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The Sacred and the Profane
The Nature of Religion

by Mircea Eliade

Sacred Space
and Making

the World Sacred

Homogeneity of Space and Hierophany
For religious man, space is not homogeneous; he experiences interrupti-

ons, breaks in it; some parts of space are qualitatively different from others. 
“Draw not nigh hither,” says the Lord to Moses; “put off thy shoes from off 
thy feet, for the place whereon thou standest is holy ground” (Exodus, 3, 5). 
There is, then, a sacred space, and hence a strong, significant space; there are 
other spaces that are not sacred and so are without structure or consistency, 
amorphous. Nor is this all. For religious man, this spatial nonhomogeneity 
finds expression in the experience of an opposition between space that is sac-
red – the only real and real-ly existing space – and all other space, the formless 
expanse surrounding it.

It must be said at once that the religious experience of the nonhomogeneity 
of space is a primordial experience, homologizable to a founding of the world. 
It is not a matter of theoretical speculation, but of a primary religious expe-

rience that precedes all reflection on the world. For it is the break effected in 
space that allows the world to be constituted, because it reveals the fixed point, 
the central axis for all future orientation. 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, opposed to the nonreality of the vast 
surrounding expanse. The manifestation of the sacred ontologically founds 
the world. In the homogeneous and infinite expanse, in which no point of re-
ference is possible and hence no orientation can be established, the hierophany 
reveals an absolute fixed point, a center.

So it is clear to what a degree the discovery – that is, the revelation – of 
a sacred space possesses existential value for religious man; for nothing can 
begin, nothing can be done, without a previous orientation – and any orienta-
tion implies acquiring a fixed point. It is for this reason that religious man has 
always sought to fix his abode at the “center of the world.” If the world is to be 
lived in, it must be founded – and no world can come to birth in the chaos of 
the homogeneity and relativity of profane space. The discovery or projection 
of a fixed point – the center – is equivalent to the creation of the world; and we 
shall soon give some examples that will unmistakably show the cosmogonic 
value of the ritual orientation and construction of sacred space.

For profane experience, on the contrary, space is homogeneous and neutral; 
no break qualitatively differentiates the various parts of its mass. Geometrical 
space can be cut and delimited in any direction; but no qualitative differentia-
tion and, hence, no orientation are given by virtue of its inherent structure. We 
need only remember how a classical geometrician defines space. Naturally, we 
must not confuse the concept of homogeneous and neutral geometrical space 
with the experience of profane space, which is in direct contrast to the experi-
ence of sacred space and which alone concerns our investigation. The concept 
of homogeneous space and the history of the concept (for it has been part of 
the common stock of philosophical and scientific thought since antiquity) are 
a wholly different problem, upon which we shall not enter here. What matters 
for our purpose is the experience of space known to nonreligious man – that 
is, to a man who rejects the sacrality of the world, who accepts only a profane 
existence, divested of all religious presuppositions.

Sveto in profano
Mircea Eliade – eden največjih poznavalcev religioznih verovanj in idej razkri-

va v svoji razpravi Sveto in profano bogat kalejdoskop plasti, v katere je religiozni 
človek v svojem tisočletja trajajočem samospraševanju o smislu svojega bivanja 
ukoreninil odnos s presežnim. Med njimi izstopa plast oblikovanja prostora, v 
katerem postaja misterij presežnega človeku zaznaven in privlačen. S kompleksno 
utemeljitvijo oblikovanega prostora kot pomembne prvine sakralnega je Mircea 
Eliade hkrati pokazal na prepoznavno posebnost sakralne arhitekture.
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It must be added at once that such arofane existence is never found in the 
pure state. To whatever degree he may have desacralized the world, the man 
who has made his choice in favor of a profane life never succeeds in completely 
doing away with religious behavior. This will become clearer as we proceed; 
it will appear that even the most desacralized existence still preserves traces 
of a religious valorization of the world.

But for the moment we will set aside this aspect of the problem and confine 
ourselves to comparing the two experiences in question – that of sacred space 
and that of profane space. The implications of the former experience have alre-
ady been pointed out. Revelation of a sacred space makes it possible to obtain 
a fixed point and hence to acquire orientation in the chaos of homogeneity, to 
“found the world” and to live in a real sense. The profane experience, on the 
contrary, maintains the homogeneity and hence the relativity of space. No true 
orientation is now possible, for the fixed point no longer enjoys a unique on-
tological status; it appears and disappears in accordance with the needs of the 
day. Properly speaking, there is no longer any world, there are only fragments 
of a shattered universe, an amorphous mass consisting of an infinite number 
of more or less neutral places in which man moves, governed and driven by 
the obligations of an existence incorporated into an industrial society.

Yet this experience of profane space still includes values that to some extent 
recall the nonhomogeneity peculiar to the religious experience of space. There 
are, for example, privileged places, qualitatively different from all others – a 
man’s birthplace, pr the scenes of his first love, or certain places in the first 
foreign city he visited in youth. Even for the most frankly nonreligious man, 
all these places still retain an exceptional, a unique quality; they are the “holy 
places” of his private universe, as if it were in such spots that he had received 
the revelation of a reality other than that in which he participates through his 
ordinary daily life.

