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Review of Eliade, M. The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion. Trask, W. R. (translator) Harcourt, Bruce, and World Inc.: London. 1957.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Sacred and the Profane is Mircea Eliade’s attempt to make an understanding of the history of religion accessible to the unversed, non-specialist reader. The book sets out Eliade’s hypothesis of the central significance of religion to the life of humanity, and aims to generate within his reader an appreciation of the profound importance of religion, guiding them through this study of the formulae of religious life. Distinguishing between the sacred and the profane, Eliade carefully analyses the meaning of religion throughout. The separation of the sacred from the profane is vital in his unpacking of religious constructs and experiences – this dichotomy is explored not only in terms of its meaning for the individual seeking the religious experience, but for its use in interpreting the nature of religion. 
Eliade’s concern is exploring the nature of the sacred in its entirety, differing from the focus on the irrationality of religion that dominates Rudolph Otto’s Das Heilige, published in 1917. Opening The Sacred and the Profane with a summary of Otto’s text, Eliade considers the impact of Otto’s analyses and sets his own work up as an expansion on these earlier established themes. Rather than only concentrating on the relationship between the rational and the nonrational features of religions, he proposes to ‘present the phenomenon of the sacred in all its complexity’ (p 10). 
Eliade explores the differences in the ways religious man and non-religious man experience the world. That is, for the most part, religious man experiences the world in a non-homogenous way; there is a contrast between the sacred points in the world, and the non-sacred space surrounding them. In this separation is the development of a dichotomy between the absolute real-ness of the sacred place and experience, and ‘all other space, the formless expanse surrounding it’ (p 21). Non-religious man experiences the world in a different way; through the “desacralizing” of the world, space is experienced as a neutral expanse, in which places are given meaning only through his or her encounters with them, rather than for any spiritual forces or feelings attached. This projection of meaning onto a place is explored by Eliade as a ‘crypto-religious behaviour […] degradation and desacralization of religious values and forms of behaviour’ (p 24). In this chapter, Eliade also explores the relationship between the opposites of cosmos and chaos and how the occupation of a space can transform it from an area of chaos to a space of cosmos through a process of “cosmicization” and consecration thorough the repetition of the divine act of creation.
If the creation of the sacred through the imitation of the gods is the way that the religious man constructs his world, it is Eliade’s opinion that non-religious man works to eliminate as much of the influence of religion as he can. ‘He regards himself solely as the subject and agent of history […] man makes himself as he desacralizes himself and the world […] he will not be truly free until he has killed the last god’ (p 203). Desacralization, therefore, offers no potential for true orientation, space and time are neutralised and there is the removal of the gods from the world. Non-religious man still maintains some vestiges of religious practice – we see the preservation of degenerated ritual and disguised mythology. The example explored by Eliade is the mythological structure of the USSR’s soviet regime, and the mythological power of the proletariat; the inclusion of this example is a clever way for Eliade to elucidate his hypothesis, although it may feel somewhat removed for the modern reader, especially those who have little knowledge of the soviet system.
Eliade then goes on to explore the relationship between time, space, and the sacred. Time is sacralised through the approach of humanity to their gods, a distinct effort to remove oneself from the trappings of the profane and enter a relationship in the moment with the deity. In religious practice, time become set apart from the profane through the interaction of man and god, not only through the effort of man. It is in this special time that we have the relationship between humanity and divine mapped out in the same instance; we can exist contemporaneously, and can enter into a reinforced relationship through the imitation of divine action in religious ritual practice. By experiencing this sacred time and place, religious man is taking himself away from the profane, entering a reality more real and purposeful than the expanse of profanity surrounding these sacred moments, becoming absorbed in the primordial time of the creation of everything. Eliade confidently conveys his hypotheses throughout the book; The Sacred and the Profane is self-assured, and takes the reader through these complex ideas without allowing much chance for them to digest and form an opinion before they find themselves in the midst of the next intricate idea. This is a limit of the size of the book and the challenge that Eliade has given himself in the desire to explore such a topic in so few pages.
Positing itself as introducing the history of religion, there is little in the way of history in the book. Although well written – the skillful writing and artful speculation of Eliade being key tenets of how confidently and convincingly the book puts across its ideas – and seamlessly translated from French by Willard M Trask, The Sacred and the Profane seems to lose itself along the way. The intended purpose of the book is to introduce complex ideas of the nature of religion and belief to the unversed reader, but that seems a bit anachronistic, and one feels that without having some background knowledge of the topic, a reader may find themselves more confused having finished the book than having read nothing of the subject area. That is not to say that it has not earned its place among the list of most important phenomenological works, but that it must be read carefully, and not taken at face value without consideration of the bias within the text, and the lacking of true historical methodology and research. Eliade’s work introduces his original theories, and should not be discarded, as it marks a turning point towards the consideration of human experience in the study of religion, but it would be wise to read the book in context. Bringing other more recent scholarly works to the table to inform the reader of the impact of Eliade’s theories, and the work that had since been done to fill the gaps that we see left by The Sacred and the Profane would not go amiss. 
The careful reader will benefit from the ability to interact with Eliade’s hypotheses first-hand, but the reader who is not as cautious may be misled and find themselves confused.
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