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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources:
Mircea Eliade's and Émile Durkheim's Views of Sacred Space
Word Count: 2358

This paper critically compares the theoretical perspectives of sacred space within two seminal manuscripts: Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life[footnoteRef:1], trans. Karen E. Fields (New York: Free Press, 1995) [1st edn., Les Formes élémentaires de la Vie Religieuse (Paris: F. Alcan, 1912)]; and Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion[footnoteRef:2] (New York: Harcourt, 1959). Beginning with a contextual introduction, this paper then continues with a comparative overview of each author's theories of religion, which will be used as a framework to contrast their views of sacredness, sacred/profane dichotomy and sacred space, as well as their methodologies.  [1:  The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, hereafter Forms. ]  [2:  The Sacred and The Profane, hereafter Sacred And Profane.] 



Introduction

	This essay examines the notion of sacred space according to the theories of Émile Durkheim (1858-1917) and Mircea Eliade (1907-1986), both regarded as influential scholars in the study of religion. Although both authors were raised by religious families and they had a similar European, educational and occupational demographics, they had contrasting religious backgrounds, academic paths and political views. On one side, Durkheim[footnoteRef:3] was a French sociologist of a Jewish family of rabbis, who graduated in Philosophy at the École Normale Supérieure, and worked as professor and chair of the Science of Education and Sociology at the Sorbonne University of Paris. Considered one of the founders of sociology, Durkheim believed that human societies can be scientifically studied, and he developed his own sociological theory and methodology for this purpose.[footnoteRef:4] In political terms, although he had relevant socialist friends and he supported multiple socialist reforms, he was an avid critic of Marxism and never committed to a political party.[footnoteRef:5] On the other side, Eliade[footnoteRef:6] was a Romanian historian of religions of Eastern Orthodox background,[footnoteRef:7] who studied Philosophy at the University of Bucharest and worked as professor at the University of Chicago. Identified in scholarship as a 'phenomenologist of religion',[footnoteRef:8] he believed that religious phenomena were irreducible, and opposed to the reduction of religion to sociological or psychological frameworks.[footnoteRef:9] His right-wing political writings and involvements in the 1930s, and in London and Portugal during World War II, have been accused of being intolerant, fascist and antisemitic.[footnoteRef:10] In part, the background of these scholars influenced their views of sacred space. [3:  Paul Carls, Émile Durkheim, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, University of Montreal. <https://iep.utm.edu/emile-durkheim> [accessed 12 October 2024].]  [4:  Carls, Émile Durkheim (online).]  [5:  Ibid., (online).]  [6:  Douglas Allen, Mircea Eliade, Encyclopædia Britannica. <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Emile-Durkheim> [accessed 14 October 2024].]  [7:  See: Bryan Rennie, 'The Influence Of Eastern Orthodox Christian Theology On Mircea Eliade's Understanding Of Religion', in Hermeneutics, Politics, And The History of Religions: The Contested Legacies Of Joachim Wach And Mircea Eliade, ed. by Christian Wedemeyer and Wendy Doniger (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), pp. 197–214 (pp. 197-198).]  [8:  Douglas Allen, 'Mircea Eliade's Phenomenological Analysis Of Religious Experience', The Journal of Religion, Vol. 52, No. 2 (April 1972), The University of Chicago Press, pp. 170-186 (pp. 171-172).]  [9:  Allen, Mircea Eliade, Encyclopædia Britannica.]  [10:  Ibid. Also see: Elaine Fisher, 'Fascist Scholars, Fascist Scholarship: The Quest For Ur-Fascism And The Study Of Religion', in Hermeneutics, Politics, And The History Of Religions, pp. 261–284 (pp. 261-263).] 