This example of crypto-religious behavior on profane man’s part is worth 
noting. In the course of this book we shall encounter other examples of this 
sort of degradation and desacralization of religious values and forms of be-
havior. Their deeper significance will become apparent later.

Theophanies and Signs

To exemplify the nonhomogeneity of space as experienced by nonreligious 
man, we may turn to any religion. We will choose an example that is accessible 
to everyone – a church in a modern city. For a believer, the church shares in a 
different space from the street in which it stands. The door that opens on the 
interior of the church actually signifies a solution of continuity. The threshold 
that separates the two spaces also indicates the distance between two modes of 
being, the profane and the religious. The threshold is the limit, the boundary, 
the frontier that distinguishes and opposes two worlds – and at the same time 
the paradoxical place where those worlds communicate, where passage from 
the profane to the sacred world becomes possible.

A similar ritual function falls to the threshold of the human habitation, and 
it is for this reason that the threshold is an object of great importance. Nume-
rous rites accompany passing the domestic threshold – a bow, a prostration, 
a pious touch of the hand, and so on. The threshold has its guardians – gods 
and spirits who forbid entrance both to human enemies and to demons and 
the powers of pestilence. It is on the threshold that sacrifices to the guardi-
an divinities are offered. Here too certain palaeo-oriental cultures (Babylon, 
Egypt, Israel) situated the judgment place. The threshold, the door show the 
solution of continuity in space immediately and concretely; hence their great 
religious importance, for they are symbols and at the same time vehicles of 
passage from the one space to the other.

What has been said will make it clear why the church shares in an entirely 
different space from the buildings that surround it. Within the sacred pre-
cincts the profane world is transcended. On the most archaic levels of culture 
this possibility of transcendence is expressed by various images of an opening; 
here, in the sacred enclosure, communication with the gods is made possible; 
hence there must be a door to the world above, by which the gods can descend 
to earth and man can symbolically ascend to heaven. We shall soon see that 
this was the case in many religions; properly speaking, the temple constitutes 
an opening in the upward direction and ensures communication with the 
world of the gods.
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Every sacred space implies a hierophany, an irruption of the sacred that 
results in detaching a territory from the surrounding cosmic milieu and ma-
king it qualitatively different. When Jacob in his dream at Haran saw a ladder 
reaching to heaven, with angels ascending and descending on it, and heard 
the Lord speaking from above it, saying: “I am the Lord God of Abraham,” he 
awoke and was afraid and cried out: “How dreadful is this place: this is none 
other but the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.” And he took the 
stone that had been his pillow, and set it up as la monument, and poured oil 
on the top of it. He called the place Beth-el, that is, house of God (Genesis, 
28, 12–19). The symbolism implicit in the expression “gate of heaven” is rich 
and complex; the theophany that occurs in a place consecrates it by the very 
fact that it makes it open above – that is, in communication with heaven, the 
paradoxical point of passage from one mode of berg to another. We shall soon 
see even clearer examples – sanctuaries that are “doors of the gods” and hence 
places of passage between heaven and earth.

Often there is no need for a theophany or hierophany properly speaking; 
some sign suffices to indicate the sacredness of a place. “According to the le-
gend, the marabout who founded El-Hamel at the end of the sixteenth century 
stopped to spend the night near a spring and planted his stick in the ground. 
The next morning, when he went for it to resume his journey, he found that 
it had taken root and that buds had sprouted on it. He considered this a sign 
of God’s will and settled in that place.” 1 In such cases the sign, fraught with 
religious meaning, introduces an absolute element and puts an end to relativity 
and confusion. Something that does not belong to this world has manifested 
itself apodictically and in so doing has indicated an orientation or determined 
a course of conduct.

When no sign manifests itself, it is provoked. For example, a sort of evocati-
on is performed with the help of animals; it is they who show what place is fit 
to receive the sanctuary or the village. This amounts to an evocation of sacred 
forms or figures for the immediate purpose of establishing an orientation in 

the homogeneity of space. A sign is asked, to put an end to the tension and 
anxiety caused by relativity and disorientation – in short, to reveal an absolute 
point of support. For example, a wild animal is hunted, and the sanctuary is 
built at the place where it is killed. Or a domestic animal – such as a bull – 
is turned loose; some days later it is searched for and sacrificed at the place 
where it is found. Later the altar will be raised there and the village will be 
built around the altar. In all these cases, the sacrality of a place is revealed by 
animals. This is as much as to say that men are not free to choose the sacred 
site, that they only seek for it and find it by the help of mysterious signs.

