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First and foremost, this essay is going to acknowledge the impossibility of the definition of religion and the sacred. Their understanding is always subjected to the personal worldview of a person stating their definition. Émile Durkheim and Eliade Mircea have contrasting views about the sacred space which will be talked about in this essay after a brief introduction of both of the thinkers. Later, it will also address the fact that each individual is entitled to their own understanding of what sacred space is.
The sacred is as easily defined and described as the term ‘religion’. Religion and the sacred are part of everything and nothing at the same time; the category of religion is essentially empty and the concept of the sacred is an extension of that. Any kind of attempt at a definition of either of those terms is heavily dependent on the on the individual stating it, their personal views, their cultural backgrounds, and other hermeneutical aspects that form their understanding of the world.[footnoteRef:1] “Words and concepts have a history; their meanings, the terms with which they’re associated, and the objects or referents they select from the world change over time.”[footnoteRef:2] The way religion was understood in the past is significantly different from our contemporary times. The Protestant reformation separates the ancient understanding of religion from the modern one. Prior to this event there was no distinction between religion and other aspects of society, whereas today religion stands in opposition to the ‘secular’ categories of modernity. As Timothy Fitgerald states: “The category “religion” is part of a configuration of dominant categories that constitute much of what we mean by modernity. It acts in binary opposition to the “secular” in its various forms.”[footnoteRef:3] One of the strongest “secular” categories religion stands against is politics and is thus often viewed as something that politics is not, yet they relate to each other. Similarly, the sacred is not easily defined; what is sacred to one person might not be sacred to another. It exists in many different forms: there are sacred places, texts, music and many more. What remains is the question of what constitutes it and similarity to the case of ‘religion’ it is dependent on the person that interprets it. In its essence the sacred stands with opposition to the profane; the sacred is what the profane is not. “Anything can be sacred in a given society, provided only that it is not profane, and vice versa.”[footnoteRef:4] The distinction between the sacred and the profane then only falls on intellectuals trying to define it. [1:  Martin, Craig. A Critical Introduction to the Study of Religion, Taylor & Francis Group, 2017. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/stir/detail.action?docID=4845437, p. 3.]  [2:  Ibid, p. 1.]  [3:  Fitzgerald, Timothy. 2015. ‘Critical Religion and Critical Research on Religion: Religion and Politics as Modern Fictions’, Critical Research on Religion, 3.3: 303–19 <https://doi.org/10.1177/2050303215613123>]  [4:  Arnal, William, and Russell T. McCutcheon. 2012. The Sacred Is the Profane (Oxford University Pres) https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199757114.001.0001, p. 21.] 

According to Émile Durkheim, the existence of the sacred, as the essence of religion, “depends for its existence upon the ritual action of sacrifice to activate in society. In this way, one can see that Durkheim is arguing that religion has social causes because feelings of the sacred depend upon quintessentially social actions – rituals.”[footnoteRef:5] Durkheim’s idea of the sacred does not exist outside of the scope of human mind, it is entirely dependent on it. An important factor that plays a role in Durkheim’s thought system is his background. He was a French sociologist, and therefore every and any research concluded by him will be done through sociological lenses. For this reason, he conducted an investigation of sociological aspects in religious life. Unlike the religious research so far, his goal was not the question of the origin of religion and its meaning but rather its persistence and diversity in society. Because of the concentration on religion in its various forms around the world, he deemed it necessary to establish the most elemental one in order to find the essence of religion and sacredness that makes it so widespread and diverse. He found this elemental form in totemism and its specific societal functions in terms of worship. Because Durkheim places the meaning of religion and the sacred to its relation to social norms, specifically belief systems and practices. It is the social practices that make up religion, they are the result of human interaction with the world and therefore are entirely dependent on it. For this reason, there is no point in trying to define religion and the sacred based on their relation to the secular or the profane.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Strenski, Ivan. 2008. Thinking about Religion : A Reader (Malden, Mass. U.A: Blackwell), p. 195.
]  [6:  Arnal, William, and Russell T. McCutcheon, The Sacred Is the Profane, p. 21.] 

Mircea Eliade, a phenomenologist of religion from Romania, has contributed to the history of religious theory with detailed study of the comparison of religions. He strictly believed that religion needs to be viewed as an autonomous part of reality, that is cannot be a by-product of other aspects of society.[footnoteRef:7] “… religion is not to be constructed as a “dependent variable,” the thing that always changes in any test or experiment. If anything, it must be taken as the  constant or the interdependent variable; the other aspects of life – social, psychological, economic – must be understood to depend upon it. As an element of human behaviour, religion acts as a cause rather than an effect.”[footnoteRef:8] By this, Eliade clearly states that religion and the sacred exists outside of human scope, the sacredness of something is not dependent on the human mind. He states that that history and phenomenology of religion is the necessary combination of research to accomplish the understanding behind the existence of religion because it allows for its system and elements within it to be compared to one another.[footnoteRef:9] The reason for his ideology is the simple fact that there are beliefs connected to the sacred that are the same in nature that can be found across cultures but also across times, he recognizes those as ‘archetypes’. The main theme that defines religion and the sacred in Eliade’s view is the existence of the supernatural itself.[footnoteRef:10] “In an encounter with the sacred, he says, people feel in touch with something otherworldly in character; they feel they have brushed against a reality unlike all other they know, a dimension of existence that is alarmingly powerful, strangely different, surpassingly real and enduring.”[footnoteRef:11] [7:  Pals, Daniel L. 2006. Eight Theories of Religion (New York, N.Y. ; Oxford: Oxford University Press), p. 196.]  [8:  Ibid, p. 197.]  [9:  Ibid, p. 197.]  [10:  Ibid, p. 199.]  [11:  Ibid, p. 200.] 