Religion Theories

	Although both authors perceived sacredness as a fundamental element of religion, their theories of religion differed. At one end, Durkheim's theory was based on his broader sociological theory presented in The Rules of Sociological Method,[footnoteRef:11] where he established sociology as scientific discipline and the notion of social facts as the object of study. Durkheim defined social facts as 'manners of acting, thinking, and feeling external to the individual'[footnoteRef:12] that constitute 'a reality sui generis vastly distinct from the individual facts',[footnoteRef:13] for example, language or religious beliefs. Accordingly, Durkheim's theory of religion presented in Forms argued that 'society is a reality sui generis',[footnoteRef:14] and that 'religion is an eminently social thing' because 'religious representations are collective representations that express collective realities', therefore, religion is a product of collective thought.[footnoteRef:15] By contrast, Eliade's theory posed in Patterns in Comparative Religion[footnoteRef:16] sustained that religious experience is sui generis and can only be studied as something religious, because other disciplines, such as sociology, 'miss the one unique and irreducible element in it—the element of the sacred'.[footnoteRef:17] Thus, Eliade's phenomenological approach focused on the experience of the sacred as an ontology and coined the concept of hierophany to designate 'the act of manifestation of the sacred' or that 'something sacred showed itself to us'.[footnoteRef:18] This concept was developed from the theological notion of numinous[footnoteRef:19] previously presented by Rudolf Otto.[footnoteRef:20] As observed, both scholars had opposing theories of religion, while Durkheim perceived society as a sui generis reality, where religion is a social fact within the process of collective representations, Eliade discerned religion as a sui generis reality, which is not socially created but the result of the hierophany or manifestation of the sacred.   [11:  Émile Durkheim, The Rules Of Sociological Method, trans. by W. D. Halls, ed. by Steven Lukes (New York: The Free Press, 1982 [1895]).]  [12:  Durkheim, Rules, p. 52.]  [13:  Ibid., p. 54.]  [14:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields (New York: Free Press, 1995) [1st edn., Les Formes élémentaires de la Vie Religieuse (Paris: F. Alcan, 1912)], p. 15.]  [15:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 9. ]  [16:  Mircea Eliade, Patterns In Comparative Religion (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1958).]  [17:  Eliade, Patterns, p. xi.]  [18:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion (New York: Harcourt, 1959), p. 11.]  [19:  Eliade, Sacred And Profane, pp. 8-9.]  [20:  Rudolf Otto, The Idea Of The Holy, trans John W. Harvey (London: Oxford University Press, 1924).] 


Sacredness & Sacred/Profane
 
	As a result of their opposing theories, both authors had contrasting ideas of sacredness. In Durkheim, it is implicit on his definition of religion as 'a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden—beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community...'.[footnoteRef:21] Thus, in Durkheim's view, sacredness relates to the religious act of consecration, when an object or a person are dedicated to the divine. Conversely, in Eliade's view, the sacred is defined by the hierophany in itself: a 'mysterious act' of 'a reality that does not belong to our world'.[footnoteRef:22] Thereby, Eliade's idea of the sacred was related to Otto's mysterium tremendum,[footnoteRef:23] the mysterious presence of the divine. Therefore, while Durkheim understood sacredness as a socially constructed act of consecration, Eliade perceived it as a mysterious reality out this world, manifested by the hierophany. [21:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 44.]  [22:  Eliade, Sacred And Profane, p. 10-11.]  [23:  Otto, Idea of the Holy, pp. 12-13. ] 

	In a similar way, both authors used the sacred/prophane dichotomy to further define sacredness. According to Durkheim,[footnoteRef:24] all religious beliefs classify the real or ideal into two opposite terms: profane and sacred, therefore, 'the sacred thing is, par excellence, that which the profane must not and cannot touch with impunity'.[footnoteRef:25] By the same token, Eliade indicated that 'the first possible definition of the sacred is that it is the opposite of the profane'.[footnoteRef:26] Equally, both authors used this dichotomy to highlight the extraordinary nature of the sacred. While in Durkheim's[footnoteRef:27] view the sacred belongs to the ideal world and the profane lives in the real world, in Eliade's,[footnoteRef:28] the sacred is a reality out of this world which manifests in objects that are part of the natural profane world. However, despite these similarities, they had different perceptions of this dichotomy, while Durkheim[footnoteRef:29] understood it as a distinctive trait of religious thought, Eliade[footnoteRef:30] discerned it as two modes of being in the world. Thereby, both scholars used the sacred/profane duality to gain similar insights about sacredness and its extraordinary nature over the profane. However, while Durkheim believed this dichotomy existed inside the religious mind, Eliade discerned it as two modes of existence.  [24:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 34. ]  [25:  Ibid., p. 35.]  [26:  Eliade, Sacred And Profane, p. 10.]  [27:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 424.]  [28:  Eliade, Sacred And Profane, p. 11.]  [29:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 34. ]  [30:  Eliade, Sacred And Profane, p. 14.] 


Sacred Space

	In a similar manner, both scholars understood the nature of sacred space as non-homogeneous. At one end, Durkheim[footnoteRef:31] perceived space according to the categories of understanding posed by Immanuel Kant, but he questioned Kant's idea of homogeneous space. In Durkheim's view this category has a social origin because 'the relationships they express could not become conscious relationships except in and through society'.[footnoteRef:32] Thus, Durkheim's[footnoteRef:33] rationale implied that if space would be homogeneous, then spatial representation of states of consciousness would be impossible to arrange. In a similar vein, Eliade sustained that when the sacred manifests itself in any hierophany, 'there is not only a break in the homogeneity of space, there is also revelation of an absolute reality'.[footnoteRef:34] Thus, in Eliade's[footnoteRef:35] reasoning, the effect of the hierophany on space causes the primary religious experience that ontologically founds the world. As seen, although both authors defined sacred space as non-homogeneus, Durkheim understood it as the result of collective representation, while Eliade sensed it as the result of hierophany.  [31:  Durkheim, Forms, pp. 8-10.]  [32:  Ibid., pp. 443-444.]  [33:  Ibid., p. 10.]  [34:  Eliade, Sacred And Profane, p. 21. ]  [35:  Ibid., p. 21. ] 

