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PREFACE
The conception of this book series began with a series of 
lectures on the academic study of Western esotericism held 
as an MA student, in the History of Religion, at the 
University of Copenhagen in the fall of 2006. It seemed to 
me then—as it still does now—that there is a growing 
worldwide interest in the nature of Western esotericism 
and in the continued growth of its study as an academic 
discipline across the academic landscape. 

Several significant institutional steps have already 
been taken. In 1964 the first chair, for what was then 
entitled ‘History of Christian Esotericism’ (Histoire de 
l'ésotérisme chrétien), on the suggestion of Henry Corbin 
(1903-1978), was established at the École Pratique des 
Hautes Études, (Religious Studies Section), Sorbonne 
(Paris). François Secret (1911-2003), an expert on Christian 
cabala,1 was the first to hold this chair until his retirement 
in 1979 when it was renamed ‘History of Esoteric and 
Mystical Currents in Modern and Contemporary Europe’ 
(Histoire des courants ésotériques et mystiques dans 
l'Europe moderne et contemporaine). 2  From then on 
Antoine Faivre (1934-), who has been instrumental in 
defining this academic field, held the chair until his 

1   The Hebrew word קַּבָלָה (to receive) is commonly transliterated into 
English as ‘Kabbalah’. The Christian interpretation of the ‘Jewish 
Kabbalah’ is, however, often designated the ‘Christian cabala’. To 
distinguish the ‘Jewish Kabbalah’ from the Christian Kabbalah the 
designation ‘Christian cabala’ will be used in this book.  

2  Later the term ‘mystical’ or ‘mystiques’ was omitted from the 
title, 'Histoire des courants ésotériques dans l'Europe 
moderne et contemporaine'. 
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retirement in 2002 when Jean-Pierre Brach (1956-) took his 
place and continues the work on esotericism to this day. 

In 1999 at the University of Amsterdam, a sub-
department for the ‘History of Hermetic Philosophy and 
Related Currents’ was established as a chair-group in the 
‘Department of Theology and Religious Studies of the 
Faculty of Humanities’ (later merged into the new 
department of ‘Art, Religion and Cultural Sciences’). The 
permanent core of this department constitutes a full 
professorship, two assistant professors as well as a 
continued program of two PhD students. Its primary tasks 
are teaching and research in the domain of the history of 
hermetic philosophy and related currents (Western 
esotericism). The department has been very productive 
and offers BA and MA course programs on the history of 
esotericism as part of its religious studies program. 

In late 2005 in Great Britain, a third chair and a center 
for the academic study of esotericism (EXESESO) was 
established, at the University of Exeter, coinciding with the 
formation of the new ‘School of Humanities and Social 
Sciences’ (combining the departments of History, 
Sociology, Philosophy, Theology, Classics and Ancient 
History, and the Institute of Arab and Islamic Studies). 
Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke (1953-2012) was its first 
professor and director until his untimely death in 2012. 
The center (EXESESO) has continued in his spirit and has 
offered a complete MA program in esotericism as well as 
PhD supervision in this field of expertise. 

Among the better-known learned societies for the 
study of esotericism are ASE (Association for the Study of 
Esotericism, est. 2002) based in the USA and ESSWE 
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(European Society for the Study of Western Esotericism, 
est. 2005) based in Europe. Important scholarly journals 
dedicated to esotericism (and related currents) also exist, 
such as Aries: Journal for the Study of Western Esotericism and 
Esoterica: the journal of esoteric studies, among others. 
Finally, the academic study has developed and continues 
to do so through the many significant articles and books 
published by pioneer scholars in the field, such as Antoine 
Faivre, Wouter J. Hanegraaff, Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, 
Arthur Versluis, Kocku von Stuckrad, and many others. 

The overall purpose of this Introduction Series to 
Western Esotericism is both to contribute to these 
developments by providing interested readers and 
scholars alike with a comprehensive, yet concise, overview 
of Western esotericism from an academic perspective—
including an overview of related topics, such as the occult, 
traditionalism, magic, Hermeticism, mysticism, Kabbalah, 
and Gnosticism—as well as presenting and discussing the 
main theories on esotericism—such as those formulated by 
Antoine Faivre, Pierre A. Riffard, Wouter J. Hanegraaff, 
Arthur Versluis and Kocku von Stuckrad—and the history 
of the main ideas and currents related to Western 
esotericism from antiquity to modern times. These 
volumes are therefore designed to be straightforward and 
educational. Focus will be placed on generality and 
overview rather than specific expert details. References 
will be kept at an academic minimum and the information 
will be presented in a manner that allows the reader to 
draw his or her own conclusions, while still providing 
some critical discussions and categorizations. 

The projected volumes in the series are as follows: 
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Volume 1: The Academic Study of Western Esotericism: Early 
Developments and Related Fields 

Volume 2: The Academic Study of Western Esotericism: Main 
Theories and Methods 

Volume 3: The Academic Study of Western Esotericism: New 
Perspectives  

Volume 4: The History of Western Esotericism during 
Antiquity (600 BCE - 525 CE) 

Volume 5: The History of Western Esotericism during the 
Middle Ages (525-1300) 

Volume 6: The History of Western Esotericism during the 
Renaissance (1300-1650) 

Volume 7: The History of Western Esotericism in the Modern 
World (1650-1950) 

The first three volumes will outline and discuss 
important topics related to Western esotericism, such as 
Gnosticism, Kabbalah, mysticism, Hermeticism, etc., and 
the main theories of Western esotericism as well as pose 
new perspectives. The next four volumes will offer a 
presentation and discussion of the history of Western 
esotericism from antiquity to modern times. It is hoped 
that these small volumes, encompassing both the 
theoretical and historical side of this new academic field, 
will thus aid in making the field itself more 
comprehensible to all interested in the subject and serve as 
useful handbooks for students and scholars working in the 
field. 

Since the academic study of Western esotericism is as 
recent as it is, it has been found most fruitful to keep the 
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discussion of both the range of theories and the history of 
Western esotericism as wide and open as possible in order 
to avoid unduly limiting the scope of the field itself. In 
relation to this, one caveat must be noted at this juncture. 
Although these volumes are limited to the West as 
expressed in the designation, Western esotericism, 
undeniably historical links between the West, the Middle 
East and far East exist which will be demonstrated and 
discussed throughout this book series along with various 
views already existing in the scholarly community. Indeed 
whether the designation ‘Western’ should or will be 
considered valid in the future will be discussed 
throughout this series. 

The reader will also become aware of the inter-
disciplinary or even trans-disciplinary nature of Western 
esotericism, as it is intertwined with many aspects of the 
history of science, religion, philosophy and art. So, even 
though Western esotericism is generally placed under 
history or more specifically under the history of religions, 
it is in fact contextually very difficult to separate it, not 
only from the history of religion, but equally from the 
history of science, philosophy and art. 

