indications.[footnoteRef:30] According to him ‘Every sacred space implies a hierophany, an interruption of the sacred that results in detaching a territory from the surrounding cosmic milieu and making it qualitatively different.’[footnoteRef:31]  [28:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 38.]  [29:  Fields, The Elementary Forms, p. xlvi.]  [30:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 28.]  [31:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 26.] 

Both Eliade and Durkheim are in accordance with what Anthony Thorley and Celia M. Gunn noted about the Latin word ‘sacer’, stating that it lies at the root of the English word ‘sacred’, which typically means ‘set apart for a religious purpose.' However, the word ‘sacred’ also has connotations, such as ‘damned, detestable, or dreadful’.[footnoteRef:32] Therefore, in Durkheim’s view, the profane had to avoid trespassing into the sacred realm, yet, interactions between these two spheres were essential for a functional society.[footnoteRef:33]  [32:  Anthony Thorley and Celia M Gunn, ‘Sacred Sites: An Overview’, A Report for The Gaia Foundation, 2008, p. 8. <https://www.academia.edu/103607950/Sacred_Sites_An_Overview>  [accessed 7 October 2025].]  [33:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 38.] 


3. The experience of sacred space
Durkheim argued that society, simply through its influence on people's minds, has everything necessary to evoke a sense of the divine.[footnoteRef:34] For Eliade, the experience or interaction between the realms of the sacred and the profane was connected to the fundamental concept of a centre, from which the four horizons extend into the four cardinal directions, and is both ancient and widely shared.[footnoteRef:35] He argued that the centre as a central axis created a break in the many-faceted profane space, allowing for communication with the transcendent.[footnoteRef:36] In his view, it was this experience of sacred space that allowed for the world to be created: ‘the sacred manifests itself in space, the real unveils itself, the world comes into existence.’[footnoteRef:37] Therefore, for Eliade, the experience of the divine occurred at a centre which was ‘a primary religious experience that precedes all reflection on the world’ and was the precondition for the world to orient itself.[footnoteRef:38]  [34:  Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 208.]  [35:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 47.]  [36:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, pp. 21 and 63.]  [37:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 63.]  [38:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 21.] 

Bernadette Brady stated that, according to Aristotle, being in one's rightful position involves feeling whole and complete. There, the calm and stability of a centre can be experienced.[footnoteRef:39] Eliade’s view that at the centre of the world, where the cosmos began to exist and spread out toward the four horizons, it was possible to communicate with the divine, is indeed reminiscent of Aristotle.[footnoteRef:40] Aristotle wrote ‘every sensible body has locality, and the distinctions between localities are ‘above and below,’ ‘before and behind,’ and ‘to right and to left’; and these distinctions are not merely relative to us or conventional, but are denned in the universe itself.’[footnoteRef:41] [39:  Bernadette Brady, ‘Introduction Part I’, Sacred Geography: Conversations With The Other, (Ceredigion, Wales: Sophia Center Press, 2024), p. 5.]  [40:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 64.]  [41:  Aristotle, Physics 206a36-39] 

Therefore, to find common ground between Eliade and Durkheim regarding the interaction between the realms of the sacred and the profane, Brady’s proposed strategy of seeking dialogue with place could be followed.[footnoteRef:42] In this kind of interaction, Amy Whitehead argued, the lines between the sacred and the profane can blur, creating new opportunities for both humans and non-human entities to enter into distinctive forms of shared existence.[footnoteRef:43]  [42:  Brady, Sacred Geography, p. 4.]  [43:  Amy Whitehead, ‘Relationships, Relating, Relationality’, Religious Statues and Personhood: Testing the Role of Materiality (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), p. 7.] 



4. The real
The ideas proposed by Durkheim and Eliade about the experience of the sacred led them to frequently use the word ‘real’. It appeared in connection with the power that is experienced in relation to the sacred: Durkheim claimed that power is felt during ‘the cyclically repetitive performance of rites,’ as noted by Fields,[footnoteRef:44] and Eliade described the experience of the sacred as a powerful moment when ‘the real reveals itself and the world comes into being.’[footnoteRef:45] According to Robert Prus, reality for Durkheim was created at the intersection of individual experiences and the events and objects encountered. However, by contrast, for Eliade, reality was to be found in the sacred space, which was the only true and real space to him.[footnoteRef:46] Prus remarked that Durkheim further elaborated on the unity of thought and experience by highlighting the essence of human interactions with the world. It was through these experiences that thought and reality came together, leading to the formation of what was perceived as reality. This convergence created a dynamic relationship between thought and objects, allowing for a blending of the subjective and objective, Prus noted.[footnoteRef:47]  [44:  Fields, The Elementary Forms, p. xlii.]  [45:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 63.]  [46:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 20.]  [47:  Robert Prus, ‘Reconceptualizing the Study of Community Life: Emile Durkheim’s Pragmatism and Sociology’, The American Sociologist (Springer Science + Business Media, LLC 16 April 2009), 106-146 (p. 120) 
<DOI 10.1007/s12108-009-9066-1>] 

