
Mircea Eliade was born in Romania in 1907 and died in the US in 1986. Throughout his lifetime, Eliade published nearly 13 000 pieces of work on his numerous theories of religion, as well as fiction and non-fiction works. Throughout his childhood, he was deeply interested in chemistry and biology and even owned a small laboratory kit. He was also a prolific reader and, due to his love of reading, often only slept for five to six hours a night. While in his earlier twenties, Eliade travelled to Italy to collect information on Italian philosophers from the Renaissance period and, while there, read A History of Indian Philosophy, by the Indian philosopher Surendranath Dasgupta. This work impressed him so much that, after graduating from Bucharest University with a degree in philosophy in 1928, he travelled to India and studied at the University of Calcutta under none other than Surendranath Dasgupta, a man he had come to admire greatly. Eliade’s first piece of work, Isabel Si Apele Diavolului, was published in 1930 while he was in Calcutta. Between 1930-1945, Eliade wrote many other essays and works of fiction, although his fictional output during this period was fairly significant. During this time, Eliade also served in the army, became Professor in the Faculty of Letters at Bucharest University, ended up in a concentration camp during the earlier years of World War 2 and, during the war, became a Romanian attaché in the UK and Portugal.


However, Eliade was not widely known until 1949. Eliade’s most famous work is The Myth of the Eternal Return, an essay he started writing in 1945 just after the end of World War 2, which was published in 1949. In it, Eliade analyses how different people see time. He proposes that for religious people, time his heterogenous and, for non-religious people, time is the same for everything, thus, it is homogenous. For religious people, the heterogeneity of time is made up into several parts; the normal, profane time in which everybody lives everyday, and the sacred time of the Gods, which is set apart from normal time and consists of its own universe or cosmos. For non-religious people, all time is one and the same.

It is impossible to classify Eliade’s view of religion using only one of the five classificatory definitions of religion. The phenomenological school of Gerardus van der Leeuw and Wilhelm Schmidt also influenced him, thus leading towards the idea that he was also a phenomenologist. However, Eliade was also influenced by St Augustine’s essentialist definition that humans possess “a god-seeking aspect to their nature”. Despite being influenced by both these classificatory definitions, Eliade was more widely recognised for his essentialist views. In order to understand Eliade’s phenomenological approach, one must first closely examine the definitions of Wilhelm Schmidt and Gerardus van der Leeuw, as Eliade formulated his phenomenological approach from the ideas that these two first presented in the nineteenth century. Wilhelm Schmidt and Gerardus van der Leeuw both believed that a higher being or God created the world and then distanced himself from it. Through this, Eliade was able to define and explain the nature of the myth of a higher being by saying that the myth reveals a primitive explanation of the nature of being and that, by expressing the myth through symbols, complete knowledge about the myth or the higher being can be obtained. Therefore, from the ideas proposed by Van der Leeuw and Schmidt, Eliade has deduced that although the higher being has distanced himself from the world, people can rediscover and re-experience the various myths of the story that have occurred over time. 

Eliade’s phenomenological approach to religion has both its strengths and weaknesses. One of the strengths of the argument that a higher being has created the world and then distanced himself from it is due to all the death and disease that have ravaged Earth over the centuries. If the higher being has distanced himself from the Earth, it is unable to stop the bloodshed and diseases that have ravaged the Earth since it was created. However, this approach also has two distinct problems. Over the centuries, thousands of people have claimed that God has spoken to them directly and many incidents have been recorded where divine intervention has supposedly taken place. If this God or higher being has distanced himself from the world, then how is it possible that the higher being has spoken to these people or interfered with their lives? Although this either means that God does not exist or people over the centuries have been mistaken with what they have seen or heard, Eliade’s theory is very problematic.

However, Eliade is much more widely recognised for his essentialist views of religion and is often seen as more of an essentialist than a phenomenologist. In fact, many people are totally unaware that Eliade holds both a phenomenological and essentialist view of religion. Eliade’s essentialist theory of religion carries on from St Augustine’s belief from the 4th and 5th centuries that humans have a God-seeking aspect to their nature. As Eliade believes that the God or higher being has distanced himself from the world that he created, people will be unable to make contact with the God that they are seeking as part of the religious beliefs. Eliade does not specify which God or higher being created the Earth, meaning he does not believe that one religion is correct with their interpretations and another religion is incorrect. His book The Eliade Guide to World Religions exemplifies this idea and shows Eliade to be fairly open-minded. Instead of immediately discussing one religion as correct or incorrect, he has applied his essentialist and phenomenologist views to each world religion. Eliade’ s type of essentialist definition provides a clear theory of religion; it is a structural part of a total human being, thus showing that religious beliefs are unique to a particular person and these beliefs help make a person who they are. This type of essentialist definition means that Theravadan Buddhism and Taoism can be included as religions. Although these beliefs do not necessarily believe in a higher being, they are still a systematic set of beliefs that define who a particular person is. Other definitions have excluded Theravadan Buddhism and Taoism from being counted as religion because they specify that an essentialist definition is a belief in a higher being or God.

However, despite this strength of Eliade’s essentialist definition, there are also many problems with this definition. Just like many other definitions, the key fault is its inability to distinguish between religion and non-religion. Eliade says that religion is a set of beliefs that someone holds dear or a set of beliefs that are unique to a particular person. But these beliefs are not necessarily a religion. For example, Australian Rules Football could be a particular person’s beliefs, meaning that this type of essentialist definition fails to define what should and what should not be counted as religion.

Using both the essentialist and phenomenological views of religion, Eliade coined the term “hierophanies”. He said hierophanies were physical manifestations or revelations of the sacred in the form of symbols, myths, and ritual. Through hierophanies, Eliade said that the object of worship, “the sacred”, existed, as this was the focus of worship for religious humanity. However, despite this object of worship existing, it has, as has already been established, distanced itself from the world and, therefore, is only revered in the form of symbols, myths and rituals that are associated with the higher being.

Eliade was one of the foremost figures in defining religion in the 20th century and, in doing so, has contributed greatly to the phenomenological and essentialist classificatory definitions of religion.

