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Book review of The Sacred and the Profane by Mircea Eliade
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Introduction
Eliade’s ground-breaking work on the nature of religion sought to address how humankind engages with the spiritual in their nature and experience.  Building on Otto’s[footnoteRef:1] work and questioning Durkhiem’s[footnoteRef:2] concept of the sacred as a purely cultural entity, Eliade proposed a separation of the sacred from the profane in terms of space and time.  The most striking proposal was that sacredness was revealed by a “hierophany”[footnoteRef:3], defined as an “iruption of the sacred”[footnoteRef:4].  The hierophany both marked and created a division from profane space.  Eliade considered a hierophany to be evidence of the numinous, the presence of the divine. [1:  Rudolph Otto, The Idea of the Holy (NY:OUP, 1958 [1917]), pp. 1-5.]  [2:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (originally published as Les Formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse (Paris, France: Alcan, 1912)), translated by Karen Fields (New York: The Free Press, 1995), chapter 1.]  [3:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion (New York: Harcourt Inc., 1959), p. 26.]  [4:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 26.] 


Sacred time was declared to be separate from historical, profane time[footnoteRef:5] and its flow.  This happened through the “myth of the eternal return”[footnoteRef:6], the longing for sacred man through right and rituals to return to the point where the divine created the world – a re-creation of cosmic time.  The hypothesis was that sacred space and time represent a paradigm for creation and stand as a blueprint for spiritual human behaviour. [5:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 68.]  [6:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 75.] 


The Author
Mircea Eliade, born in Romania in 1907 and dying in Chicago in 1986, was professor of history of religions at the University of Chicago. Considered a foremost scholar of religious history, and especially the phenomenologist interpretation, his views were highly influential[footnoteRef:7].  He wrote many books and sought to marry the empiricist and intuitive approaches in order to evidence what he termed an “archaic ontology” (the paradigm discussed above)[footnoteRef:8].  Towards the end of the last century, his approach and claims were challenged but his influence persists[footnoteRef:9]. There was vocal criticism of his youthful right-wing political views. The debate - between his politics and his academic success - continues.[footnoteRef:10]   [7:  Douglas Allen, “Mircea Eliade” at Encyclopaedia Britannica 
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mircea-Eliade; Guilford Dudley III, “Mircea Eliade as the "Anti-Historian" of Religions” Journal of the American Academy of Religion, Vol. 44, No. 2 (Jun., 1976), p. 345.]  [8:  Mircea Eliade, Cosmos and History, Willard R. Trask, trans. (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1959), p. 3.]  [9:  Dudley, Anti-Historian, p.346; Robert D. Baird, Category Formation and the History of Religions (The Hague: Mouton and Co., 1971), p. 153.]  [10:  Maria Lupas, Early Resistance to Fascism in Eugène Ionesco's Interwar Romanian Journalism Journal of Modern Literature, Vol. 37, No. 3 (Spring 2014), pp. 78-79.] 


Summary
The book’s methodology was phenomenological. The ‘evidence’ came mainly from two sources - knowledge of archaic societies and observations of native (he called ‘primitive’[footnoteRef:11]) tribes such as the Achilpa of Australia[footnoteRef:12]. This evidence, he argued, could be used empirically to ascertain a sacred ontology based on belief and experience of the sacred as something inherently ‘other’ from the ordinary[footnoteRef:13].  There was an assumption that this association of archaic with native was valid if “man’s reactions to nature are…conditioned by his culture and…history”[footnoteRef:14].  Eliade also employed comparisons with the religious activities of the monotheistic religions. [11:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane p. 15.]  [12:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p33; p.36.]  [13:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, Intro.]  [14:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p.16] 


In the Introduction, the influence of Otto and his concept of the numinous were obvious[footnoteRef:15].  The reaction that Otto called a mysterium tremednum, Eliade interpreted as “awe-inspiring mystery”[footnoteRef:16].   [15:  Otto, Holy, p.1]  [16:  Otto, Holy, p.5; Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p.9.] 


The book’s core principle is that the sacred manifests as something wholly different from the profane.  This Eliade termed a “hierophany”[footnoteRef:17].  It can be in something as ordinary as a stone or in what Eliade called a “supreme hierophany”, the incarnation of Jesus Christ[footnoteRef:18].  Eliade made an important point about the sacred/profane dichotomy – “by manifesting the sacred, any object becomes something else, yet it continues to be itself”[footnoteRef:19].  For the spiritual person, the whole cosmos could become a hierophany and that the goal was to live as closely as possible in the sacred space or near sacred objects. Eliade equated that with a power that expressed reality[footnoteRef:20]. The book’s main concern was: [17:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 9]  [18:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 11]  [19:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 12.]  [20:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 12.] 

“to show in what ways religious man attempts to remain as long as possible in a sacred universe…”[footnoteRef:21]. [21:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 15.] 


Chapter 1 investigated how hierophanies marked sacred space, distinguished it from profane, and how they made the world sacred.  Non-sacred space was amorphous, whereas sacred space provided a break in that homogeneity [footnoteRef:22].  Eliade went further - the break was “homologizable to a founding of a world.”[footnoteRef:23] The break revealed a fixed point, a central axis for sacred around which man could orient. This revelation is one of an absolute reality, “the sacred ontologically founds the world.”[footnoteRef:24]  But, profane experience could imitate or recall the character of sacred space, e.g., the idea of privileged spaces such as a birthplace.   [22:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 20. ]  [23:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 21.]  [24:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 22.] 


Using a church as illustration, Eliade explained that the experience of a sacred place implied the creation of a boundary or threshold between sacred and profane, and that numerous rites and rituals had developed over time to recognise and honour the threshold[footnoteRef:25]. He also argued that, in the absence of a hierophany, a sign of something “other” would be sufficient to point to the sacredness of a place[footnoteRef:26].   [25:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 25.]  [26:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 27.] 