What Western esotericism should embody, as a 
scholarly category, has not yet been settled—nor whether 
it might be more correct to speak of Western esotericisms 
in plural. Certain unique qualities, however—construed 
and still discussed in the scholarly community as central to 
Western esotericism—make it possible to speak of Western 
esotericism as something distinct from the conventional 
typologies of religion, science, philosophy and art. The 
simplest designation for Western esotericism is, that it is a 
form of knowledge based on direct insight (gnosis) rather 
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than reason (as in philosophy), the senses (as in natural 
science) or faith/revelation (as in religion). Western 
esotericism no doubt covers much more than this, as will 
become evident throughout the volumes in this series, but 
as a preliminary definition, it will serve the function of 
introduction and provide the reader with an initial 
understanding.  

Uncovering this important aspect of Western culture, 
touching upon what hitherto—and often times confusingly 
so—has been termed the occult, the hermetic tradition, 
mysticism and magic, will not only enlighten our 
understanding of largely overlooked aspects of Western 
culture, but change how we view Western culture, 
including the history of religion, science, philosophy and 
art. This exciting revisionary work has already begun and 
the present book series aspires to contribute to its 
advancement and further development and thereby help 
secure the academic study of Western esotericism as a field 
in its own right and perhaps inspire others toward the 
same endeavour.  

 

Tim Rudbøg, Copenhagen, September 2012 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 



INTRODUCTION 
The aim of this first book in the Introduction Series to 
Western Esotericism is to outline some of the main 
theoretical developments within modern academic 
research relevant to the academic study of ‘Western 
esotericism’. The basic contours of the specific academic 
discipline, now generally termed ‘Western esotericism’, 
began to emerge during the mid nineteen-eighties and 
early nineteen-nineties and have developed at a fast pace 
since then, 3  in particular, Antoine Faivre’s model of 
Western esotericism as a form of thought, first formulated 
in nineteen-ninety-two, marked a new theoretical 
beginning and consolidation of the academic field. 4 
However, already prior to this, several specialized 
                                                
3  Antoine Faivre’s, Accès de l’ésotérisme occidental (Paris: 

Gallimard, 1986); Pierre A. Riffard’s, L’ésotérisme. Qu’est-ce que 
l’ésotérisme? (Paris: Robert Laffont, 1990); and Antoine 
Faivre’s, L’ésotérisme, Que sais-je 1031 (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 1992) were central to this early 
development. For thorough details on and references to the 
main theories on the academic study of Western esotericism 
developed since the mid nineteenth-eighties, such as those 
defined by Antoine Faivre, Pierre Riffard, Wouter J. 
Hanegraaff, Arthur Versluis and Kocku von Stuckrad, see 
book two in the present book series and see also note 8 below. 

4  Faivre proposed defining Western esotericism in terms of his 
now well-known four intrinsic characteristics: (1) 
correspondences, (2) living nature, (3) 
imagination/mediations, and (4) transmutation. Two 
additional or extrinsic characteristics are also often central to 
esoteric currents: (5) the practice of concordance and (6) 
transmission, see Faivre, L’ésotérisme, pp. 13-21 or the English 
translation Antoine Faivre, Access to Western Esotericism 
(Albany, NY: SUNY, 1994), pp. 10-15. 
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academic subjects, relevant to the academic discipline of 
Western esotericism, had been well researched and some 
of them had also been established as academic disciplines 
with their own methods and specific areas of research. 

The following fourteen topics existed prior to the 
establishment of the academic discipline ‘Western 
esotericism’ and are still directly relevant to it: 

(1) the occult revival from 1800 to 1950  

(2) the sociology of the occult 

(3) the traditionalists or the ‘perennial philosophy’ 

(4) the academic study of magic and religion 

(5) the history of science and the hermetic tradition 

(6) studies in mysticism 

(7) the academic study of Kabbalah 

(8) studies in Gnosticism  

(9) studies in Hermetism 

(10) history of the occult and anti-esotericist narratives 

(11) the rise of psychology and subjectivism 

(12) studies of witchcraft and the witch craze 

(13) the rise of parapsychology 

(14) philosophy of science (pseudo-science discussions) 

Many of these domains, relevant to Western 
esotericism both theoretically and historically, have aided 
the cultivation of an academic climate in which the 
emergence of the academic study of Western esotericism 
has not only become possible but has also been received 
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seriously across the academic landscape. Unfortunately, it 
is often overlooked that many of the topics listed above, 
now more or less implicitly related to Western esotericism, 
are fields of expertise in themselves. In order to cultivate 
an informed understanding and discussion of Western 
esotericism this book will therefore provide an overview of 
some of the most important specialist areas now deeply 
associated with Western esotericism—whereas the second 
book in this series will discuss Western esotericism, as it 
developed as a specific academic field in its own right 
from the nineteen-eighties. In this sense this book will deal 
with precedents to the consolidation of Western 
esotericism. 

More specifically this book will outline and discuss the 
central academic theories related to the first eight of the 
topics listed above,5 dealing with the theories produced by 
scholars on these topics rather than with the empirical, 
historical or textual data produced by the esoteric 
traditions or currents themselves. In other words, when 
dealing with Kabbalah, for example, the prime focus will 
be on what the most influential scholars have said about 
Kabbalah rather than on what the Kabbalistic texts and 
traditions have to say. To complement this, the fourth, 
fifth, sixth and seventh books in the present series will 
provide a history and discussion of the esoteric texts and 
traditions themselves. The rationale for beginning with 
theories and methods related to the topics instead of the 

                                                
5  The first topic in the above list will not be treated as an 

academic field, but will serve to show how modern 
esotericists began their discussion of esotericism and how this 
has contributed to the emergence of the academic field. See 
chapter 1. 
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empirical material classified under the topics, is that this 
will provide the reader with an understanding of what the 
specific topics entail as fields of research, how they have 
been defined, where research is at present, and how the 
topics have been approached. It might also help answer 
questions that naturally spring from reading the empirical 
material for the first time and facilitate questions that have 
not yet been answered. 

It should further be noted that in order to limit the 
scope of this book the main focus in each chapter will be 
on theories developed from the nineteenth-century 
onwards or from the establishment of the modern secular 
academic disciplines, even though rich discussion of many 
of the topics existed prior to this time.6 Where relevant, 
discussions pertaining to periods before this time will, of 
course, be brought to the reader’s attention. 

Throughout this book it will also be emphasized that 
each of the first eight academic research domains listed 
above have, in their own right, excavated more or less 
forgotten aspects of Western culture and produced an 
awareness of a significant presence in Western culture that 
at first glance appears distinct from our usual conceptions 
of religion, science and philosophy. These otherwise 

                                                
6  For pre-nineteenth-century discussions of esotericism, see 

Wouter J. Hanegraaff, ‘The Birth of Esotericism from the 
Spirit of Protestantism’, Aries 10, 2 (2010), 197‐216; Wouter J. 
Hanegraaff, ‘Western Esotericism in Enlightenment 
Historiography: The Importance of Jacob Brucker’, in 
Constructing Tradition: Means and Myths of Transmission in 
Western Esotericism, ed. by Andreas B. Kilcher (Leiden: Brill, 
2010), 91‐111; Wouter J. Hanegraaff, Esotericism and the 
Academy: Rejected Knowledge in Western Culture (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), pp. 77-256. 
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forgotten cultural elements have collectively and 
heuristically come to be regarded as a third current between 
faith and rationality in Western culture and have been 
collectively termed Gnosis or Western esotericism.7 The 
underlying theme of this book is, therefore, centered on 
how various developments and academic disciplines 
became aware of and construed aspects of this ‘third other’ 
in Western culture. The growing awareness of esotericism 
(in terms of mysticism, occultism, Kabbalah, Hermetism, 
Hermeticism, Gnosticism, gnosis, magic etc.) or the so-
called third current in Western culture furthermore, to a 
great extent, facilitated the possibility of an academic 
study of Western esotericism. 

