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Compare and critically contrast Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim’s views of sacred space.
Word Count 2362

Mircea Eliade, author of The sacred and the profane, the nature of religion (1957), referred to below as ‘Sacred and Profane’, and Emile Durkheim, who penned Les Formes élémentaries de la vie religieuse (1912), commonly known as Forms, were scholars in the 20thth century.  Of successive generations, they grew up in European Countries during times of complicated, political and social change, with a rising political and socioeconomically intertwined Europe; changes in government functions across new political spectrums; and realism in cultural trends all evolving (Barzun, 2026 Par. 1).  In the midst of this, Durkheim and Eliade both developed their own notions about life, including those of ‘what constitutes sacred space and how it arises,’ and ‘how it is maintained.' This paper compares and contrast their views below, but, firstly, who were they, and how credible are there views? 
French born, Emile Durkheim (1858 – 1917), was the son of a Jewish Rabbi. One of the principal architects of modern social science, he also had a “… burning sense of mission, great confidence, remarkable capacity for sophisticated, persuasive argument, and his austere sense of morality” (Piggo, 2000, Abstract).  Smith (2020, p.3) presents him as having multiple roles and styles, including deep thinker with a propensity to action; pedantic, slow-moving scholar; and polemicist standing up for sociology against psychology.  Mircea Eliade (1907 – 1985), was a Rumanian-American historian, writer, philosopher, and professor at the University of Chicago.  His life-long friend Emile Gioran recalls the liveliness of his contagious personality as having “.. substance in it, depth, authenticity ..”  (Jelesco, A. & Jelesco, D. 2010, 29.50m).  Justine Brauer, former Dean of Divinity School, recalls that getting a visa for Eliade took a special Presidential bill stating he ‘…was a person required to stay for the security of America’ before residency was granted, and his caseworker observing that, in all her years supporting people required to stay for the security of the country, Eliade was the most important as “he is the man who deals with our security not through weapons, but with ideas of what it means to be a human…..” (Jelesco, A. & Jelesco, D. 2010, 40.00m).  Both men then, according to fellow social scientists, friends and/or colleagues, were, it appears, well-educated, well-respected, and credible scholars in their day. 
When turning to the concept of Sacred Space, more similarities are apparent; both men had religious backgrounds, and both begin from the perspective that sacred space is an outcome of religion. Durkheim’s view of sacredness, and the space that defines it, was an outcome of his researching the “crude cults of the Australian tribes” in order to identify religion in its most primitive form, and follow its development process (Durkheim, 2023, p.4).  An experience which led him to conclude that religion is “… a social experience … which expresses collective realities…” (Durkheim, 2023, p.15a); and that ‘collective consciousness’ leads to behaviours that “… take place within a group” and “excite, maintain or recreate various mental states … therefore, … should be social affairs and the product of collective thought” (Durkheim, 2023 p.15b).  Durkheim further purports that:

Spatial representation consists essentially in a primary co-ordination of the data 
of sensuous experience…[ but] … to dispose things spatially there must be a 
possibility  of placing them differently … space could not be what it is if it were not … 
divided and differentiated …  Since all men of a single civilization represent space 
in the same way, it is clearly necessary that these… values, and … distinctions … 
should be equally universal, and [this] … implies that they be of social origin.
(Durkheim, 2023 p.16-17).
So, for Durkheim, sacredness is a human/social construct beginning in the mind and defined by society dependent on its collective cultural values.  

Eliade agrees with Durkheim that some space is important to individuals, their birth-place, a favourite place where something first happened, or somewhere something momentous happened, but suggests these may not necessarily constitute sacred space (Brady, 2024, Recording 5.2m).  For Eliade, who suggested in ‘Sacred and Profane’ that the first ‘possible way’ to define the sacred is as “… the opposite of the profane” (Eliade, 1959, p.10), and space is a natural construct.  For him, whatever lifestyle, culture, or belief system one has, humans recognise the sacred because it shows itself; manifests as something different from their everyday/profane experiences (Eliade, 1959. p.11a).  Furthermore, Eliade believes sacred space is something out of the ordinary, a personal thing not necessarily experienced by others.  For him it is the threshold of a space that differentiates it; the limit/boundary/frontiers of an area distinguishes and opposes two separate worlds; becomes the place where these worlds communicate and makes the passage from the profane to the sacred world possible (Eliade, 1959. p.25).  Eliade further purports that sacred space is not the realm of any particular religion or belief (Eliade, 1959. p. 24); it manifests in what he calls a hierophany, which deliberately shows itself, either through the ordinary - a tree or rock - or spectacularly, as in the incarnation of God in Jesus (Eliade, 1959. p. 11b).  For Eliade manifestations are the absolute reality, as opposed to the nonreality of the surrounding expanse (Eliade, 1959. p.12a); it is the edge, the place where man encounters an eruption of the divine that is real; the point where humans feel special/good/alive; the point of sacred power that Eliade suggests means reality, plus permanence and effectiveness (Eliade, 1959. p.12b).  Their different perspectives on who and what makes sacredness; are considerable then, so how do they perceive sacred space is maintained? 