The rest of the chapter focused on showing that the sign, the fixed point was used to found a world, a cosmos that is differentiated from everything else which becomes chaos[footnoteRef:27]. This point was always at the centre of religious or spiritual man’s existence.  The founding was a repetition and a consecration of the Gods’ work– a cosmogony.   This cosmogony, by creating the break between sacred and profane, allowed for communication between planes, e.g. earth and heaven. The founding provided an orientation, a centre or axis mundi as Eliade called it.  For sacred man, this made the world apprehensible[footnoteRef:28].  [27:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, pp. 29-30.]  [28:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, pp. 63-65.] 


In chapter 2, the sacred was examined from the temporal.  If the world is founded on cosmic, sacred acts, then sacred man honoured the original cosmogony through rites and festivals.  Eliade argued that there are two kinds of time – sacred and profane[footnoteRef:29].  Profane is ordinary time as experienced daily, sacred time is that experienced through festivals - the replaying of events that took place in a mythical past.  Thus, sacred time was thought to be ‘reversible’, as it is a primordial time recreated and made present[footnoteRef:30]. [29:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 68.]  [30:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, pp. 68-69.] 


This was important for together, sacred time and space, create a paradigm for every creation or construction.  Eliade explained that the sacred calendar of festivals flows in a cycle of repetition[footnoteRef:31].  The commemoration of New Year would be an important re-creation of the mythical ‘first time’.   Everything was renewed with that festival. There was an actualisation of the myth of return.  As Eliade noted “by symbolically becoming contemporary with the creation”[footnoteRef:32] one can take part of the original beginning’s richness.  This is also why creation myths were incorporated into healing rituals in archaic and traditional societies. [31:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 104.]  [32:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 105.] 


Two further points made are first, when the religious aspect of the cosmos becomes lost and time becomes desacralized.  There was still a view of the eternal cosmic return of creation-destruction-creation and so on but it was emptied of its sacredness[footnoteRef:33].  Second, the impact of Judeo-Christian religious beliefs was examined.  Both Judaism and Christianity valorised historical (ordinary) time not cosmic (sacred) time through, for example, the manifestation in history of Yahweh and Jesus Christ[footnoteRef:34]. [33:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, pp. 108.]  [34:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, pp. 110-111.] 


In chapter 3, Eliade discussed the sacredness of nature and cosmic religion.  He was trying to “understand…how sacrality is revealed through the very structures of the world,”[footnoteRef:35] by exploring a number of aspects. For example:  the celestial sacred and the notion of Sky gods; the concept of the ‘remote God’ - the belief that the creator God has withdrawn from human activity; the enduring importance of celestial symbols, i.e. the fact that ‘above’, ‘high’ continue to be associated with transcendence and the centre of the world; the structure of aquatic and earthly symbolism; and a discussion of hierogamy between the Sky-God and Mother Earth[footnoteRef:36]. [35:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 117.]  [36:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, pp. 118-147.] 


In chapter 4, Eliade looked to European folklore, as well as the behaviour of native and archaic societies to garner knowledge of what it means to have a sanctified life[footnoteRef:37].  The author maintained that for these groups, “the whole of life is a capable of being sanctified”[footnoteRef:38].  This point led him to propose a homology (i.e. a correspondence) of body-house-cosmos using Indian religious thought as an explanation. For example, the spine is equivalent to the cosmic pillar.  Other aspects of the sanctified covered were, e.g.: rites of passage; the phenomenology of initiation; death and sacred rebirth; and the sacred and profane in modern, i.e. mid-20th century, life. One conclusion made was that modern humans without spirituality or religions still “hold to pseudo-religions and degenerated mythologies”[footnoteRef:39]. [37:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, pp. 162-164.]  [38:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 167.]  [39:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 209.] 


One strength of the book is the argument regarding the phenomenological experience of the sacred.  The concept of the hierophany and of sacred time as being eternal and recoverable leads Eliade to his view of sacred time and space as a paradigmatic cosmogony and blueprint for sanctified life. 

One weakness is his treatment of the Sky God-Mother Nature nexus.  He ignores the obvious example that does not fit the Sky God male, Mother Nature female theory.   That is Pharaonic Egypt where the sky is female, Nut, and the earth is represented by different male Gods - Geb, Osiris – depending on their role. Apparently, he thought the demurring Egyptian view was a matter of grammar![footnoteRef:40] He does accept in a footnote that his view of the cosmic hierogamy is not universal[footnoteRef:41]. [40:  Susan Tower Hollis, “Women of Ancient Egypt and the Sky Goddess Nut”
The Journal of American Folklore, Vol. 100, No. 398, Folklore and Feminism (Oct. -Dec., 1987), p.496.]  [41:  Eliade, Sacred/Profane, p. 145, footnote 27.] 


Conclusions
This book is still worth reading for any student of the History of Religions and anyone interested in human experience of the sacred.  Eliade’s capability to express and interpret the breadth of the subject matter is impressive.  Since its publication, his view of the sacred has been challenged not least by his successor and mentee at Chicago, Jonathan Z Smith[footnoteRef:42], and others who take a more Durkheimian view of sacredness, or steer a middle path[footnoteRef:43].  The primary conclusion of the book, that for spiritual humans, there is a cosmogony based on a view of space and time as sacred still has merit. [42:  Jonathan Z Smith, Map is not Territory: Studies in the History of Religions (Chicago: University of Chigaco Press, 1993 [1978]), p.308.]  [43:   Belden C Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred:  Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality (Baltimore, MD: The John Hopkins University Press, 2002), p.19; Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape (Oxford: Berg, 1994), p.17.
] 
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