Finally, the reader should consider this book to be a 
handbook of relevant topics related to the study of 
Western esotericism rather than a book written with the 
object of demonstrating empirically and causally the 
historical development of the academic study of Western 
esotericism. In other words, each chapter provides a brief 
overview of a specified topic dealt with and can be read 
independently of the other chapters. As always, the topics 
dealt with are of course more comprehensive, complex, 
and nuanced than the portraits painted here, therefore 
they should be regarded as sketches rather than completed 
paintings. With this in mind, it is hoped that the critical 

                                                
7  Roelof van den Broek and Wouter J. Hanegraaff, ‘preface’ in 

Gnosis and Hermeticism from Antiquity to Modern Times, ed. by 
Broek and Hanegraaff (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1998), p. vii; 
see also Gilles Quispel, ‘inleiding’ in Gnosis: De derde 
component van de Europese cultuurtraditie, ed. by Gilles Quispel 
(Utrecht: HES, 1988), p. 9. 
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and informed reader will pardon recourse to simplicity 
where a topic might contain more than is given to appear. 

Before proceeding, the reader unfamiliar with the 
general scope of Western esotericism might find it useful: 
(1) to have a concise account of the original and more 
general meaning of the term esotericism8 and (2) to have a 

                                                
8  The modern contemporary constructions of the term 

‘Western esotericism’ in academic scholarship are the topic of 
volume two in the present book series. A concise list of 
standard literature is as follows: Antoine Faivre and Karen-
Claire Voss, ‘Western Esotericism and the Science of 
Religion’, Numen, 42 (1995), 48-77; Faivre, Access to Western 
Esotericism; Antoine Faivre, ‘Questions of Terminology 
proper to the Study of Esoteric Currents in Modern and 
Contemporary Europe,’ in Western Esotericism and the Science 
of Religion: Selected Papers presented at the 17th Congress of the 
International Association for the History of Religions Mexico City 
1995, ed. by Antoine Faivre and Wouter J. Hanegraaff 
(Leuven: Peeters, 1998), 1-10; Riffard, L’ésotérisme; Pierre A. 
Riffard, ‘The Esoteric Method’, in Western Esotericism and the 
Science of Religion, ed. by Wouter J. Hanegraaff and Antoine 
Faivre (Leuven: Peeters, 1998), 63-74; Wouter J. Hanegraaff, 
‘Empirical Method in the Study of Esotericism’, Method & 
Theory in the Study of Religion, 7, 2 (1995), 99‐129; Wouter J. 
Hanegraaff, New Age Religion and Western Culture: Esotericism 
in the Mirror of Secular Thought (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 
1998 [1996]); Wouter J. Hanegraaff, ‘On the Construction of 
“Esoteric Traditions”’, in Western Esotericism and the Science of 
Religion: Selected Papers presented at the 17th Congress of the 
International Association for the History of Religions Mexico City 
1995, ed. by Wouter J. Hanegraaff and Antoine Faivre 
(Leuven: Peeters, 1998), 11-61; Wouter J. Hanegraaff, ’Some 
Remarks on the Study of Western Esotericism’, Esoterica, 1 
(1999), 3-19; Wouter J. Hanegraaff, ‘Beyond the Yates 
Paradigm: The Study of Western Esotericism between 
Counterculture and New Complexity’, Aries, 1, 1 (2001), 5‐37; 
Wouter J. Hanegraaff, ‘The Study of Western Esotericism: 
New Approaches to Christian and Secular Culture’, in New 
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brief overview of concepts (currents and ideas) generally 
associated with Western esotericism.  

                                                                                              
Approaches to the Study of Religion I: Regional, Critical, and 
Historical Approaches, ed. by Peter Antes, Armin W. Geertz & 
Randi R. Warne, Religion and Reason, 42  (Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter, 2004), 489‐519; Wouter, J., Hanegraaff, ‘Esotericism’ 
in Dictionary of Gnosis and Western Esotericism, ed. by 
Hanegraaff, Wouter J. and others, 2 vols (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 
I, 336-40; Wouter J. Hanegraaff, ‘Forbidden Knowledge: Anti‐
Esoteric Polemics and Academic Research’, Aries, 5, 2 (2005), 
225‐54; Wouter J. Hanegraaff, ‘The Trouble with Images: 
Anti‐Image Polemics and Western Esotericism’, in Polemical 
Encounters: Esotericism and its Others, ed. by Olav Hammer & 
Kocku von Stuckrad (Leiden: Brill, 2007), pp. 107‐136; Wouter 
J. Hanegraaff, ‘The Birth of Esotericism from the Spirit of 
Protestantism’, Aries, 10, 2 (2010), 197‐216; Wouter J. 
Hanegraaff, ‘Western Esotericism in Enlightenment 
Historiography: The Importance of Jacob Brucker’, in 
Constructing Tradition: Means and Myths of Transmission in 
Western Esotericism, ed. by Andreas B. Kilcher (Leiden: Brill, 
2010), 91‐111; Wouter J. Hanegraaff, Esotericism and the 
Academy: Rejected Knowledge in Western Culture (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012); Kocku von Stuckrad, 
‘Western Esotericism: Towards an Integrative Model of 
Interpretation,’ Religion, 35 (2005), 78-97; Kocku von Stuckrad, 
Western Esotericism: A Brief History of Secret Knowledge 
(London: Equinox Publishing Ltd., 2005); Kocku von 
Stuckrad, Locations of Knowledge in Medieval and Early Modern 
Europe (Leiden: Brill, 2010); Arthur Versluis, ‘What is 
Esoteric? Methods in the Study of Western Esotericism,’ 
Esoterica, 4 (2002), 1-15; Arthur Versluis ‘Mysticism, and the 
Study of Esotericism  Methods in the Study of Esotericism, 
Part II,’ Esoterica, 5 (2003), 27-40; Arthur Versluis, Restoring 
Paradise: Western Esotericism , Literature, Art and Consciousness 
(Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2004); Arthur Versluis, Magic and 
Mysticism: An Introduction to Western Esotericism (Lanham, 
MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007); Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, 
The Western Esoteric Traditions: A Historical Introduction 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).  
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1. The original meaning of the term ‘Esotericism’ 