Eliade believes hierophanies are the key to maintenance, although he also admits they portray a paradox; on the one hand the reality that something unnatural has unexpectedly appeared in a common item  - leading men to venerate/worship it.  On the other, worshipers are not revering the item itself, but what it represents because a hierophany appeared within it  (Eliade, 1959. p.12c).  These items still retain their natural state and shape despite having become vessels for a separate entity - a sacred/supernatural reality (Eliade, 1959. p.12d), which is the element that appeals to people’s needs going forward.  Eliade further believes that if some of nature is capable of presenting as sacred, mankind should recognise that all of it must be, including the cosmos itself (Eliade, 1959. p.12e); indeed, the cosmos in its entirety is the supreme hierophany, a powerful reality saturated with “being, enduringness and efficacity” (Eliade, 1959. p.12f); a power that, despite western uneasiness around manifestations of the sacred (Eliade, 1959. p.11c), is a power which primitive mankind is, and always has been, instinctively drawn to (Eliade, 1959. p.13a), eliciting the wonder, delight and respect that maintains sacredness itself.  

Durkheim also acknowledges a dichotomy, but for him this involves human intellect/reason combined with ideas/senses – two types of knowledge which together contribute to forming intellect itself (Durkheim, 2013. p.14).  For him using this notion to consider religion reduces reason to experience and characterizes reason as an appearance/illusion - ensuring reason disappears and illusion becomes nothing in in the nature of things. (Brady, 2024, Recording 9.3m).  Thomspon, cites Pickering when exploring Durkheim’s alternative view, who suggests that the universal sacred-profane dichotomy is important because it is, both, a collective representation, and the symbol of the collective entity that people respond to (Thompson, 2026, Vol.40, Issue 3a).  Poggi (2000, par. 26) further emphasises this when raising Durkheim’s belief that individuals accept collective requirement because it is a reminder of their obligations to each other and also motivates and validates individual compliance in maintaining anything previously agreed as collectively sacred. Thompson cites Pickering again, when considering the outcome of Durkheim’s primacy of the universal sacred-profane dichotomy, and concludes:

a) What is of most value to society becomes what is sacred and - because value is a nonphysical attribute - things deemed sacred within society are unlimited, even if bounded by time and change (Thompson, 2026, Vol.40, Issue 3b).  
b) Any number of items could be perceived sacred by society whether traditionally religious or not; examples being individuals and/or ‘gods’ in primitive societies; basic ideas of motherland, liberty, reason, duty, moral imperative and democracy; also rights and privileges, ideas and moral concepts; together summarized by Pickering as societies summum bonum, (Thompson, 2026, Vol.40, Issue 3c), the power that leads religion itself.    
c) Durkheim’s belief that the sacred ‘creates’ the spiritual/the gods/God himself even - sets it aside purely because it holds that primacy (Thompson, 2026, Vol.40, Issue 3d).  
But how does this link to traditional religious ideas?

Fields points to Durkheim’s concept of the ‘Other’ or ‘Soul’ to explore this, suggesting for him the soul “…is, the most universally held form of the idea of personality” (Durkheim, 1995, p. xxix a).  He also suggests that, for Durkheim, socially the soul stands for the collective life, and individually for the social part in each of us – at once an ethereal substance, alongside the best of the individual in a social setting (Durkheim, 1995, p. xxix b).  Field then highlight’s Durkheim’s notion of the soul being separate from its “physical envelope … a spark of the divinity… [that] represents something in us that is other than ourselves” (Durkheim, 1995, p. xxx); Durkheim’s ‘other’ described by Brady (2024, 5.39m) as the landscape that must be imposed upon by humanity to justify the soul. 