These few examples have shown the different means by which religious 
man receives the revelation of a sacred place. In each case the hierophany has 
annulled the homogeneity of space and revealed a fixed point. But since reli-
gious man cannot live except in an atmosphere impregnated with the sacred, 
we must expect to find a large number of techniques for consecrating space. 
As we saw, the sacred is pre-eminently the real, at once power, efficacity, the 
source of life and fecundity. Religious man’s desire to live in the sacred is in 
fact equivalent to his desire to take up his abode in objective reality, not to 
let himself be paralyzed by the never-ceasing relativity of purely subjective 
experiences, to live in a real and effective world, and not in an illusion. This 
behavior is documented on every plane of religious man’s existence, but it is 
particularly evident in his desire to move about only in a sanctified world, 
that is, in a sacred space. This is the reason for the elaboration of techniques 
of orientation which, properly speaking, are techniques for the construction of 
sacred space. But we must not suppose that human work is in question here, 
that it is through his own efforts that man can consecrate a space. In reality 
the ritual by which he constructs a sacred space is efficacious in the measure 
in which it reproduces the work of the gods. But the better to understand the 
need for ritual construction of a sacred space, we must dwell a little on the 
traditional concept of the “world”; it will then be apparent that for religious 
man every world is a sacred world.

1 	 René Basset, in Revue des Traditions Populaires, xxii, 1907, p. 287.



Chaos and Cosmos

One of the outstanding characteristics of traditional societies is the oppo-
sition that they assume between their inhabited territory and the unknown 
and indeterminate space that surrounds it. The former is the world (more 
precisely, our world), the cosmos; everything outside it is no longer a cosmos 
but a sort of “other world,” a foreign, chaotic space, peopled by ghosts, demons, 
“foreigners” (who are assimilated to demons and the souls of the dead). At 
first sight this cleavage in space appears to be due to the opposition between 
an inhabited and organized – hence cosmicized – territory and the unknown 
space that extends beyond its frontiers; on one side there is a cosmos, on the 
other a chaos. But we shall see that if every inhabited territory is a cosmos, this 
is precisely because it was first consecrated, because, in one way or another, it 
is the work of the gods or is in communication with the world of the gods. The 
world (that is, our world) is a universe within which the sacred has already ma-
nifested itself, in which, consequently, the break-through from plane to plane 
has become possible and repeatable. It is not difficult to see why the religious 
moment implies the cosmogonic moment. The sacred reveals absolute reality 
and at the same time makes orientation possible; hence it founds the world in 
the sense that it fixes the limits and establishes the order of the world.

All this appears very clearly from the Vedic ritual for taking possession of 
a territory; possession becomes legally valid through the erection of a fire altar 
consecrated to Agni. “One says that one is installed when one has built a fire 
altar [gārhapatya] and all those who build the fire altar are legally established” 
(Shatapatha Brāhman, vii, 1, 1, 1-4). By the erection of a fire altar Agni is made 
present, and communication with the world of the gods is ensured; the space 
of the altar becomes a sacred space. But the meaning of the ritual is far more 
complex, and if we consider all of its ramifications we shall understand why 
consecrating a territory is equivalent to making it a cosmos, to cosmicizing it. 
For, in fact, the erection of an altar to Agni is nothing but the reproduction 
– on the microcosmic scale – of the Creation. The water in which the clay is 
mixed is assimilated to the primordial water; the clay that forms the base of 
the altar symbolizes the earth; the lateral walls represent the atmosphere, and 

so on. And the building of the altar is accompanied by songs that proclaim 
which cosmic region has just been created (Shatapatha Brāhmana I, 9, 2, 29, 
etc.). Hence the erection of a fire altar – which alone validates taking posses-
sion of a new territory – is equivalent to a cosmogony.

An unknown, foreign, and unoccupied territory (which often means, “uno-
ccupied by our people”) still shares in the fluid and larval modality of chaos. 
By occupying it and, above all, by settling in it, man symbolically transforms 
it into a cosmos through a ritual repetition of the cosmogony. What is to 
become “our world” must first be “created,” and every creation has a paradi-
gmatic model – the creation of the universe by the gods. When the Scandi-
navian colonists took possession of Iceland (land-náma) and cleared it, they 
regarded the enterprise neither as an original undertaking nor as human and 
profane work. For them, their labor was only repetition of a primordial act, 
the transformation of chaos into cosmos by the divine act of creation. When 
they tilled the desert soil, they were in fact repeating the act of the gods who 
had organized chaos by giving it a structure, forms, and norms.2*

Whether it is a case of clearing uncultivated ground or of conquering and 
occupying a territory already inhabited by “other” human beings, ritual taking 
possession must always repeat the cosmogony. For in the view of archaic so-
cieties everything that is not “our world” is not yet a world. A territory can be 
made ours only by creating it anew, that is, by consecrating it. This religious 
behavior in respect to unknown lands continued, even in the West, down 
to the dawn of modern times. The Spanish and Portuguese conquistadores, 
discovering and conquering territories, took possession of them in the name 
of Jesus Christ. The raising of the Cross was equivalent to consecrating the 
country, hence in some sort to a “new birth.” For through Christ “old things 
are passed away; behold, all things are become new” (2 Corinthians, 5,17). The 
newly discovered country was “renewed,” “recreated” by the Cross.

2 	 Cf. Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return, New York, Pantheon Books, Bollingen 
Series xlvi, 1954, pp. 11 ff. Cited hereafter as Myth.
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