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Compare and Contrast Eliade and Durkheim on Sacred Space
Grace Ibrahim 
HPCA7014
Introduction: What “Makes” Space Sacred?
The feeling of sacred space is perhaps one of the oldest ideas passed through time from the neanderthals to us.  Sacred space- what it means, what it is, and what divides the sacred from mundane, has long been a focal point within religious studies and anthropology; often raising foundational questions about the nature of place, identity, and transcendence. What is it that makes a space sacred? Is it inherent within the landscape? Or perhaps does it arise from ritual, myth, and/or deliberate collective action?  In this essay, we will look at two well-known theorists, Mircea Eliade and Émile Durkheim. At first, their concepts may seem to only contrast each other, but through deeper exploration I will highlight the complementary points in their frameworks to act as lights along the path as we investigate the sacred. 
 Eliade places emphasis on the irruption of the transcendent into the material realm, while Durkheim roots the sacred in deliberate social practices and collective representations. This essay will systematically compare and contrast their approaches by examining how each envisions the creation of sacred space, as well as the metaphysical implications of these views. In doing so, it will also bring in Aristotle’s metaphysics; which deepens our understanding of essence, actuality, and potentiality in relation to sacredness.
 While both Eliade and Durkheim’s extensive and thoughtful frameworks help us get a better understanding of sacred space, the work of Christopher Tilley, Barbara Bender, and Wong tie it together by providing support to analyze their similarities and differences. Tilley’s phenomenology of landscape reinforces Eliade’s view that sacredness is deeply experiential and tied to how individuals perceive and interact with their surroundings, while his emphasis on negotiation and embodiment echoes Durkheim’s insight that the sacred arises through collective practices. Together, this illustrates how the meaning of a place is shaped and maintained by social practices.
Barbara Bender’s research on contested sites like Stonehenge further backs up Durkheim’s perspective by showing how sacredness is continually constructed and reconstructed through communal actions, disputes, and the plurality of meanings attributed by different groups. This aligns with Durkheim’s argument that the sacred is not an inherent property, but a result of collective consensus and ongoing social interaction. Bender’s work also acknowledges the enduring aura and resonance certain landscapes possess; thus paralleling Eliade’s notion of hierophany and cosmic orientation.
Wong’s exploration of alternative cosmologies, which blur the boundaries between sacred and profane, supports both Eliade’s and Durkheim’s views by demonstrating that sacred space is not fixed but relational and culturally specific. This underscores the point that while Eliade emphasizes the irruption of the transcendent and Durkheim highlights social construction, both approaches recognize that sacredness depends on key factors such as context, interpretation, and the lived realities of communities.
Together, these scholars affirm that sacred space is dynamic and multifaceted; providing further evidence for the complementary aspects of Eliade’s and Durkheim’s theories while also illustrating the distinct ways each framework approaches the formation and experience of the sacred.
Section 1: Eliade’s Hierophany, Cosmic Orientation, and Metaphysical Resonance
Mircea Eliade’s “The Sacred and the Profane,” houses the most complete version of his theories; the core of this vision is that of hierophany. The manifestation of the sacred in the ordinary world. For him, the sacred does not simply exist everywhere (though it potentially could at any moment); instead, it appears breaking through the veil of the mundane transforming a fragment of profane space into a core of meaning and order. This “breakthrough” is existentially significant, offering believers a means to orient themselves within the cosmos. Sacred space is therefore both a locus of revelation and a point of orientation: it anchors human experience in a world otherwise characterized by chaos and contingency.
Eliade writes that for archaic societies, “the manifestation of the sacred, ontologically founds the world,” and that the experience of sacred space “provides man with orientation in the chaos of homogenous, amorphous space.”[footnoteRef:1] The axis mundi—the world center—is a recurrent symbol in religious traditions, from mountains and trees to temples and cities. These sites serve as symbolic bridges between different realms of existence: heaven, earth, and the underworld. The cosmic orientation provided by sacred space endows it with existential and metaphysical significance, linking the human to the divine and the temporal to the eternal. [1:  Mircea Eliade, “The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of religion”, (Harper one, Harcourt press, 1959) Pgs 21,23] 