 But, would such justification ensure a humanly constructed sacred place could remain sacred and/or last for eternity?  Durkheim would say yes; the sacred is an extension of the human mind.  For him, as human actions bind objects and/or places, these can only remain sacred as long as the moral community continue to worship (Brady. 2024, 13m).  Brady cites Fields when saying sacredness is inherently impermanent - remade when individuals act for the collective consciousness (Brady, 2024, 8.5m), and without such actions the sacred would simply cease to exist.  Eliade would counter that sacredness simply cannot die; for him it still exists independent of the human mind; it is a fixed, ’central point’ in a sacred place (Eliade, 1959, p. 21).  Furthermore, says Eliade (1959, p.23), anyone can come across sacredness anywhere, at any time; feel a sense of wonder at a seen natural phenomenon that, once accessed, allows one “to live in the real sense;” meaningfully and consciously.  

In conclusion, this exercise highlights that social scientists, friends, and acquaintances, consider Durkheim and Eliade to be amongst the most influential leaders of social philosophy in their day; that both men lived through turbulent times, and that both agree sacred space starts with religion.   Where they differ is in how sacred space is created and maintained.  

For Durkheim sacredness is a social construct, formed when individual thought is accepted by society, dependant on its collective values (Durkheim, 2023, p.15a).  Conversely, Eliade believes it is a natural construct, and that the ‘first possible way’ to define sacred is as “… the opposite of the profane” (Eliade, 1959, p.10). To underpin this, Eliade suggests humans recognise something as sacred when it manifests differently from normal human experience (Eliade, 1959. p.11a), and experiencing a hierophany, he purports, is an unusual, often personal, event (Eliade, 1959. p.25) not limited to any particular religion or belief (Eliade, 1959. p. 24).  For him, hierophanies show themselves deliberately, either in ordinary or extreme ways (Eliade, 1959. p. 11b), whatever one’s culture.   

Sacred space is maintained from Durkheim’s perspective, when individuals respond to collective representation and symbolism (Thompson, 2026, Vol.40, Issue 3a) - which, as Poggi (2000, par. 26) suggests, leads individuals to remember their moral obligations, alongside emphasising a need to maintain previously agreed sacred commitments to their group.  Pickering, cited by Thompson (2026, Vol.40, Issue 3b), also purports Durkheim believes sacred commitments arise from whatever society considers worth committing to, depending on their variable, if unlimited, perception of what is sacred and/or most valuable to them; these values being created by the spiritual/the gods/God himself, purely because such primacy is given, he adds (Thompson, 2026, Vol.40, Issue 3c).  Alternatively, Eliade focuses on manifestations as the absolute reality (Eliade, 1959. p.12a), believing they are permanent and effective (Eliade, 1959. p.12b), though also paradoxical.  Indeed, understanding something not of the natural world unexpectedly appearing in a common item and leading men to venerate or worship it - even though they are not revering the item, but what it represents, may be confusing (Eliade, 1959. p.12c); however, they are still in their natural state and shape he purports, alongside being vessels for a separate entity (Eliade, 1959. p.12d), a sacred/supernatural reality.  
	
Turning to Fields to understand how Durkheim’s ideas link to traditional religious ones, he suggests that, for Durkheim, the ‘Other,’ or ‘Soul,’ is the most universally held form of the idea of personality “(Durkheim, 1995, p, xxix a); and that socially it represents collective life, whilst individually the social part of each of us - an ethereal substance representing the best of individuals in a social setting (Durkheim, 1995, p. xxix b).  Fields also quotes Durkheim, as believing the soul to be separate from its “physical envelope … a spark of the divinity… [that] represents something in us that is other than ourselves” (Durkheim, 1995, p. xxx); further emphasised by Brady (2024, 5.39m) as the landscape that must be imposed upon by humanity to justify the soul.  

Finally, we asked, would such justification ensure that a humanly constructed sacred place could remain sacred and/or last for eternity?  Brady suggests Durkheim would say yes; the sacred is an extension of the human mind and, as human actions bind objects and/or places, they can only remain sacred as long as the moral community continue to worship, otherwise the sacred would simply cease to exist. (2024, 13m). Conversely, Eliade believes that, if some of nature can be perceived as sacred all of it must be, including the cosmos itself (Eliade, 1959. p.12e). For him, the cosmos is the supreme hierophany, a powerful reality saturated with “being, enduringness and efficacity” (Eliade, 1959. p.12f); a power which primitive mankind is, and has always been, instinctively drawn to (Eliade, 1959. p.13a) so, Eliade would say the sacred can never die.  Ultimately, emphasising their very different views of Sacred Space.  
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