Traditionally there are two ways of determining the 
meaning of concepts: one is a priori and the other is a 
posteriori. The notion a priori generally means ‘from what is 
before (experience)’. In popular terms, this implies that 
which constitutes the inherent definition of a word or what 
we know about a word before we set out to discover and 
add anything additional to it derived from our sense 
experience. The a priori method, therefore, defines or 
deduces the meaning of a word from the implicit or 
analytic meaning inherent in the original construction of 
the word itself. The classic philosophical example is that all 
‘single men’ are ‘unmarried’, because otherwise they 
would not be ‘single men’. However, we do not know if all 
‘single men’ are tall or short, etc. If we stretch this logical 
exercise and consider the English substantive esotericism 
we will find that it is a compound of esoteric plus ism. From 
the English adjective esoteric we can etymologically 
deduce, a priori, that the concept comes from the Greek 
word esoterikos (ἐσωτερικός) where eso means inner. With 
the comparative suffix terikos added, its meaning becomes 
inside. This is the original a priori meaning of the word (that 
which is inside or inner); but abstract a priori definitions 
are relatively empty of meaning in themselves. Without 
knowledge of the larger linguistic context in which the 
word originally was used, we can only deduce that 
anything that is esoteric (inner) most likely is not exoteric 
(outer), as it is the context that gives the word its specific 
meaning. We therefore have to research the original 
historical and textual context in which the word was used 
in order to get an idea of what it actually meant. Without 
establishing such context one risks unconsciously 
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projecting foreign meanings into the word and using the 
word in ways that was not a part of the original a priori 
meaning. 

The adjective esoteric was, so far as is known, first used 
in a satire written by Lucian of Samosata around 166 C. E 
with the title Philosophies for Sale.9 This satire indicates that 
the disciples of Aristotle (384-322 BCE) were either exoteric 
or esoteric. Even though the word ‘esoteric’ is first found in 
Lucian of Samosata, its designation presumably dates back 
to Aristotle himself. Textual evidence shows that Aristotle 
used the word exoteric, but instead of the word esoteric, he 
used the Greek term acroamatic (ἀκροαµατικός), which 
signified orally transmitted teachings. The distinction 
between exoteric and esoteric teaching was, therefore, 
originally a distinction between common or public 
knowledge and orally transmitted knowledge, which was 
often more restricted, reserved or esoteric. In the famous 
correspondence between Aristotle and his pupil Alexander 
the Great (356-323 BCE) quoted by Plutarch (46-119 C.E.),10 

                                                
9   See Lucian, Philosophies for Sale (Vitarum Auctio), trans. by A. 

M. Harmon, in Lucian, The LOEB Classical Library, 8 vols 
(London: William Heinemann Ltd. & Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1960) II, 449-511, (§ 26, pp. 502-503); see also 
Riffard, L’ésotérisme, p. 65; Hanegraaf, New Age Religion and 
Western Culture, p. 384; Hanegraaff, ‘Esotericism’, I, 336. 

10  Thomas Taylor, A Dissertation on The Philosophy of Aristotle 
(Dorset, UK: The Prometheus Trust, 2004 [1812]), p. 345 (n1); 
Thomas Taylor, ‘The Physics of Aristotle: Introduction’, in 
The Works of Aristotle, 8 vols (Somerset, UK: The Prometheus 
Trust, 2000 [1806]) I, 9. There is some debate as to whether or 
not this dialogue is a forgery. 
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Aulus Gellius (2nd century C.E.) in his ‘Attic Nights’,11 and 
Simplicius (6th century C.E.),12 we find the terms esoteric 
and acroamatic related to this idea of secret or inner 
knowledge reserved for an elite. Alexander writes as 
follows to Aristotle after having become aware of the fact 
that Aristotle was putting into writing his esoteric or 
acroamatic knowledge: 

You have not done right in publishing your acroamatic 
works; for in what shall we surpass others, if the doctrines 
in which we were instructed become common to all men?13 

It was quite commonly acknowledged during late 
antiquity that some wisdom was esoteric and other 
exoteric. Iamblichus (c. 245–c. 330 C.E.) the great neo-
Platonist for example often spoke of the fact, especially in 

                                                
11  Aulus Gellius, The Attic Nights, in The Attic Nights of Aulus 

Gellius, trans. by John C. Rolfe, The LOEB Classical Library, 3 
vols (London: W. Heinemann; Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1967), III, 430-37. 

12  Taylor, A Dissertation on The Philosophy of Aristotle, p. 345 (n1). 
13  Taylor, A Dissertation on The Philosophy of Aristotle, p. 345 (n1); 

For an older reception and translation of this piece, see also 
Thomas Stanley, The History of Philosophy: Containing the Lives, 
Opinions, Actions and Discourses of the Philosophers of every Sect, 
4th edn (London: A. Millar, 1743 [first pub. in 4 vols, 1655-
1662, the 4th edn being the most complete]), p. 244. 
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relation to the Pythagoreans.14 The church father Clement 
of Alexandria (150-211/215 C.E.) also summarizes in his 
Stromata, book V, chapter 9, how the ‘Barbarian 
Philosophers’, referring to the founders of the mysteries, 
the Pythagoreans, Parmenides, Plato, Aristotle, the 
Epicureans and the Stoics, used ‘the art of veiling’ and kept 
their inner doctrines secret from the un-initiated and 
thereby distinguished between exoteric and esoteric 
doctrines.15 The original Greek use of the concept was thus 
to distinguish inner or reserved (esoteric) teachings in the 
philosophical schools from that of the outer or readily 
available (exoteric) teachings.16 

The adjective esoteric (or esoterick in old English) 
seems to have been introduced into modern languages by 
Thomas Stanley (1625-1678) in his History of Philosophy 
(published in four parts between 1655-1662) in which the 
word retained its original Greek meaning (in this case as a 

                                                
14  Iamblichus, The Life of Pythagoras, in On The Mysteries of the 

Egyptians, Chaldeans, and Assyrians and Life of Pythagoras, trans. 
by Thomas Taylor (Sumerset, UK: The Prometheus Trust, 
1999), p. 233, see also (p. 226) and pp. 228-29, 238; see 
alternatively Iamblichus, On the Pythagorean Way of Life: Text, 
Translations, and Notes, trans. and ed. by John Dillon and 
Jackson Hershbell (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1991), p. 113; 
Iamblichus, The Exhortation To Philosophy, trans. by Thomas 
M. Johnson (Grand Rapids, MI: Phanes Press, 1988), p. 29, see 
also p. 94. 

15  Clement of Alexandria, Stromata, Book V, Chapter 9, in The 
Ante-Nicene Fathers: Translations of the writings of the Fathers 
down to A.D. 325, ed. by Rev. Alexander Roberts and James 
Donaldson, Fathers of the Second Century, 10 vols (Buffalo, 
NY: The Christian Literature Pub. Co., 1887 [American 
reprint of the Edinburgh edn]), II, 457-58. 

16  For further details on the use of the word during antiquity 
and later, see Riffard, L’ésotérisme, pp. 63-88. 
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distinction between Pythagoras’ inner and outer teachings 
and Aristotle’s inner and outer teachings).17 Hereafter and 
to this present day, it has been used in several different 
ways usually signifying (1) secret, (2) inner or (3) higher 
spiritual knowledge. 

