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Compare and critically contrast Mircea Eliade
and Emile Durkheim’s views of sacred space
Word count: 2284.

Introduction
The purpose of this paper is to critically compare and contrast Émile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade’s views of sacred space. Émile Durkheim (1858-1917) was a French sociologist and the first professor of this discipline in France. One of his main goals was to defend sociology as a science. Karen E. Fields stated that he was remembered ‘as a man who set out to rescue social science from undisciplined subjectivity…’.[footnoteRef:1] In 1912, five years before his death, he published The elementary forms of religions.[footnoteRef:2] He was then an experienced and mature sociologist and it might be speculated that his ideas were the result of many years of study. [1:  Karen E. Fields, Introduction to The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, by Émile Durkheim (New York, NY: The Free Press, 1995), p. xxiv.]  [2:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. by Karen E. Fields (New York, NY: The Free Press, 1995).] 

Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) was born in Romania but died in the United States. He was not a sociologist but instead a historian of religion. Randall Studstill claimed that this meant not only describing religious phenomena but also understanding their inner structure.[footnoteRef:3] In contrast, Eliade was not worried on probing sociology as a science. Thomas Altizer considered him ‘the great shaman of our time’.[footnoteRef:4] Studstill also mentioned that other scholars believed that Eliade was too ‘theological’.[footnoteRef:5] Douglas Allen suggested that he was criticized by both the ‘classical’ and ‘anarchists’ anthropologists.[footnoteRef:6] Allen believed that they had not understood Eliade’s ‘sophisticated phenomenological approach’.[footnoteRef:7] Eliade wrote The Sacred and The Profane in 1956 with the ‘primary concern to present the specific dimensions of religious experience, to bring out the differences between it and profane experience of the world’.[footnoteRef:8] It may be concluded that Durkheim and Eliade had a different academic agenda. One was aiming to defend sociology as a science. The other was trying to find the inner structure of religious phenomena. In order to examine their views on sacred place, the present paper has been subdivided into different themes: the reality of the sacred, dichotomies and paradoxes, repetition and continuity, and the individual and society. [3:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred’, Religious Studies, 36.2 (Jun, 2000), p. 178.]  [4:  Thomas J. J. Altizer, ‘Mircea Eliade and the Recovery of the Sacred’, The Christian Scholar, 45.4 (Winter, 1962), p. 267.]  [5:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred’, p. 177.]  [6:  Douglas Allen, ‘Eliade and History’, The Journal of Religion, 68.4 (Oct., 1988), p. 545.]  [7:  Douglas Allen, ‘Eliade and History’, p. 546.]  [8:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. by Willard R. Trask (New York, NY: Harcourt, Brace & World Inc., 1959), p. 17.] 

The reality of the sacred 
Both Eliade and Durkheim insisted on the reality of the sacred. Yet they were not addressing the same ideas and Eliade did not even cite Durkheim. This paper now discusses their understanding of the term ‘real’. Eliade saw sacred as an irruption.[footnoteRef:9] ‘Man becomes aware of the sacred because it itself, shows itself’.[footnoteRef:10] So it had agency. Now Eliade also considered it real, claiming ‘the sacred is equivalent to a power, and, in the last analysis, to reality’, he claimed.[footnoteRef:11] B. S. Renne stated that ‘In fact the sacred is repeatedly identified by Eliade as the real, the true, the power and the meaningful'.[footnoteRef:12] Instead, Durkheim claimed that the sacred was born out of a prohibition.[footnoteRef:13] ‘Sacred things are things protected and isolated by prohibitions’.[footnoteRef:14] It was then socially constructed by separating a place from ordinary space. Kareen E. Fields declared that religion only existed ‘in a humanly shaped world’.[footnoteRef:15] The sacred did not impose itself, it was rather a product of society. Nevertheless, Durkheim defended its reality: all religions ‘are true after their own fashion’.[footnoteRef:16]  [9:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 26.]  [10:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 11.]  [11:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 12.]  [12:  B. S. Rennie, ‘The Religious Creativity of Modern Humanity: Some Observations on Eliade’s Unfinished Thought’, Religious Studies, 31.2 (Jun. 1995), p. 223.]  [13:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 38.]  [14:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 38.]  [15:  Karen E. Fields, Introduction to The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. xix.]  [16:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.2.] 