Eliade described such a dynamic when stating that a religious individual has a profound yearning to engage with reality and, therefore, to be infused with power.[footnoteRef:48] According to Eliade, he does so by positioning themselves at the very core of reality, at the ‘centre of the world’, the location they feel nearest to the gods.[footnoteRef:49] Prus further elaborated on Durkheim’s view that reality is established through the interaction of these two realms of existence, shaping human experiences of feelings, images, and ideas.[footnoteRef:50] Both Durkheim and Eliade seem to be talking about a similar longing and similar efforts by humans to experience the real; however, Eliade is concerned with how it can be done through space, while Durkheim is concerned with how it can be done through social activities. [48:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 13.]  [49:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 64.]  [50:  Prus, Reconceptualizing, p. 120.] 


5. Rituals
According to Durkheim, power could be felt through the regular and repetitive execution of rituals, Fields stated. It was this process that created a real sense of togetherness, which was what interested Durkheim.[footnoteRef:51] Knott, following Durkheim's line, argued with Jonathan Z. Smith that it is rituals that helped create the meaning of a place. Through such sacralization, ordinary spaces became sacred spaces of great significance.[footnoteRef:52] Arguing that places of worship created a special environment, Knott wrote that religious ideas allowed for a physical presence, thanks to the rituals performed by the community.[footnoteRef:53]  [51:  Fields, The Elementary Forms, p. xlii.]  [52:  Knott, Spatial Theory, p. 175.]  [53:  Knott, Spatial Theory, p. 162.] 

For Eliade, by contrast, rituals did not primarily serve to strengthen unity among a group of people, but rather to connect them with the moment when reality came into being.[footnoteRef:54] In his eyes, it was the strong, fresh, pure world of illo tempore that needed to be regained through rituals. This connected humans to the time of origin.[footnoteRef:55] He argued that an unfamiliar and uninhabited territory by humans continued to exist in a state of chaos. When people moved into and settled in that area, they symbolically reshaped it into an organized cosmos through acts that echoed the creation of the universe.[footnoteRef:56] This was done through ritual repetition, with each construction based on the model of the universe's creation by the gods.[footnoteRef:57] According to Eliade, life could be renewed only through the symbolic repetition of the creation story. This was because the creation narrative served as the ideal example for all forms of creation.[footnoteRef:58] As Hunter wrote, for Eliade, this holy energy, which resided—or maybe even collected—in specific places, trickled through fractures in reality and was eager for human engagement.[footnoteRef:59]  [54:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 85.]  [55:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 94.]  [56:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 30.]  [57:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 30.]  [58:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 82.]  [59:  Hunter, Sacred Geography, p. 12.] 


Conclusion 
This essay compared and critically contrasted Mircea Eliade and Émile Durkheim’s views of sacred space. Generally, Eliade's work contains much more direct reference to sacred space than Durkheim's. This disparity may be attributed to the fact that the concept of sacred geography entered Western academic thought after Durkheim but before Eliade. 
Durkheim and Eliade both addressed the human desire to connect with the sacred. Eliade focused on how this could be achieved through space, whereas Durkheim examined the role of social interactions in this pursuit. However, they arrived at a different result. For Eliade, the sacred revealed itself to humanity through something that manifested in a specific location and did not belong to this profane world.[footnoteRef:60] For Durkheim, in contrast, no place was inherently sacred; instead, humans attributed sacredness to locations and maintained it with their actions.[footnoteRef:61] Both viewed rituals as essential; however, serving different purposes: for Eliade, rituals created and recreated the world, and for Durkheim, they made and maintained the sacredness of an object or place. [60:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p. 11.]  [61:  Field, The Elementary Forms, p. xlii.] 

In this sense, even though Durkheim and Eliade’s views on sacred space differ substantially, their approach arose from a similar intent. As Aristotle wrote in the opening of Physics: ‘Start from the things which are more knowable and obvious to us and proceed towards those which are clearer and more knowable by nature.’[footnoteRef:62] Eliade and Durkheim both started from their own viewpoints, Eliade as a historian of religion, being concerned with finding the sacred in place, and Durkheim as a sociologist, concerned with finding the sacred in the human mind. Maybe it can be expressed by Belden C. Lane’s words, who claimed that ‘the sacred site speaks, then, with its own voice, even as that voice is heard by thoroughly culturally conditioned ears.’[footnoteRef:63] [62:  Aristotle, Physics 184a17–18]  [63:  Beldon C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2001), p. 56.] 
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