The substantive form ‘esotericism’ (and its more 
uncommon variant ‘esoterism’) is however of a much more 
recent date. The first use of the word as a substantive 
appears to have been in German by the protestant 
theologian Johann Philipp Gabler (1753-1826) who used 
the German substantive ‘esoterik’ in 1792.18 In 1828 the 
substantive (L'ésotérisme) next entered the French used by 
Jacques Matter (1791-1864) in his Histoire du Gnosticisme.19 
Both Grabler and Matter retained the basic meaning of the 
adjective as indicating the practice of secrecy among the 
Pythagoreans. 20  To this date, it has been somewhat 
mistakenly held that the term was popularized by the 
occultist Eliphas Levi (1810-1875) in his Dogme et Rituel de 

                                                
17  Stanley, History of Philosophy, pp. 242-44, 422, 427.  
18  Monika Neugebauer-Wölk, ‘Der Esoteriker und die Esoterik: 

Wie das Esoterische im 18. Jahrhundert zum Begriff wird und 
seinen Weg in die Moderne findet’, ARIES, 10, 2 (2010), 217-
231 (pp. 222-27). 

19  Jacques Matter, Histoire Critique du Gnosticisme, 3 vols (Paris: 
Chez F. G. Levrault, 1828), II, 83. This was first observed by 
Jean-Pierre Laurant in Jean-Pierre Laurant, L’Ésotérisme 
(Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1993), pp. 7, 40-41, but no direct 
reference was given. Until Neugebauer-Wölk’s ‘Der 
Esoteriker und die Esoterik’ (2010), it had generally been held 
among scholars as the first use of the substantive form, as 
reflected in scholarly literature prior to 2010.  

20  For more details, see Neugebauer-Wölk, ‘Der Esoteriker und 
die Esoterik’, pp. 222-27; Hanegraaff, Esotericism and the 
Academy, p. 335. 
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la Haute Magie (1855-1856) in which it, supposedly, was 
widely used synonymously with occultism (l’occultisme) as 
a common reference to the occult sciences embracing 
alchemy, magic, astrology, Kabbalah, divination, etc., 
derived from the earlier notion of Occulta Philosophia 
coined by the famous humanist and occultist Henry 
Cornelius Agrippa (1486-1535).21 While it is true that Levi 
used the word l’occultisme (and ‘philosophie occulte’) in 

                                                
21  This confusion, presumably, begins with Hanegraaff, New 

Age Religion and Western Culture, p. 384; see also Hanegraaff, 
‘On the Construction of “Esoteric Traditions”’, p. 14, in which 
Hanegraaff—primarily based on Laurant, L’Ésotérisme, pp. 
40-41, but see also 12, 43, 46—ties Eliphas Levi to the 
popularization of the term (l’esoterisme). Laurant, however, 
did not tie Levi directly to the popularization or direct use of 
the term, see Jean-Pierre Laurant, L’Ésotérisme, pp. 12, 40-46. 
Earlier, Faivre had also tied Levi directly to the coinage of the 
substantive (l’esoterisme), see Faivre, Accès de l’ésotérisme 
occidental, p. 13; Antoine Faivre, ‘Esotericism’, in Hidden 
Truths: Magic, Alchemy, and the Occult, ed. by Lawrence E. 
Sullivan (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1989), 
p. 38, but later corrected this in Faivre, Access to Western 
Esotericism, p. 86, see also pp. 34-35 in which Faivre relates 
Eliphas Levi to the coinage of the substantive ‘occultism’ and 
mentions that this term has somewhat confusingly been used 
synonymously with ‘esotericism’. This confusion, of 
attributing the popularization of the substantive ‘esotericism’ 
to Eliphas Levi, still continues in such recent works as Olav 
Hammer, ‘Esotericism in the New Religious Movements’, in 
The Oxford Handbook of New Religious Movements, ed. by James 
R. Lewis (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 445-
66, (p. 445) and Neugebauer-Wölk, ‘Der Esoteriker und die 
Esoterik’, p. 228. 
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the sense described above as a universal occult science,22 
he only used the term l’ésotérisme three times in his Dogme 
et Rituel de la Haute Magie: twice in the descriptive text 
accompanying the illustrations as an indication of the signs 
of secrecy portrayed and once in the preliminary discourse 
added to the second expanded edition arguing that 
Pythagoras preferred a clear and precise mathematical 
science to the esotericism of the Alexandrian school.23 

The term finally entered into English in 1845 in the 
Christian Observer, Worcester24—and not in A. P. Sinnett’s 
Esoteric Buddhism published 1883, 25  as is otherwise 
commonly held by most scholars to date, in which the 
substantive is not used at all!26 In 1877 in Isis Unveiled, the 
occultist and modern Theosophist H. P. Blavatsky (1831-
                                                
22  Eliphas Levi, Dogme et Rituel de la Haute Magie, 2nd exp. edn, 

2 vols (Paris: Germer Bailliére, 1861 [1855-1856]), I, 3, see 63. 
Levi used the terms ‘science occulte’ and ‘philosophie 
occulte’ more extensively; see also A. E. Waite’s translation of 
the first edition of Eliphas Levi, Transcendental Magic: Its 
Doctrine and Ritual (London: William Rider & Son, Limited, 
1923), p.  1. 

23  Levi, Dogme et Rituel de la Haute Magie, I, pp. v, vi, 9.  
24  ‘Esotericism’, in Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd edn (CD-Rom, 

v.4.0) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
25  See A. P. Sinnett, Esoteric Buddhism (London: Trübner & Co., 

1883). 
26  The error most likely originates with Riffard, L’ésotérisme, pp. 

78-79, or with the older study by Mircea Eliade, ‘The Occult 
and the Modern World’, in Occultism, Witchcraft & Cultural 
Fashions: Essays in Comparative Religions (Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press, 1976), p. 49. Here after, it has 
been continued to this date in works such as Hanegraaff, ‘On 
the Construction of “Esoteric Traditions”’, p. 14; Hammer, 
‘Esotericism in the New Religious Movements’, p. 445, 
Hanegraaff, ‘Esotericism’, p. 337; Hanegraaff, Esotericism and 
the Academy, p. 337 (n296). 
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1891) was, as far as can be ascertained at this point, the 
first to use the word in an esoteric sense in English with 
the general meaning of secret teachings.27 

This brief exercise in begriffsgeschichte has shown that 
prior to the eighteenth century there was actually no trace 
of the term or substantive ‘esotericism’. There is a saying 
that that for which there is no name does not exist. This is 
perhaps to stretch the matter but it is important to keep in 
mind that what many now term esotericism did in fact not 
exist under that term prior to its modern coinage. Today, 
the substantive is often used among New Agers, 
Theosophists, esotericists and book dealers, etc. to refer to 
a loosely defined world-view related to higher spiritual 
knowledge.28 In other words, modern usages of the word 
has in some respects complicated the original meaning or 
moved away from the original Greek use of the adjective 

                                                
27  H. P. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled: A Master-Key to the Mysteries of 

Ancient and Modern Science and Theology, 2 vols (New York: J. 
W. Bouton, 1877) II, 376. Blavatsky, however, only used the 
term ‘esotericism’ once in Isis Unveiled, but used the 
substantive version ‘esoterism’ more widely with the same 
meaning of secret teachings, see Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 
271, 316; II, 144. Neugebauer-Wölk connects the term’s 
introduction into English, as a world-view, with Blavatsky’s 
The Secret Doctrine (1888), Neugebauer-Wölk, ‘Der Esoteriker 
und die Esoterik’, p. 228, but does not mention the term’s 
earlier use by Blavatsky. 