	Likewise, both professors used the sacred/profane dichotomy to further define sacred space in a similar way they did to define sacredness. In Durkheim's perspective, religious and profane life cannot coexist in the same space, then temples and sanctuaries are 'spaces assigned to sacred things and beings'.[footnoteRef:36] In Eliade's perception, the hierophany projects a fixed point into profane space, 'a centre into chaos' that makes possible 'ontological passage' between the sacred and profane modes of being.[footnoteRef:37] Consequently, holy sites and sanctuaries are assigned by the hierophany and 'believed to be situated at the centre of the world'.[footnoteRef:38] Therefore, although both authors used the sacred/profane duality to define sacred space, their results were different. While Durkheim sustained sacred space is socially assigned to include sacred things and beings and exclude the profane, Eliade claimed that the hierophany manifests sacred space as a central axis that excludes the profane chaos. [36:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 312.]  [37:  Eliade, Sacred And Profane, p. 63.]  [38:  Ibid., p. 39.] 

 	Thus, there exists a paradigm concerning the origin of sacred space, whether it is socially projected by human agency or is a natural or divine phenomenon with its own agency. As seen, according to Durkheim's theory of religion (1912), sacred space is socially constructed in the process of collective representation and, therefore, sacred space is also socially assigned in the social space. By contrast, as noted in Eliade's theory of religion (1959), sacred space is the result of a spatial hierophany, a manifestation of the sacred with an absolute value of orientation and intrinsic existential significance. Similarly to Durkheim, archaeologist Christopher Tilley (1994) sustained that 'space is socially produced' and that 'space has no substantial essence in itself, but only has a relational significance, created through relations between peoples and places'.[footnoteRef:39] However, Tilley also proposed a middle ground approach with the notion of phenomenology of landscape,[footnoteRef:40] a combination of social theory and phenomenology to further gain insights on how people experience places. Conversely, and similarly to Eliade, theologian Belden Lane (2001) suggested that 'sacred place is not chosen, it chooses' because 'God chooses to reveal himself only where he wills',[footnoteRef:41] and that the recognition of sacred place 'is existentially discerned'.[footnoteRef:42] Despite this, Lane also argued that 'place creates people' in the same way than 'people creates space'.[footnoteRef:43] Another middle ground approach was suggested by Anthony Thorley (2016) in a definition of sacred space integrating both, the intrinsic ontology of sacred space and human cultural agency: 'Sacred Geography is the study of qualities of the sacred and related cultural activities found in certain places and expressed in a spatial context'.[footnoteRef:44] Thereby, the paradigm about sacred space seems to represent a dialectic between the scientific approach of social theory of religion and the humanities perspective of phenomenology of religion.  [39:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology Of Landscape (Oxford: Berg Publishers, 1994), pp. 10-11.]  [40:  Tilley, Phenomenology Of Landscape, pp. 11-12. ]  [41:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred: Geography And Narrative In American Spirituality, expanded edn. (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), p. 19. ]  [42:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p. 19. ]  [43:  Ibid., p. 24.]  [44:  Anthony, Thorley, 'Sacred Geography: A Conceptual Work In Progress', Spica, Vol. IV, no. 2, April 2016, pp 4-8, (p. 8). ] 