Central to Eliade’s understanding is the role of ritual and myth. Through ritual reenactment of cosmogonic events, communities continually renew their connection and commitment to their sacred space. Temples, for example, are not simply a collection of buildings; they are the site of the original creation, the place where the world was founded, and where it can be renewed through mythic performance. Thus, sacred space is not static, it is continually enacted and re-enacted, inscribed with layers of meaning and metaphysical resonance.
 Aristotle’s metaphysical framework enriches Eliade’s understanding of sacred space, particularly through his analysis of substance (ousia) and actuality (energeia). Aristotle differentiates between potentiality and actuality, the process by which something comes to fully realize its essence. Sacred space, from this perspective, is the actualization of the potential for the sacred within profane reality. It is not merely a symbol but a living site where the ontological potential of the landscape is brought into being. The axis mundi, then, can be understood as both a symbolic and an ontological center; a place where the world’s deepest realities are made actual.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Aristotle, “Metaphysics” (H. Lawson - Tancred, Trans. Penguin Books, 2004) Substance (ousia): Book VII (1028a–1038b) Actuality (energeia): Book IX (1045b–1051b)
] 

Furthermore, the metaphysical principle of form and function, so central to Aristotle, allows us to see sacred space as a locus where form (sacred architecture, ritual design) and function (orientation, renewal, community) coincide to produce meaning. Eliade’s thought therefore finds philosophical depth in Aristotle’s inquiry into being, essence, and the actualization of potentiality in the world.
Section 2: Durkheim’s Collective Representations, Social Construction of the Sacred, and Aristotle’s Notion of Community
Émile Durkheim’s approach, as presented in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, shifts attention from the transcendence of Eliades to society. Durkheim argues that the distinction between sacred and profane is not inherent to places or objects but is conscientiously constructed and maintained through collective representations and ritualized practices. Sacred space, in his view, is a product of communal consensus, arising through the shared beliefs and rites that mark out certain areas as holy.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Émile Durkheim, Karen Fields, “The Elementary Forms of Religious Life” (The Free Press, 1995) Pgs. XXXII-XXIII] 

Durkheim observes that rituals performed at sacred sites serve to reinforce social cohesion and identity. These rituals are not simply private acts of devotion but public, communal events that bind the group together and reaffirm its shared values. The sanctity of a place is therefore less about its metaphysical properties and more about its social function: it expresses and sustains the moral order of the community, creating boundaries between “us” and “them,” sacred and profane.
Here, Aristotle’s Metaphysics frames substance (ousia) as the shared, enduring reality that defines a thing’s identity and actuality (energeia) as the process by which that shared identity is made tangible. For Durkheim, this translates directly to sacred space: it is not the realization of individual or transcendent potential as with Eliade but the actualization of a community’s collective substance. It is shared beliefs, values, and social bonds. Sacred space, in his view, becomes the concrete site where the group’s abstract "essence" is enacted through ritualized practices, binding individuals to one another and reinforcing the communal order that gives the sacred meaning. Rituals serve as the mechanism through which this collective substance is maintained, shaping the landscape and individual experience around the shared forms that unify the community.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Aristotle, “Metaphysics” (H. Lawson - Tancred, Trans. Penguin Books, 2004.) Substance (ousia): Book VII (1028a–1038b) Actuality (energeia): Book IX (1048a–1049b)
] 

Durkheim’s analysis is functionalist, foregrounding the role of ritual, social memory, and boundary-making in the construction and maintenance of sacred space. Through this lens, the sacred is not a metaphysical eruption but a social achievement, a continual process of designation, performance, and collective affirmation.
Section 3:Critique & Expansion—Lived Landscapes, Contestation, and Alternative Cosmologies
Phenomenology and Embodied Experience: Tilley
While Eliade and Durkheim offer invaluable frameworks their models risk overlooking the embodied complexity of sacred space. A gap filled by Christopher Tilley’s A Phenomenology of Landscape. Tilley argues sacredness arises through sensory, bodily engagement with place via, movement, touch, sightlines and navigation. By framing landscapes as active participants in meaning-making, shaping humans and humans shaping them, he bridges Eliade’s focus on experiential focus and Durkheim’s collective practice[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Christopher Tilley, “A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths, and Monuments.” (Berg,1994) Pgs. 12-28] 