28  This and other general or popular notions has been observed 
by Faivre, Access to Western Esotericism, pp. 4-5; Faivre, 
‘Questions of Terminology proper to the Study of Esoteric 
Currents in Modern and Contemporary Europe,’ pp. 1-3; 
Hanegraaff, ’Some Remarks on the Study of Western 
Esotericism’, 3-7; Hammer, ‘Esotericism in the New Religious 
Movements’, pp. 455-62; Antoine Faivre, Western Esotericism: 
A Concise History (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2010), pp. 1-15. 
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as something ‘inner’ or teachings reserved for the initiated. 
Language, or the meaning of words, is never static. It 
continually changes with the free use of the human 
imagination to conceptualize experiences and new social 
twists. The meaning of the word ‘esotericism’ is thus 
destined to change according to the wish of its 
entrepreneurs. To complicate matters further, the 
substantive esotericism originated from an adjective 
(esoteric). It was transformed into a substantive from an 
adjective, which implicitly makes people talk about it as if 
it were a thing. It is very difficult not to reify esotericism, 
because it is now a linguistic thing. Esotericism is thus 
often implicitly treated as an essence (for example as the 
secret higher knowledge that in essence is or unites the 
various occult sciences into one). There is, however, an 
important difference to note between esotericism as a 
word and esotericism as a thing, which will be discussed 
in more detail further below. 

This brings us to the a posteriori definitions. A posteriori 
generally means ‘from what comes after (experience)’ and 
therefore traditionally implies what we can find out about 
the thing we seek to understand after having experientially 
examined it (or others of the same kind). To use the same 
classic analogy as before, if we want to know if an 
‘unmarried’ or a ‘single man’ is tall, we will at least have to 
examine him and find a representatively large amount of 
‘single men’ to induce if they all are tall or not. We cannot 
deduct this from pure reason and it is not a constitutive 
part of the meaning of the word. 

Stretching this classic philosophical procedure to the 
case of the word ‘esotericism’ in order to discover specific 
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details about its meaning based on our experiences, we 
would thus have to examine the begriffsgeschichte of the 
word or all the ways in which the word ‘esotericism’ has 
been used in texts or other empirical material. 

The problem here is that the word does not signify a 
specific ‘thing’ in itself, such as a cat, a tree, or a ‘single 
man’, but is rather a category, a general concept 
constructed and used to classify several things or several 
concepts. Such abstract concepts—located in the mind—
have never had just one absolute meaning, at least not 
according to the modern nominalistic-linguistic 
framework, because words and concepts are understood, 
constructed and used differently by different people 
throughout history. To reify or treat such abstract 
concepts, as esotericism, as specific things would be a 
cogitative error. Esotericism should thus not be considered 
a ‘thing’ that one can discover anything new about in a 
substantial sense, even though it linguistically is a 
substantive, because modern linguistics no longer 
correlates substance with abstract concepts and ideas (only 
with empirical things and/or sound images). The ancients, 
especially proponents of the Platonist tradition, would 
perhaps claim to be able to discover new a posteriori 
aspects or representations of the essence of esotericism, just 
as wisdom often is regarded as a substance in such modes 
of thinking, because in such a frame of mind abstract 
concepts and ideas are substances. A modern nominalist, 
however, would argue that studying different usages of 
the word ‘esotericism’ will not help the discovery of new 
facets of esotericism (in terms of substance) but rather 
aspects of human imagination, intelligence, and behavior 
because people construe new meanings of abstract words, 
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as they see fit. This last aspect (as they see fit) leads to the 
importance of rhetoric or the discursive dimension in 
modern analysis of human use of language, i.e. people 
convincingly and strategically argue that this or that 
abstract word ‘in reality’ means this or that, not because it 
does, but because it best serves their own purposes. 
Presently, the term ‘esotericism’ is used in many different 
contexts and theoretical frameworks by both self-
proclaimed esotericists and scholars of esotericism, many 
of which stretch its meaning beyond its purely a priori 
definition. What the ‘esoteriologist’, as Faivre once called 
the scholar of esotericism,29 can do in terms of a posteriori 
study of esotericism is thus (1) to study how the term has 
been used throughout history by self-proclaimed 
esotericists and (2) to be aware of the assumptions, 
usefulness and purposes of his own construction of the 
category (esotericism) when employed in the study and 
classification of empirical material. 

If we look briefly at the word Western now often used 
in connection with esotericism, we find that, a priori, it 
signifies a specific direction given by our magnetic 
compass. In a broader sense and in relation to the study of 
Western esotericism, Western is usually used to signify the 
culture that exists in so-called Western countries stemming 
from the Greek-Roman cultural complex as it precipitated 
from antiquity (700 B.C.E.–400 C.E.). A posteriori, the 
content of what has belonged to the Western world is, 
however, a bit more difficult to determine because what 
we call the West in a geographical sense has changed and 
the ideas, which we call Western, have beyond doubt been 

29 Faivre, Access to Western Esotericism, p. 4. 
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influenced by what we call the East and the Middle East.  

2. Concepts often associated with Western esotericism 
For the sake of clarity before venturing into the first 
chapter of this book, it is worthwhile to present a brief list 
of words that have come to be associated with Western 
esotericism.  

• esotericism, esoterism, esoteric  

• gnosis, Gnosticism 

• Hermeticism, Hermetism 

• Kabbalah, Christian cabala 

• magic, theurgy, the black arts 

• mysticism 

• occultism, the occult, Occulta Philosophia, the occult 
sciences 

• alchemy, astrology, numerology. 

• pansophia 
• Paracelsianism 

• perennialism, traditionalism 

• Platonism, neo-Platonism, Pythagoreanism 

• Rosicrucianism, Freemasonry, secret societies 

• Theosophy, Christian theosophy 

Many of these words have their own specific 
meanings but are also often used to designate the same 
thing, which has often caused terminological confusion. 
For the sake of clarity at this point, Western esotericism 
can be considered an umbrella term that includes all of the 
terms above. The problem with many of these terms, 
however, is that they function as both concepts or ideas 



The Academic study of Western Esotericism 

34 

and historical traditions at the same time.30 The specific 
and multifaceted meanings of many of the words above 
will however be clarified throughout the present book 
series.  

                                                
30  At this point, discussion of the specific meaning of each of 

these terms will be too much of a sidetrack, but Antoine 
Faivre has dealt with this problem in an attempt to clarify the 
meaning of terms related to Western esotericism, see Faivre, 
‘Questions of Terminology proper to the Study of Esoteric 
Currents in Modern and Contemporary Europe’, pp. 3-10. 
Fur further details, see also Dictionary of Gnosis and Western 
Esotericism, ed. by Hanegraaff and others. 