Eliade’s reference to the sacred as ‘real’ may need unpackaging. Studstill believed that he was ambiguous.[footnoteRef:17] ‘His statements do not indicate whether he means 'real in an ontological sense or 'real' as posited by the believer’.[footnoteRef:18] In 1952, Eliade also affirmed that ‘it is this experience of the sacred, that generates the idea of something which really exists’.[footnoteRef:19] He also maintained that this experiential sense of reality was the basis of scientific knowledge.[footnoteRef:20] B. S. Rennie concluded that no matter its ontological state, that which is worshipped ‘is real and meaningful as a category of the study’.[footnoteRef:21]  [17:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred’, p. 182.]  [18:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred’, p. 182.]  [19:  Mircea Eliade, ‘Structures and Changes in the History of Religion’, in City Invincible, ed. by Carl H. Kraeling and Robert M. Adams (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1963), p. 366.]  [20:  Mircea Eliade, ‘Structures and Changes in the History of Religion’, p. 366.]  [21:  B. S. Rennie, ‘The Religious Creativity of Modern Humanity: Some Observations on Eliade’s Unfinished Thought’, p. 223.] 

Because Durkheim was looking to defend sociology as a science, objectivity and realism were paramount: ‘Definition should be sought from reality itself’.[footnoteRef:22] Indeed, he referred to his work as a study in the ‘science of religion’, not the history of religion, which contrasts with Eliade.[footnoteRef:23] As a positivist, he was looking for the ‘objective content of the idea of religion’.[footnoteRef:24] Eliade concluded that ‘it is a system of given facts; in short, it is a reality’.[footnoteRef:25] Alexandra Maryanski cited that Durkheim believed that religion should be studied because of its social role. [footnoteRef:26] Faith would always accompany human beings, though its symbolic shape may change.[footnoteRef:27] In this respect, he coincided with Eliade who wanted to find the inner structure of religious phenomena throughout time. [footnoteRef:28] Now, according to Durkheim, the sacred was the most fundamental principle of religion.[footnoteRef:29] And though it was socially constructed, he emphasized: ‘the unanimous feeling of believers down the ages cannot be mere illusion’.[footnoteRef:30] In summary, both Durkheim and Eliade wanted to find a constant structure that explained the permanence of sacredness throughout time and cultures. They treated it as real, albeit idiosyncratically, with Durkheim arguing for the sacred as a social construct, and Eliade arguing for the sacred as having its own agency [22:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 22.]  [23:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 8.]  [24:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 4.]  [25:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 432.]  [26:  Alexandra Maryanski, ‘The Birth of the Gods: Robertson Smith and Durkheim’s Turn to Religion as the Basis of Social Integration’, Sociological Theory, 32.4 (December 2014), p. 355.]  [27:  Alexandra Maryanski, ‘The Birth of the Gods: Robertson Smith and Durkheim’s Turn to Religion as the Basis of Social Integration’, p. 355.]  [28:  Mircea Eliade, ‘Structures and Changes in the History of Religion’, p. 366.]  [29:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 38.]  [30:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 420.] 


Dichotomies and paradoxes
Turning now to the opposition between ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’, both Eliade and Durkheim’s views can be examined. Durkheim found that all known religious beliefs defined the world in two different terms: the profane and the sacred.[footnoteRef:31] Attempting a definition, Eliade claimed that the sacred ‘is the opposite of the profane’.[footnoteRef:32] Durkheim also struggled and ended up with a similar statement: ‘the sacred thing is, par excellence, that which the profane must not and cannot touch with impunity’.[footnoteRef:33]  But the way each one of them addressed this dichotomy was different. [31:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.34.]  [32:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 10.
Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.34.]  [33:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 38.] 

Eliade believed that the sacred was somewhat superior to the profane. It provided a reality of a different order.[footnoteRef:34] It defined an ‘absolute reality that transcends this world’.[footnoteRef:35] A sacred place centered and organized life.[footnoteRef:36] Instead, Durkheim did not believe in a hierarchical distinction.[footnoteRef:37] Sacred and profane were separate, hostile and rival realms for him: ‘there exists no other example of two categories of things so profoundly differentiated or so radically opposed to one another’.[footnoteRef:38] Eliade saw it more like a continuum, a furthering away from the center. ‘The cosmos in its entirety can become a hierophany’.[footnoteRef:39] Now Eliade’s understanding of the hierophany closes in on Durkheim’s comprehension of the sacred: ‘an irruption of the sacred that results in detaching a territory from the surrounding cosmic milieu’.[footnoteRef:40] Eliade said that the territory was detached from the rest after the divine manifested itself and Durkheim claimed that it was socially separated.[footnoteRef:41] So, in their own way, they both acknowledge a split, a separation, a break. But the source of this rupture was different. The reasons for this are discussed later. [34:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 10.]  [35:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 202.]  [36:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 64.]  [37:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 35.]  [38:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 36.]  [39:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 12.]  [40:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 26.]  [41:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 26; Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 38.] 

