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Compare and critically contrast Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim’s views of sacred space.
Mircea Eliade (1907 – 1986) and Emile Durkheim (1858 – 1917) are often presented to be polar opposites in the study of religion and the sacred (Evans, 2003; Paden, 1991). Durkheim would be the reductionist sociologist (Fields, 1995), whereas Eliade’s ideas would be too ontological and theological, not apt for rigorous religious study (Paden, 1991). However, are their ideas truly that dissimilar? Or do they have a lot in common as well? Are their ideas maybe even two sides of the same coin, or different perspectives to describe the same? And what does this reveal in light of our understanding of sacred space?
In order to understand the meaning and significance of sacred space, it is important to first find out what is implied with ‘sacred’ and how this differs from the profane. Both Durkheim as well as Eliade spend a great deal discussing the concept of ‘the sacred’ (Durkheim and Swain, 2008, pp. 37 – 39; Eliade, 1959), although their motivations for doing so differ. Durkheim wants to understand the sacred, as he believes it to be a foundation of religion and would allow him to understand this latter phenomenon better. Eliade in contrast investigates the sacred for its own sake. Both however arrive to a similar conclusion: the sacred and the profane are profoundly distinct. They have nothing in common. It is an explicit dichotomy. In Durkheim’s words (Durkheim and Swain, 2008, p. 38) 
“[…] the sacred and the profane have always and everywhere been conceived by the human mind as two distinct classes, as two worlds between which there is nothing in common.”
Moreover, he writes that this distinction is ‘absolute’ and that in human history there have never been  two categories so ‘radically opposed’ (Ibid, p. 38). In other words, Durkheim draws a very harsh line between them. Eliade would readily agree though, and takes it even a step further by associating the sacred to the ‘real’  and the profane to the ‘unreal’ (Eliade, 1959, pp. 12 – 13). And although Durkheim thinks of the hierarchy of the sacred above the profane to be important (but not enough to provide a good logic, Durkheim and Swain, 2008, pp. 37 – 38), Eliade states that it is of primary concern for religious man to live in the sacred, as opposed to the profane. The connection between the sacred and reality is made through a sense of power arising from the sacred that enables one to live truly (Eliade, 1959, pp. 12 – 13). Eliade seems to imply that life (at least for religious man) is about being able to relate to and/or live in the sacred. This would be too far-fetched for Durkheim, as – again – his main goal is to investigate religion and its possible social function and significance, rather than the sacred per se, as an individual ‘life-giving’ experience. 
Although the distinction between the sacred and the profane is presented to be very discrete, both authors agree that it is possible to cross from the profane to the sacred. Durkheim speaks of a ‘veritable metamorphosis’ that is required to go to the sacred (Durkheim and Swain, 2008, p. 39), Eliade of the crossing of a ‘threshold’ which enables communication between the two worlds, but which – at the same time – reiterates their distinction (Eliade, 1959, p. 25). For both Eliade and Durkheim, this possibility is extra proof of the dichotomy between the sacred and the profane, as both the ‘metamorphosis’ and the ‘threshold’ keep them apart, and experiencing or crossing them is not an easy task. Rites and ceremonies are held to do this. Durkheim writes clearly that it is impossible to live simultaneously in profane space or time and in sacred space or time. The metamorphosis prevents this. It is one or the other. The same accounts for Eliade’s threshold. It is impossible to be in the two worlds at the same time.
What is even more, is that both authors agree as well that anything profane can become sacred. Durkheim writes (Durkheim and Swain, 2008, p. 38):
“It must not be lost to view that there are sacred things of every degree.”
Or in other words, sacredness is not confined to a specific, pre-determined set of things, experiences, ideas or places. Eliade writes that anything that human kind has ever ‘handled, felt, come in contact with or loved’  has the possibility to become sacred (Eliade, 1996, p. 11).
However, although both authors agree that the profane and the sacred are not constant, unchangeable categories, they provide a completely different explanation for it. Durkheim writes that anything can be sacred, because it is dependent on the religion in which it is revered. Durkheim (Durkheim and Swain, 2008, p. 37):
“The circle of sacred objects cannot be determined [...] once for all. Its extent varies infinitely, according to the different religions.”
So the concept of sacredness is a function of what a specific group of human beings consider to be sacred. Therefore, anything can be sacred, as it is classified as such by a specific human culture. He literally writes (Durkheim and Swain, 2008, p. 229):
“the sacred character assumed by an object is not implied in the intrinsic properties of this latter: it is added to them. The world of religious things is not one particular aspect of empirical nature; it is superimposed upon it.”
For Durkheim, the sense of sacredness arises from a collective sentiment of a culture towards something to become sacred.
This contrasts heavily with what Eliade writes (Eliade, 1959, p. 11):
“Man becomes aware of the sacred, because it manifests itself, shows itself as something wholly different from the profane.”
In other words, according to Eliade, the sacred exists, independent of human culture. It is just there, and reveals itself through ‘hierophanies’, manifestations of the sacred. The sacred is intrinsic.
Applied to sacred space, then, Durkheim would say that a place is sacred when a culture which one belongs to, considers it to be sacred. It is possible that another culture does not consider this same place to be sacred. Eliade would say that a place is sacred when this place has revealed itself by means of a hierophany. Any place could provoke this. We just do not know in advance. Eliade adds though that in absence of a hierophany, signs or other ritual acts (such as sacrifices) can be done to ‘ask’ the sacred to reveal itself (Eliade, 1959, pp. 27 – 28). This comes close to Durkheim’s understanding of human impact on the sacred, although the major difference remains intact: in Durkheim’s opinion, humanity chooses or imposes sacredness, in Eliade’s world sacredness is revealed to humanity without conscious choice.
Although Eliade and Durkheim indeed seem to have completely opposite ideas on what constitutes the sacred, we have to keep in mind that their motivations to investigate it are of a different sort. Durkheim approached the sacred in an attempt to explain the social element of religion, whilst Eliade approached it more from an individual (some say phenomenological, see Studstill, 2000) angle. In other words, they merely give two different perspectives, arising from a wholly different enquiry. Therefore, it might be better not to see them as polar opposites, but as two possibly complementary understandings. 
This is what Belden C. Lane tries to convey in his book ‘Landscapes of the Sacred’ (Lane, 2002, Chapter 2). He writes of three different approaches to the understanding of sacred place. First there is the ontological approach of Mircea Eliade, second there is the cultural and sociological approach of the Durkheimians and third there is the phenomenological approach. All three of them have advantages and disadvantages, but together they provide a more – at first maybe contradictory – holistic understanding of what constitutes a sacred place. Lane (2002, p. 44):
“to a certain extent, all three of these approaches are necessary in grasping the diverse character of any particular sacred place.”
If we now focus on Eliade and Durkheim, this would imply that the sacredness of a place is both determined by culture and by its inherent qualities. This seems contradictory at first sight, but should not be. Why would it be impossible to experience a hierophany in a place that has long been considered sacred? And can’t a culture strengthen the sacredness of a place, at first revealed to us through hierophanies? 
So, in conclusion, the discussion should not be about which one of these two authors provides a better or more appropriate analysis of sacred space. It should rather be about how Eliade and Durkheim complement each other. And maybe the distinction between Durkheim’s culture and Eliade’s nature should not be seen as absolute, and separate from each other (Thorley and Gunn, 2008). Maybe both culture and nature are in reciprocal relationship with each other. A relationship that cannot be easily untangled. In that case, Durkheim and Eliade have given us two ways in, towards a better understanding. An understanding in which one cannot exist without the other.
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