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

The aim of this essay is to critically evaluate and compare the views of both Emile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade on sacred space. It will aim to use a range of academic literature where it will not only explore the language that is used to explain the idea of what defines a sacred space, but also how the different authors project their own views about Durkheim’s and Eliade’s theory of sacred space. 

In being able to give a comprehensive evaluation of both Durkheim’s and Eliade’s view on sacred space, it is imperative to firstly get an understanding of what a sacred space is. According to the encyclopedia.com[footnoteRef:1] a sacred space is one that is ‘a defined place, a space distinguished from other spaces.’ This is a broad definition and is open to interpretation by the person who is looking to experience a space which is sacred.  [1:  Encyclopedia.com, Sacred Space, https://www.encyclopedia.com/environment/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/sacred-space [accessed on 01/11/2022]] 


As this essay sets out to critically evaluate both Durkheim’s and Eliade’s view on sacred space it is imperative to understand what each of them imply by the meaning of sacred space. Firstly, Eliade[footnoteRef:2] suggests that a sacred space is one that is different from the space around it, and that this space will have a strong, significant, importance for those who see it as a sacred space. With Durkheim[footnoteRef:3] suggesting that sacred places are ones that are worshiped.  [2:  Mircea, Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane The Nature Of Religion, (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1959), p.20]  [3:  Emile, Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, (New York: The Free Press, 1995) p.38] 


Katie, Day[footnoteRef:4]. states that Eliade defines a sacred space as a ‘divine irruption’ with Durkheim’s definition as being ‘inviolability’. Day[footnoteRef:5] goes on to say that how these descriptions differ is only as to whether sacred is seen as ontological or inherent in a space or as opposed to it being a sacred space due to it being socially constructed. Day[footnoteRef:6] also implies that with either of these defining labels, a sacred space can be described as different from a space that is profane. [4:  Katie, Day, ‘The Construction Of Sacred Space In The Urban Ecology’, Religious Communities And Global Cities: A Tribute To Lowell W. Livezey, 58 (2008) 426-440 (426) <URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/24461332>       ]  [5:  Katie, Day, ‘The Construction Of Sacred Space In The Urban Ecology’, Religious Communities And Global Cities: A Tribute To Lowell W. Livezey, 58 (2008) 426-440 <URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/24461332>  p. 426.     ]  [6:  Katie, Day, ‘The Construction Of Sacred Space In The Urban Ecology’, Religious Communities And Global Cities: A Tribute To Lowell W. Livezey, 58 (2008) 426-440 <URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/24461332> p. 426.      ] 


With Day’s assessment on Eliade’s view of the sacred it gives the impression of something quick to appear and having immense power behind it. This comes from the use of the word irruption which brings to mind a volcanic eruption. This contrasts with the way in which Durkheim’s view is described using the word inviolability which has a softer more sacred feel to it as it as it implies something that must be kept sacred. 

Aslam Farouk-Alli suggests that Eliade believed that the key to understanding any religion, you first must grasp the ‘concept of the sacred’[footnoteRef:7] He also suggests that it is Eliade who was the pioneer within the ‘study of sacred space’[footnoteRef:8]. This idea of sacred being linked to religion is something that had been suggested by Eliade[footnoteRef:9], where he suggests that sacred is a type of power and that all religious human beings desire to be engulfed within this power. Thus, making a further connection between sacred and religion.  [7:  Farouk-Alli, Aslam, ‘A Qur’anic Perspective And Analysis Of The Concept Of Sacred Space In Islam’, Journal For The Study Of Religion, 15 (2002) 63-78 <URL: http://www.jstor.com/stable/24764344> p.63.]  [8:  Farouk-Alli, Aslam, ‘A Qur’anic Perspective And Analysis Of The Concept Of Sacred Space In Islam’, Journal For The Study Of Religion, 15 (2002) 63-78 <URL: http://www.jstor.com/stable/24764344> p.63.]  [9:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p.12-13.] 

With Benjamin Ray[footnoteRef:10] suggesting that it is Durkheim that was the origin of the sacred and profane contrasting ways in which it can be viewed, this is conflicting with the opinion of Farouk-Alli of Eliade who began the idea of sacred and profane. Ray also states that Eliade also uses the phrase ‘sacred is that it is the opposite of the profane’[footnoteRef:11]. This would then suggest that both Eliade and Durkheim came to the same conclusion about that, what is scared cannot be profane, and that, what is profane cannot be sacred.  [10:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p.12-13.]  [11:  Benjamin, Ray, ‘Sacred Space And Royal Shrines In Buganda’, History Of Religions The Mythic Imagination, 16 (1977) 363-373 (364) <URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/1062636> [accessed 01 November 2022]] 


Regarding whom concluded that religion is linked to, sacred space and the profane, there is one fact. This being that Emile Durkheim was born in 1858 and died in 1917 with Mircea Eliade being born in 1907 and dying in 1986. These are facts that cannot be disputed and would have to bring anyone to the conclusion that it was Durkheim’s theory which came first as Eliade was only ten years old when Durkheim died.

The contrasting view between a sacred and profane space is not something that can simply be looked at and decided upon easily and amalgamated into a single opinion as to whether a space is a sacred one or if it will remain profane. This is since what is seen as sacred for one person may not feel the same for another. Sacredness is more than a way in which a building looks, it is the feeling that can be felt by some more intensely than in others.