Durkheim and Eliade agree that the sacred exists in our world, neither propose a strict definition as it is not necessary, but they offer a way of understanding the sacred and its connection to humans. While Durkheim, as a sociologist, believes that the most important aspect of religion is the social element – practices and rituals within society that prevail through times are the acts that create the sacred. The existence of sacred is dependent on the human mind and the way people within a society participate in their specific rituals. Eliade, on the other hand, states that the sacred in not dependent on the human mind because similar or even the same sacred practices and concepts can be found independently around the world, across cultures, and throughout the times. Because these same practices and concepts can be found independently in various places, the sacred is not bound to a set of social practices withing society or the human mind. In the end, it all truly depends on what a specific person deems as sacred, Durkheim and Eliade come from different but similar worlds however, people from cultures that are significantly different to the Western or European ones have fundamentally distinct values and perception of their surroundings and thus understand the sacred differently. 
Durkheim and Eliade appear to be like two sides of the same coin. They place the importance of the meaning of the sacred on different aspects, but both explore the relationship humans have with the sacred. Humans have the capability of cultivating a space and making it sacred – we can see this at religious sites, as well as significant historical spaces. These places would not be sacred with human interference which they would, from Durkheim’s point of view, cultivate in order to perform some sort of social rituals. There is no denying that human creation, including cultivated space can be considered sacred, however there is sacredness in nature and other sites that were not meant for social rituals. Place that exist deep in nature, places that have not been interacted with but also places visited frequently can hold an eerie feeling that a person could describe as sacred. Larry E. Shiner uses Eliade’s research to point out the difference between sacred and profane space – “Profane space is above all homogenous and neutral, …  Such relativity and lack of orientation is virtually equivalent to an experience of space as chaos. For sacred space comes about - as do all sacred phenomena for Eliade - through a hierophany.”[footnoteRef:12] The way Eliade describes sacred space is a hierophany, a break from chaotic profane spaces, that shows the world’s power and allows for a connection to a higher plane.[footnoteRef:13] Durkheim and Eliade both acknowledge the existence of sacred places, where Eliade states that they are fundamentally different in nature and for this reason used as religious sites where specific rituals have the possibility of taking place, Durkheim believes that the presence of these rituals is what makes the place sacred, not the other way around.  [12:  Shiner, Larry E. 1972. ‘Sacred Space, Profane Space, Human Space’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 40.4: 425–36 https://www.jstor.org/stable/1460891?seq=2, p. 426.
]  [13:  Ibid, p. 426.] 

While both Eliade and Durkheim provide their view on the existence of sacred spaces, they both do not specify in enough detail the importance of personal view and feeling towards spaces that can be considered sacred. Shampa Mazumdar and Sanjoy Mazumdar use D. Stokol’s ideology to state that: “For some the physical environment is 'seen as a context in which fundamental human values can be cultivated and the human spirit can be enriched'”[footnoteRef:14] It is the definition and the understanding of the sacred that can differ from person to person, emotional connection plays an incredibly important role while deciding the extent a place can be defined as sacred. Both Durkheim and Eliade look at the sacred from a very academic point of view leaving out the personal element sacred places hold. Sacredness plays a major role in people’s lives; they connect their identity to it, and it shapes them as people. People can get attached to as things like simple landscapes to which they can form a sacred connection with.[footnoteRef:15] There is no need for a social element of rituals that would then lead a religious understanding of a space, or forming a connection to a place that would be deemed sacred with or without the human interaction. Sometimes a place can be sacred only to an individual, independent of societal rules or the possibility of someone forming a sacred connection to a similar or the same place at different point in time or in a different culture. Sometimes a place becomes sacred just because it is special to an individual, the sacred does not have stable definition that is true for everyone it changes depending on an individual’s understanding of the world.  [14:  Mazumdar, Shampa, and Sanjoy Mazumdar. 1993. ‘Sacred Space and Place Attachment’, Journal of Environmental Psychology, 13.3: 231–42 https://doi.org/10.1016/s0272-4944(05)80175-6, p. 231.]  [15:  Ibid, p. 232.] 

To conclude, defining religion or the sacred is an impossible task. Each definition given by a thinker is heavily dependent on their own understanding of the world. To no surprise, thinkers like Émile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade do not share the same view. While Durkheim states that the essence of the sacred, even sacred space, lies in the social behaviours which make it up – according to him a place is sacred because of the specific social rituals taking place in it. This makes them entirely dependent on the human mind and actions. Eliade, on the other hand, states that these kinds of rituals happen in a specific place because it was sacred to begin with. His idea of the sacred is independent of the human mind because similar rituals can happen across time and space proving that the idea of the sacred directly comes from the world itself. What their contrasting opinions are missing is the fact that the concept of the sacred is extremely vague and therefore the idea of it can be different in every individual making the world and it’s understanding a much more interesting journey.
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