For Eliade, Tilley grounds hierophany in lived rituals like pilgrimage, Ddeeping the theory by showing how transcendence is felt though bodily engagement.  For Durkheim, he roots collective consensus in physical, shared practice, demonstrating that social cohesion is not abstract but enacted through embodied interaction with space.  Aristotle’s metaphysics reinforces Tilley’s stance with this idea that the actualization of sacredness (energeia) depends on the embodied potential (dunamis) of human-landscape interaction. Sacred space becomes a dynamic process of meaning-making, shaped by reciprocal human-place relationships.
Contestation and Plurality: Bender
Barbara Bender’s work in Stonehenge: Making Space extends Durkheim’s theory of social construction while echoing Eliade’s concern with existential resonance. She demonstrates that Stonehenge’s sacredness is shaped by competing communities, archaeologists, neo-pagans, tourists, heritage managers and the local community alike.  Revealing, sacredness as inherently contested, plural, and negotiated.[footnoteRef:6] This expands Durkheim’s focus on consensus to incorporate power dynamics and conflict: where Eliade framed contestation as a threat to the sacred’s existential purity, Bender argues it is intrinsic to sacredness, not a flaw. She also echoes Eliade’s anxiety over the “sterilization” of sacred space through bureaucratic rules and commercialization that risk eroding the existential richness he associates with hierophany, while still showing that Eliade’s notion of a sacred “aura” persists through successive communities’ reengagement with a site’s meaning. Further backing up this idea is, Aristotle’s notion of evolving substance: Stonehenge’s sacredness, like a community’s essence, is continually actualized through negotiation, not fixed by transcendence or consensus. [6:  Barbara Bender, “Stonehenge: Making Space (Oxford, Berg, 1998) Pgs.100-120] 


Alternative Cosmologies: Wong and the Continuity of Sacred and Profane
Eva Wong’s exploration of East Asian cosmologies challenges the sacred and profane binary central to both theorists.  She reveals worlds where sacred and profane exist on a continuum, suffusing daily life rather than standing apart. In these cosmologies rituals do not separate the sacred from the profane but enable their mutual transformation, showing sacredness can be relational and embedded, not exceptional.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Eva Wong, “Taoism: An Essential Guide (Shambhala Press, 2011) Pgs12-28] 

This enriches Eliade by framing hierophany as subtle, ongoing flow rather than rare rupture. For Durkheim, it highlights cultural specificity in collective representations. Aristotle’s focus on the process of becoming over fixed binaries supports this fluidity showing that sacredness is actualized in ways aligned with transcendence, social function, or continuity.

Relationality, Power, and the Lived Landscape
Integrating these perspectives, sacred space emerges as a relational phenomenon shaped by transcendence, social practice, embodied experience, and culture. Power and contestation are inherent to its formation: sacredness is not merely received or designated but made, remade, and sometimes resisted. Sites like Stonehenge resist bureaucratic “sterilization” because communities assert their own claims to meaning, underscoring that sacred space is open, unfinished, and perpetually renewed.
Conclusion: The Complexity of Sacred Space
This essay’s core purpose, comparing and contrasting Mircea Eliade and Émile Durkheim’s theories of sacred space, reveals two distinct yet complementary frameworks. Eliade frames sacred space as a transcendental rupture: a hierophany that breaks through profane chaos to offer cosmic orientation, existential meaning, and connection to the divine. For him, sacredness is rooted in the ontological potential of the landscape, actualized through myth and ritual. Durkheim, by contrast, grounds sacred space in social construction: it emerges from collective representations, ritualized consensus, and communal values, functioning to bind groups, reinforce moral order, and materialize a community’s shared essence. For Durkheim, sacredness is a social achievement, not a metaphysical given.
Scholars like Christopher Tilley, Barbara Bender, and Eva Wong do not overshadow this core contrast, they deepen it. Tilley’s phenomenology reinforces Eliade’s focus on experiential sacredness while grounding Durkheim’s collective practices in embodied action, highlighting how both theorists’ insights depend on human engagement with place. Bender’s work on contestation expands Durkheim’s emphasis on consensus to include power dynamics, while echoing Eliade’s concern with preserving a site’s existential resonance amid external pressures. Wong’s alternative cosmologies challenge the sacred-profane binary central to both thinkers, yet this serves to clarify their shared reliance on that binary. Eliade as a rupture, Durkheim as a social boundary—while illustrating how supporting perspectives refine their core claims.
In essence, Eliade and Durkheim’s theories stand as an anchor: one side centered on transcendence and cosmic orientation, the other on social construction and cohesion. The supporting scholars confirm and extend these differences, they do not replace them, by revealing how lived experience (Tilley), contestation (Bender), and cultural specificity (Wong) illuminate the practical implications of Eliade and Durkheim’s ideas. Together, this comparison shows that sacred space cannot be reduced to either transcendence or social function alone; it emerges from the tension and interplay between the two.
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