Theoretical Methods

	Both scholars examined the notion of sacred space through distinctive methodologies according to their respective theories of religion. On one side, Durkheim's sociological theory of religion used a positivist methodology in line with his notion of society as a sui generis reality. It was observed that Durkheim aimed to describe the religious phenomena with objectivity and accuracy, he started with a deductive process based on his theory, then analysed empirical social facts handed by historical data, statistics and ethnographic fieldwork. Accordingly, his scholarly writing appeared logic, clear, well structured and he adequately referenced his sources. Within this methodology, Durkheim[footnoteRef:45] chose the totemic religion of Australian aborigines because of its simplicity. Despite the critiques[footnoteRef:46] he received due to this choice, this advanced idea of focusing on smaller groups was fundamental for his sociological methodology. On another note, Durkheim's methodological rule of considering 'social facts as things'[footnoteRef:47] appeared to be phenomenological instead of positivist. In this sense, Edward Tiryakian (1965) suggested that Durkheim's notion of social facts as things resembled 'the things themselves' posed by Edmund Husserl.[footnoteRef:48] However, according to Karen Fields (1995), Durkheim's approach to 'science positive' is evident in his attempt 'to rescue social science from undisciplined subjectivity, from philosophical argument'.[footnoteRef:49] Conversely, Carlos Belvedere (2015) supported Tiryakian's thesis and argued that 'Durkheim is the founding father of phenomenological sociology'.[footnoteRef:50] Thereby, Durkheim's theoretical methods established the first sociological methodology in the study of religion and they seemed to have fluctuated between an overt positivism and a covert phenomenology. [45:  Durkheim, Forms, pp. 1-2]  [46:  Karen Fields, 'Translator's Introduction: Religion As An Eminently Social Thing', in Durkheim, Forms, p. xxxiii.]  [47:  Durkheim, Rules, p. 60.]  [48:  Edward A. Tiryakian, 'Existential Phenomenology And The Sociological Tradition', American Sociological Review, Vol. 30, No. 5 (October 1965), 674-688 (pp. 680-681).]  [49:  Fields, 'Translator's Introduction', in Durkheim, Forms, p. xxiv-xxv.]  [50:  Carlos Belvedere, 'Durkheim As The Founding Father of Phenomenological Sociology', Human Studies, 38 (Springer: 2015), 369–390 (p. 369). ] 

	At the other end, Eliade's theory of religion used a phenomenological methodology, including interpretations of historical data and symbolism. However, Eliade appeared to be inconsistent with his phenomenological approach. In this respect, Douglas Allen (1972) argued that Eliade's process of sacralisation of the profane arrived at 'his universal structures by means of highly subjective, uncritical generalisations'.[footnoteRef:51] An example of this was observed in the excessive repetition of 'fixed point' and 'orientation' in one subchapter.[footnoteRef:52] In a similar way, Randall Studstill (2000) maintained that Eliade took distance from phenomenology when he tried to explain the causes of religious experience and speculated about the sacralisation of the profane.[footnoteRef:53] Additionally, Eliade also seemed to be selective when referencing certain scholars and ignoring the contribution of others. For example, he properly addressed Otto's work concerning the sacred,[footnoteRef:54] but he didn't refer to any of Durkheim's works. Perhaps this could be explained due to his overt antisemitism during WWII. Despite this, Eliade's phenomenological methodology, the use of the sacred/profane dichotomy as a dialectic method, and his interpretation of symbolism appeared effective for the understanding of religious experience. Besides, some theological existentialism methods were perceived in both the notion of hierophany and throughout his chapter about human existence.[footnoteRef:55] Thus, Eliade's methodology seemed to have fluctuaded between philosophical phenomenology, historical interpretation, comparative symbolism and theological existentialism.  [51:  Allen, 'Mircea Eliade's Phenomenological Analysis', 170-186 (p. 185). ]  [52:  Eliade, Sacred And Profane, pp. 20-24. ]  [53:  Randall Studstill, 'Eliade, Phenomenology, And the Sacred', Religious Studies, 36 (Cambridge University Press: 2000), 177-194 (p. 186).]  [54:  Eliade, Sacred And Profane, pp. 8-10.]  [55:  Ibid., p. 162 & p. 213.  ] 


Conclusions

	As reflected, Durkheim and Eliade had contrasting perspectives of sacred space due to their opposing theories of religion and methodologies, however, they also had some conceptual similarities. In Durkheim's scientific social theory, sacred space is a socially assigned consecration of a place, therefore, it is defined by human agency and has no value within itself but exists as a collective representation. At the other end, in Eliade's phenomenological theory, sacred space is assigned and defined by a phenomenon of spatial hierophany, therefore, it has an absolute value of orientation and intrinsic existential significance. Consequently, both scholars also had contrasting methods, while Durkheim had an objective positivist methodology, Eliade used an interpretative phenomenological methodology. Despite their differences, both scholars used the sacred/profane dichotomy to gain further insights and, as a result, they had similar views about the extraordinary nature of the sacred over the profane, as well as they identified a non-homogeneus quality of sacred space. In sum, Durkheim's and Eliade's contrasting perspectives are generally defined by their opposing theoretical notions of collective representation and hierophany, in the former sacred space exists in the collective mind, while in the latter exists within itself.
	Finally, it was observed that this paradigm emerging from Durkheim's and Eliade's perspectives persists in recent scholarship: whether sacred space is socially projected by human agency or is a divine/natural phenomenon with its own agency. As observed, this paradigm seems to represent a dialectic between the scientific approach of social theory of religion and the humanities perspective of phenomenology of religion. As discussed, although middle ground approaches have not resolved this paradigm, they represent a synergetic synthesis of the theoretical methods in which the notion of sacred space can be studied. 
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