Because Eliade’s dichotomy was not as strong as that of Durkheim, it allowed blending between the sacred and the profane. According to Eliade, sacredness  was an irruption in the ordinary world. But this sacred emergence needed a profane space to be placed upon. But, as Stephen Reno claimed, ‘The profane never becomes the sacred’.[footnoteRef:42] It could signal the sacred, though, disguised as profane: ‘any object becomes something else, yet it continues to remain itself’.[footnoteRef:43] Thus the sacred place hid the divine at the same time that it provided a bridge to it.[footnoteRef:44] Eliade stated that ‘this break is symbolized by an opening by which passage from one cosmic region to another is made possible’.[footnoteRef:45] B. S. Rennie cited a paradoxical relationship: ‘the sacred being constantly both concealed in and revealed through the profane’.[footnoteRef:46] Distinctively, Durkheim believed sacred and profane were irresoluble. That is why rites were needed: to make the profane, sacred.[footnoteRef:47] He believed in a co-dependency between the divine and mortals, as the sacred was not independent from the social reality.[footnoteRef:48] Now, Eliade also believed a rite was necessary to sacralize a place but for different reasons, as it is discussed promptly. [42:  Stephen J. Reno, ‘Eliade’s Progressional View of Hierophanies’, Religious Studies, 8.2 (Jun., 1972), p. 155.]  [43:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 12.]  [44:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, pp. 11-12.]  [45:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion , p. 37.]  [46:  B. S. Rennie, ‘The Religious Creativity of Modern Humanity: Some Observations on Eliade’s Unfinished Thought’, p. 223.]  [47:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 57.]  [48:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 36.] 


This section has analyzed different ways of dealing with the sacred-profane dichotomy. Both Durkheim and Eliade had to define the sacred as opposite to the profane. Durkheim saw different realms that cannot have any proximity. For Eliade, instead, the sacred hid within the profane so the dichotomy became more of a paradox. They both agreed that sacred was separated from profane and that a rite was necessary to sacralize place. But for different reasons.

Repetition and continuity
Durkheim and Eliade tried to discover a mechanism that gave rise to this dichotomy. How each one dealt with this concept is examined in this section. Eliade stated over and over that the repetition of a primordial act of creation by the divine was necessary.[footnoteRef:49] A place needed to be sacralised by the ‘repetition of a primordial act’ to become sacred.[footnoteRef:50] For Eliade, ritual recreated a cosmological order. Sacredness meant harmony and health.[footnoteRef:51] More than a re-petition, it was a re-creation of the world.[footnoteRef:52] Creating a sacred space was to go back to the origin: ‘settling in a territory is equivalent to founding a world.’.[footnoteRef:53] Man symbolically transformed space into a cosmos through a ritual repetition of a cosmogony.[footnoteRef:54] Reno added that sacred space ‘becomes distinct from its profane identity at the moment it acquires the ‘dimension of sacredness’.[footnoteRef:55] Eliade concluded: ‘every human establishment repeats the creation of the world’.[footnoteRef:56]  [49:  Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality (New York, NY: Harper and Row, 1963), p. 28-29.]  [50:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 31.]  [51:  Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality, p.32.]  [52:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, 23, 28.]  [53:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 47.]  [54:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 31.]  [55:  Stephen J. Reno, ‘Eliade’s Progressional View of Hierophanies’, p. 155.]  [56:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 45.] 


Durkheim referred to the use of repetition in order to maintain the sacredness: ‘ we must repeat the necessary acts as often as is necessary to renew their effects’.[footnoteRef:57] Nancy Jay added: ‘ritual is essential not merely to give birth to the categories, but also to maintain them’.[footnoteRef:58] Fields added that as long as a sacred place continued to be separated from the profane, it would remain sacred and Jay insisted that ‘the dichotomy is only maintained by constant effort’.[footnoteRef:59] To conclude, where Eliade saw the need to repeat the original act of creation, Durkheim believed that it was about repeating the act of prohibition in time. [57:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 420.]  [58:  Nancy Jay, ‘Gender and Dichotomy’, Feminist Studies, 7.1 (Spring, 1981), p. 39.]  [59:  Karen E. Fields, Introduction to The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. xIvi; Nancy Jay, ‘Gender and Dichotomy’, p. 40.] 