1.1 
_____________ 

FROM THE OCCULT 
REVIVAL 

TO WESTERN 
ESOTERICISM 

According to Keith Thomas (1933-), in his influential book 
Religion and the Decline of Magic, the rise of modernity is 
equal to a decline in the occult and in magic. Several 
factors are identified as important causes for the 
occurrence of this shift: most notably, the scientific 
revolution which includes an emphasis on the 
epistemological theory of empirical knowledge and the 
new purely mechanical explanations of the world and its 
triumph over neo-Platonism, mysticism and the scholastic 
tradition including the Aristotelian world view which 
stretched all the way back to antiquity.31 This shift in 
knowledge and worldview furthermore permitted the 
industrialization and secularization of the world, which, 
according to the influential sociologist Max Weber (1864-
1920), lead to a disenchantment (entzauberung) of the 

                                                
31  Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic (London: 

Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1971), p. 643. 
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world. 32  Karl Marx (1818-1883) similarly speaks in his 
Economic & Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 also called The 
Paris Manuscripts of an ‘estrangement’ from man himself 
and his work.33 

With the enlightenment tradition and the emergence 
of the secular historical and cultural sciences in the 18th 
and 19th centuries, a generally negative attitude towards 
the occult and magic was cultivated. The occult was not 
considered a proper subject for learned conversation, 
study or even mentioning since it was regarded as a 
primitive superstition from the past now better left alone.34 
This attitude constitutes a major part of the reason why the 
academic community from the onset forgot or pushed 
aside Western esotericism. As will be shown in chapter 1.4 
on the academic study of magic, the first academic studies 
of magic and the occult emerging in the middle of the 19th 
century were not related to the Western world, but to what 
were then called “primitive societies” outside of Europe, 
which were analyzed and explained by enlightenment 

                                                
32  Max Weber, ‘Science of Vocation’, in Max Weber: Essays in 

Sociology, ed. and trans. by H.H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1958 [1918]), pp. 138-39, 
142, 155. 

33  See Karl Marx, ‘From the Paris Notebooks’ in Marx: early 
political writings, ed. and trans. by Joseph O’Malley 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 71-96. 

34  There were a few exceptions such as the German physician 
and scholar Joseph Ennemoser's (1787-1854) encyclopedic 
History of Magic, trans. by William Howitt (1854 first 
published in German as Geschichte der Magie, 1844) and 
William Howitt's (1792-1879) own book History of the 
Supernatural, 2 vols (London: Spottiswoode and Co., 1863). 
Both works were widely read at the time by people interested 
in such subjects.  
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terms or by categories of rational versus irrational. This 
hegemonic and so-called rational enlightenment approach 
is no longer appropriate for the study of magic, the occult 
or esotericism, because it does not take its own categories 
into account and is therefore highly biased and culture 
bound.35 Nevertheless, even though most historians now 
avoid using the rational vs. irrational scheme in studying 
esotericism and the occult, it has until recently been an 
influential categorization. It was, for example, greatly used 
by sociologists and historians of the occult in the nineteen 
seventies.36 

In short, the above indicates that cultural changes 
caused Western esotericism to be pushed aside—however, 
outside the academic community and in the mist of the 
great social changes; renewed interest in the occult also 
arose during the 19th century. This interest, thus often 
termed the occult revival, initially began with the 
popularity of spiritualism and spiritistic phenomena in the 
middle of the 19th century, but soon after, manifested in 
the form of occult organizations.37 

Grounded in Max Weber’s ideas, the reason for the 
occult revival is often explained as a reaction against 
modernity and its process of secularization in the form of 

                                                
35  See chapter 1.4 on the academic study of Magic. 
36  See chapter 1.2 on sociology and the occult. 
37  Occult organizations and esoteric teachings did of course 

exist prior to the rise of spiritualism, such as the various 
Rosicrucian societies and Fringe-Masonic groups, but these 
remained more or less secret and underground compared to 
the popularity of spiritualism and the occult organizations 
that followed. 



The Academic study of Western Esotericism 

38 

an attempt to both re-mystify and re-sacralize the world.38 
James Webb, the historian of the occult, for example 
speaks of the occult revival in terms of a “flight from 
reason”. As he argues, the 19th century was not only 
characterized by rational thought, but also by a “flight 
from reason” caused by what he terms the modern 
“consciousness crises” facilitated by the new modern 
homocentric world view; traditional classes in society had 
vanished and man stood alone and estranged from nature. 
This insecurity lead to a return to more secure pre-modern 
or early-modern occult world views typifying the ‘occult 
revival of the Victorian age’ spanning approximately from 
1837 to 1901 (the lifetime of Queen Victoria) with an 
extension to around 1950.39 Others, such as Alex Owen, 
have, however, pointed out, that the occult revival should 
not only be understood as an irrational reaction against 
modernity, but equally as a product of modernity itself.40 
In addition to this, Alison Butler has, more recently, 

                                                
38  Kocku von Stuckrad, Western Esotericism: A Brief History of 

Secret Knowledge (London: Equinox Publishing Ltd, 2005), pp. 
133-34. Wouter, J. Hanegraaff, New Age Religion and Western 
Culture: Esotericism in the Mirror of Secular Thought (Albany, 
NY: SUNY Press, 1998 [1996]), p. 409; see also Olav Hammer, 
Claiming Knowledge: Strategies of Epistemology from Theosophy to 
the New Age (Leiden: Brill, 2001), pp. 321-30. 

39  James Webb, The Flight from Reason: Volume 1 of The Age of the 
Irrational (London: Macdonald, 19710, pp. ix-xiv, 48, 54, 64-65. 
See also chapter 1.2. in the present book on sociology and the 
occult. 

40  Alex Owen, The Place of Enchantment: British Occultism and the 
Culture of the Modern (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago 
Press, 2004), pp. 8-16. 
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attempted to analyze the origins of the occult revival and 
its transformation of the Western magical tradition.41 

Nonetheless, the occult revival as a historical concept 
can be said to cover the emergence, re-discovery, or ‘re-
awakening’ and dissemination of ‘esotericism’ to the wider 
public between 1837-1950, and it thereby both directly and 
indirectly influenced the intellectual and spiritual climate 
of the 19th and the 20th centuries.42 

The ideas developed during the occult revival for 
example greatly influenced what today is termed the New 
Age or New Religions,43 and the occult revival also made the 
development of an academic study of Western esotericism 
more plausible, because it precipitated a general awareness 
of esotericism in the public sphere. Many educated people 
of the 19th and 20th centuries for example wrote about 
esoteric subjects and with vital and renewed interest joined 
esoteric societies.44 Among the larger and more dynamic 
societies was the Theosophical Society (1875-) co-founded 
by the prolific Russian occultist and writer H. P. Blavatsky 
(1831–1891), H. S. Olcott (1832–1907) and others. The 

                                                
41  Alison Butler, Victorian Occultism and the Making of Modern 

Magic: Invoking Tradition (London: Palgrave Macmillian, 
2011), p. x. 

42  Wouter J. Hanegraaff has constructed a slightly different and 
more specialized historical use of the term ‘occultism’ directly 
related to the secularization of traditional Western 
esotericism during the 19th century. This will be discussed in 
more details in volume 7 in this series dealing with a 
historical survey of the occult revival in the 19th and 20th 
centuries. See Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, pp. 406-409, 421-
23. 