When a space becomes sacred to a person, Eliade explains, it as a person having an hierophany, meaning they have an awareness of the sacredness of the space which implies nothing further than ‘something sacred has shown itself’[footnoteRef:12]. This could happen to anyone at any time; however, it may feel different for different people or feel differently for the same person at different times. Thus, giving way to the idea of sacredness being something that, what is both unique and personal to an individual. [12:  Mircea, Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane The Nature Of Religion, (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1959) p.11] 


Durkheim, in contrast, suggests that a space is sacred because of an action by the people whom he calls the ‘moral community’[footnoteRef:13] which he also describes as the collective, he goes on to suggest that the sacred is something that can be seen by observing this collective. This is as he describes through their rituals and actions within the sacred space, thus keeping the sacredness of the space alive. Therefore, implying that sacred is something that does not just happen but something that is passed on through generations. [13:  Emile, Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, (New York: The Free Press, 1995) p.xxxiv] 


Eliade[footnoteRef:14] suggests that it is not only a religious building that can be sacred, but that any space has the potential to become sacred. He suggests that it is the space that must be significant to a person for them to see it as sacred. This sacredness will not feel the same for everyone even those who find the same place sacred. A good example would be a birthplace of a person, this could be sacred for the parents and the child however, they may all feel different concepts of sacred at different times, but it will continue be a special place that links them together. This thinking is backed up by his hierophany theory. [14:  Mircea, Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane The Nature Of Religion, (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1959) p.24] 


In contrast Durkheim[footnoteRef:15] suggests that it is religion and being part of a collective that helps us to define what is a sacred space. He implies that we as a collective define what is sacred by having a way in which we interact with a space. This is more apparent within a religious group, no matter what their collective beliefs are. They will as a collective have a code of conduct within which they must all abide by whenever they are interacting with, what is for that collective a sacred space. Thus, enhancing on his theory on the impact of the moral community. [15:  Emile, Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, (New York: The Free Press, 1995) p. 38] 


A sacred space for one collective may be nothing more than a profane one for those outside of that collective. It does not mean that for those who do not view it as sacred that it is not a spectacular piece of architecture or a beautiful landscape for them. It simply means that for them they have not felt a hierophany about the space. This may be for reasons as simple as they have yet to cross the threshold of the space. Eliade[footnoteRef:16] describes the threshold of a church a place that links the two ‘modes of being’ crossing the boundary from the profane to the sacred. [16:  Emile, Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, (New York: The Free Press, 1995) p. 38] 


Durkheim[footnoteRef:17] suggests for a space to be sacred it needs continued interaction from the collective, those that view the space as sacred. A church for example without this continuation of the collective coming together to perform rituals such as mass on a regular basis, the building would become just a building. This could be evident in the number of churches that sit abandoned, due to the collective no longer having the need for that sacred space. Some of these churches have been turned into homes, giving way to the suggestion that the building was special enough for someone to spend time and money making it their own, personal sacred space.  [17:  Emile, Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, (New York: The Free Press, 1995) p.36] 


Charlotte Howell backs up the thinking of Durkheim’s sacred and profane in regard to religion, where she suggests that it is used within the religious culture such as ‘Christian African Culture’[footnoteRef:18] as a way of explaining how a profane space can be turned into a form of sacred space through culture and belief. This, she suggests can be done through the teachings within the holly book of that religion alongside being immersed in that culture. This would also apply to Durkheim’s collective reaction and definition of a sacred space within their community. [18:  Charlotte, E, Howells, E., Divine Programming: Religion And Prime-time American Television Production In The Post-network Era, (unpublished dissertation, University Of Texas At Austin, 2016) <URL: https://repositories.lib.utexas.edu/bitstream/handle/2152/68555/HOWELL-DISSERTATION-2016.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y > [accessed 01 November 2022] p.62] 


Stirrat[footnoteRef:19] suggests that in Durkheim’s view that the difference between the sacred and profane is a product of the human mind and therefore a space can be what we perceive it to be. He then goes on to explain that other theorist have taken up Durkheim’s thinking and adding their own perception to it. It is suggested that this is something that Eliade has done. This adds weight to the argument that it was Durkheim who first came up with the theory of sacred and profane as suggested previously. [19:  Stirrat, R, L, ‘sacred models’, Man, 19 (1984) p. 199-215 <URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/2802277> [accessed 01 November 2022] p.202] 


Stirrat[footnoteRef:20] notes that Eliade is alluding to the theory, that it is the person themselves who make the distinction between what is sacred and profane. This would then back up the thinking as to why people have different concepts about how a sacred place should look and feel. This is apparent within different cultures just by looking at their sacred spaces and how they act within them. However, this fact is also true of Durkheim’s thinking on the collective and the way in which a sacred space is defined by them. [20:  Stirrat p. ‘sacred models’, Man, 19 (1984) p. 199-215 <URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/2802277>[accessed 01 November 2022] p.202] 


Durkheim’s[footnoteRef:21] way of thinking was described by Gail Ramshaw, as believing that humans are social people and are shaped by the collective to which they belong. This then adds weight to the to the thinking that a sacred place would have been chosen by the collective and by passing this down through the generations, it will help support and maintain the space as a sacred one. [21:  Gail, Ramsshaw, What Is Christianity, (United Kingdom: Media Fortress Press, 2013) p.74] 


In brining this essay to a conclusion, it must be noted that when evaluating such things as a sacred space there are many ways in which a conclusion could be reached. Although there are many people who have a sacred feeling towards a place, this is something that cannot be seen, and as such must simply be taken as true. This is a theory that both Eliade and Durkheim agree upon, they also both agree that sacredness is a personal feeling that is unique to the individual.

Concluding that humans, can perceive any space as sacred. However, the size of the collective will determine the size of the sacred space. An example being the family home, for the family collective it could be viewed by them as a sacred space, with some holding religious ceremonies within them, such as weddings. These spaces are not practical for collectives with numbers in the hundreds. This then could then be why there are so many religious buildings.
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