The individual and the society
Another significant aspect are their visions on the roles of the individual and society, which will be discussed here. While Durkheim was a sociologist, Eliade focused on the experience of hierophanies through the individual. Studstill claimed that Eliade ‘consistently locates his area of concern in the mind of the believer’.[footnoteRef:60] His objective was to discover ‘the structures of consciousness that constitute religious experience’.[footnoteRef:61] In his own words, Eliade aimed ‘to make understandable to others, religious man's behavior and mental universe’.[footnoteRef:62] Studstill added that the focus was in the relationship between the believer and the sacred. Eliade’s sacred irruptions occurred through symbols, for instance a sacred mountain, that enabled ‘man to transcend personal situations and, finally, gain access to the world of spirit’.[footnoteRef:63] The sacred had its own agency but  the experience of it happened ‘in the mind of the believer’, Studstill added.[footnoteRef:64] That is why a sacred place ‘can be perceived by some and simultaneously unrecognized  by others’.[footnoteRef:65] Douglas Allen mentioned that Eliade referred to ‘a permanent structure of consciousness’.[footnoteRef:66] Naming a trans-cultural ‘homo religiosus’ allowed him to examine what happened within the mind of the individual religious man. ‘For religious man, …’, he wrote [emphasis is mine].[footnoteRef:67] It may be said that the structure of the sacred anchored itself in the experience of the human being. It required humanity to perceive it.  [60:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred’, p. 182.]  [61:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred’, p. 181.]  [62:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 162.]  [63:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, 210.]  [64:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred’, p. 181.]  [65:  B. S. Rennie, ‘The Religious Creativity of Modern Humanity: Some Observations on Eliade’s Unfinished Thought’, p. 223.]  [66:  Douglas Allen, ‘Eliade and History’, p. 558.]  [67:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 22.] 

In contrast, Durkheim focused on the social aspect of the sacred. Maryanski claimed that this reflected ‘an effort to deal with what he called ‘the initial problem of sociology’, that he wanted to know ‘what bonds unite men to one another’.[footnoteRef:68] He added: ‘the collective ideal that religion expresses is far from being due to some vague capacity innate to the individual; rather, it is in the school of collective life that the individual has learned to form ideals’.[footnoteRef:69] Thus to consider a place sacred, that is to separate it from the rest, demanded an emerging collective process. As R. Keith Sawyer put it, Durkheim’s ‘social facts and collective representations are emergent social phenomena’.[footnoteRef:70] Maryanski added that ‘sociability is the primary cause of religious sentiment’.[footnoteRef:71] It was because men lived in society that they longed to rise from their immediate experience into other possibilities.[footnoteRef:72] Durkheim explained: ‘the beliefs are at work only when they are shared’.[footnoteRef:73] He also stablished a reciprocity between sacred places and humanity. At the same time that they were socially constructed, they had an impact on society. ‘There can be no society that does not experience the need at regular intervals to maintain and strengthen the collective’, claimed Durkheim.[footnoteRef:74] And to do so, rituals were needed, ceremonies and communion with a sacred place.[footnoteRef:75] Maryanski added that ‘community relations attach individuals to the collective and create a sense of obligation to the larger whole’.[footnoteRef:76]Thus, there was no sense of the sacred or of religion without society: ‘far from ignoring and disregarding society, religion is his image’.[footnoteRef:77] To conclude, Eliade focused on the phenomenology of the sacred. His emphasis was on the individual and his experience. But Durkheim was a sociologist, looking for mechanisms of social coherence. Thus, he focused on society and believed that religion and sacred places helped in holding the community together. [68:  Alexandra Maryanski, ‘The Birth of the Gods: Robertson Smith and Durkheim’s Turn to Religion as the Basis of Social Integration’, p. 360.]  [69:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 425.]  [70:  R. Keith Sawyer, ‘Toward a Sociology of Emergence’, Sociological Theory, 20.2 (Jul. 2002), p. 232.]  [71:  Alexandra Maryanski, ‘The Birth of the Gods: Robertson Smith and Durkheim’s Turn to Religion as the Basis of Social Integration’, p. 360.]  [72:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 425.]  [73:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 427.]  [74:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 429.]  [75:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 429.]  [76:  Alexandra Maryanski, ‘The Birth of the Gods: Robertson Smith and Durkheim’s Turn to Religion as the Basis of Social Integration’, p. 536.]  [77:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. 423.] 

Conclusion

Both Durkheim and Eliade approached the sacred-profane dichotomy with different aims and from different grounds. The first one was a sociologist trying to apply an objective approach.[footnoteRef:78] The second one was a historian of religion, more preoccupied on the phenomenology of religious experiences.[footnoteRef:79] They both agreed on some terms: a sacred place was distinguished from a profane one, and its sacredness was real.[footnoteRef:80] There were different kind of repetitions involved in keeping it sacred. But for Eliade the sacred had its own agency, it irrupted in the ordinary world while for Durkheim it was a social construction.[footnoteRef:81] On the whole, their ideas are not contradicting each other but perhaps, complementing one another. It may be ventured that their differences may have more to do with their diverse perspectives and aims but that they are not necessarily excluding one another. [78:  Karen E. Fields, Introduction to The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. xxiv.]  [79:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 17.]  [80:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, pp. 38, 420; Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 31; Mircea Eliade, ‘Structures and Changes in the History of Religion’, p. 366.]  [81:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 26; Karen E. Fields, Introduction to The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. xix.] 
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