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Summary of Text 16: Mircea Eliade – 

 

Excerpt from the Phenomenology of Religion 

Text 16 offers an extensive phenomenological analysis of religion in the 

work of Mircea Eliade, focusing on agricultural rites, the relationship between 

fertility and the world of the dead, and the fundamental distinction between 

profane duration and sacred time. 

 

1. Agricultural rites and the sacred nature of agriculture 

In premodern and traditional cultures, agricultural activities are not 

merely profane or neutral technical operations, but essentially sacred rites. 

The farmer cultivates ‘the body of Mother Earth’ and intervenes in the sacred 

domain of ancestors and nature spirits. Plant growth is experienced as 

dunamis (sacred life force). Both spatially (the fertile soil and germinative 

seeds) and temporally (the rhythm of the seasons), the farmer is embedded in 

a cyclical system of ceremonial acts and hierophanies. Although the rhythmic 

course of nature fosters a fundamental optimism, as winter is invariably 

followed by spring, famines and failed harvests remind human beings of their 

vulnerability and the finite nature of biological forces. 

 

2. Female roles, sacrifices, the symbolism of the last sheaf and 

rebirth 

There is a profound analogy between women and arable land: the womb 

relates to fertilization in the same way that the soil relates to cultivation. 

Through contact magic - such as sowing in menstrual cloths or through 

pregnant women - and ritual nudity, the fertility of the seed is activated. 

Agricultural sacrifices, ranging from first-fruit offerings to leaving the first 

or last ears of grain in the field, serve to appease the deities and renew the 

exhausted life force of the soil. 

The last sheaf is often personified as the Corn Mother, Baba or Cailleach, 

with the reaper playing an ambiguous role as either the killer or the glorifier 

of the grain spirit. 

In extreme situations, this led to human sacrifices, as among the Khonds 

in India (the Meriah sacrifice), the Aztecs and the Pawnees. By cutting the 

victim into pieces and burying them in the furrows, the cosmogonic myth of 

the primordial sacrifice was reenacted to ensure the magical rebirth of the 

crop. 

 

3. The symbiosis between agricultural and funerary worship 

Funerary, agricultural and sexual forms of worship merge completely in 

premodern religions. Both seeds and the deceased are entrusted to the womb 
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of the earth. The souls of the dead thirst for biological abundance and are 

believed to protect and influence the germination and growth of plants in the 

chthonic realm. 

As a result, fertility deities (such as Durga and Feronia) acquire a 

pronounced funerary character. During winter festivals such as Yule, spring 

rises from the death of winter, as the living and the dead come together at 

lavish feasts. 

 

4. Sexual rites, hierogamy and the ritual function of the orgy 

To stimulate plant and human vitality, human beings engage in ritual 

sexuality. Within hierogamy (the sacred marriage), a human couple or sacred 

individuals represent the cosmic union of Heaven and the Earth Goddess, as 

in the case of the temple brides of the Python among the Ewe in Africa, or 

bridal couples on newly consecrated fields in Java and Europe. 

In addition, the ritual orgy (such as the Holi festival in India or the Floralia 

in Rome) plays a decisive role. The orgy breaks down all social and moral 

boundaries in order to restore the formless chaos of primordial times. Through 

this temporary regression into primordial disorder, the community 

replenishes itself with fresh cosmic life force, after which the ordered world 

can be reborn and purified. 

 