43  See Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, pp. 365-524. 
44  See Butler, Victorian Occultism, p. 1. 
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Theosophical Society sought to cultivate three general 
principles: (1) to form a nucleus of the universal 
brotherhood of humanity without distinction of race, 
creed, sex, caste, or color; (2) to encourage the comparative 
study of religion, philosophy and science; and (3) to 
investigate the unexplained laws of nature and the powers 
latent in humanity. The Theosophical Society however also 
directed great attention to ancient and forgotten wisdom 
traditions in its search for a universal wisdom-religion, 
which was viewed as the repository of divine and esoteric 
truth behind all the exoteric world religions. This is clearly 
seen from the titles of H. P. Blavatsky’s major works: Isis 
Unveiled: A Master-Key to the Mysteries of Ancient and 
Modern Science and Theology (1877) and The Secret Doctrine: 
The Synthesis of Science, Religion and Philosophy (1888). The 
Theosophical Society also cultivated interest in the oriental 
religions and philosophies and helped facilitate 
translations of original texts into European languages and 
popularized Eastern concepts such as karma and 
reincarnation.45 

Another society that has influenced the occult revival 
and later developments is the Hermetic Order of the 
Golden Dawn, co-founded by W. W. Westcott (1848–1925), 
S. L. MacGregor Mathers (1854–1918), and Robert 
Woodman (1828–1891). The Hermetic Order of the Golden 
Dawn was more focused on the magical practices of the 
Western tradition than the Theosophical Society. The 
Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn was essentially a 

                                                
45  See Sylvia Cranston, H.P.B. The Extraordinary Life & Influence 

of Helena Blavatsky Founder of the Modern Theosophical 
Movement (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1993), pp. 499-
514. 
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magical order with several degrees of initiation and 
experimentation of a ceremonial kind, and constituted a 
synthesis of many of the ancient magical traditions of the 
West such as astrology, tarot, Kabbalah, enochian magic, 
and so on.46 The co-founder of the society S. L. MacGregor 
Mathers also translated old magical and Kabbalistic works 
into English for the first time, thus renewing interest in the 
Western esoteric traditions. Among his translations is The 
Kabbalah Unveiled (1887), which is a partial translation of 
Kabbalah texts found in Baron Christian Knorr von 
Rosenroth’s (1636-1689) Kabbalistic compilation in Latin. 
Mathers also translated what has been termed The Key of 
Solomon (1889) and The Book of the Sacred Magic of Abra-
Melin the Mage (1898). 

During this period most of the writers on esotericism 
thus redirected their attention to ancient esoteric traditions 
including Gnosticism, Kabbalah, (neo) Platonism, the 
mysteries, alchemy, magic, Hermeticism, and also to many 
of the Eastern religions and philosophies: all of this during 
a period where the ‘science of religion’ or the ‘history of 
religions’ was emerging as an academic discipline, initially 
headed by Max Müller (1823–1900) and the Dutch 
theologians P. D. Chantepie de la Saussaye (1848–1920) 
and C. P. Tiele (1830–1902). 

Even though many members of the occult revival 
produced a large number of texts and translations, most of 
these authors were writing from within the esoteric 

                                                
46  See Israel Regardie, The Golden Dawn: An Account of the 

Teachings, Rites and Ceremonies of the Order of the Golden Dawn, 
4 vols (Chicago, IL: The Aries Press, 1937-1940); see also R. A. 
Gilbert, The Golden Dawn Scrapbook: The Rise and Fall of a 
Magical Order (York Beach, ME: Samuel Weiser Inc., 1997). 
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tradition itself rather than the academic tradition and thus 
often in a relatively non-objective, non-critical and non-
historical fashion, as these terms are understood in their 
modern scientific connotations. 

A few very productive authors such as Arthur 
Edward Waite (1857–1942) and George Robert Stowe Mead 
(1863–1933) however, presented a scholarly form with an 
intermixture of the esotericist’s perspective. They both 
produced extensive translations of gnostic texts, the Corpus 
Hermeticum, the magical writings of Eliphas Levi (1810-
1875) and alchemical texts from the Western tradition in 
their search for “The Secret Tradition”, as Waite called it,47 
and “Theosophy” or “Gnosis”, as Mead termed it.48 These 
endeavours did present a definite beginning—their works 
still being of value today—but the academic study of 
Western esotericism had not yet become an accepted 
academic discipline. 

In sum, esotericism—or what has also been called the 
third current 49  in Western culture during the occult 
revival—was generally regarded as a repository of ancient 
secret truths constituting the core of all religions and the 
key to the hidden magical powers in man. The occult 

47  See R. A. Gilbert, A. E. Waite: Magician of Many Parts 
(Northamptonshire: Crucible, 1987), pp. 97-114. 

48  See G. R. S. Mead and the Gnostic Quest, ed. and intro. by Clare 
Goodrick-Clarke and Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke (Berkeley, 
CA: North Atlantic Books, 2005). 

49  See Roelof van den Broek and Wouter J. Hanegraaff, ‘preface’ 
in Gnosis and Hermeticism from Antiquity to Modern Times, ed. 
by Broek and Hanegraaff (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1998), p. 
vii; see also Gilles Quispel, ‘inleiding’ in Gnosis: De derde 
component van de Europese cultuurtraditie, ed. by Gilles Quispel 
(Utrecht: HES, 1988), p. 9. 
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revival furthermore constituted the first post-
enlightenment step towards an academic study of Western 
esotericism owing to its renewed interest in esotericism in 
the modern world. Thus, the people and societies, who 
fostered this endeavour, at least indirectly, influenced our 
modern culture in a wide range of ways, which, in the end, 
was to lead up to the academic study of Western 
esotericism. 

 





1.2 

_____________ 

SOCIOLOGY AND THE 
OCCULT 

In the 1960s and 1970s—especially due to the influence of 
the occult revival and the emergence of the New Age 
phenomena in popular society—the concept, the occult, 
took on a sociological and historical connotation with some 
influential theories such as the work of Marcello Truzzi 
(1935-2003), Edward A. Tiryakian (1929-), Danny Lynn 
Jorgensen (1951-), Mircea Eliade (1907-1986), and James 
Webb (1946-1980).50 

Marcello Truzzi was one of the first sociologists to 
attempt a specification of the category: the occult. In his 
article ‘Definition and Dimensions of the Occult: Towards 
a Sociological Perspective’ (1971) Truzzi examined the 
various usages of the term occult and defined the occult as 

                                                
50  For a bibliographic overview of early studies related to the 

new interest in the occult during the 1970s, see Mircea Eliade, 
Occultism, witchcraft, and cultural fashions (Chicago, IL: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1976), p. 124. For a more recent 
survey, see Sarah M. Pike, ‘Rationalizing the Margins: A 
Review of Legitimation and Ethnographic Practice in 
Scholarly Research on Neo-Paganism’, in Magical Religion and 
Modern Witchcraft, ed. by James R. Lewis (Albany, NY: SUNY 
Press, 1996), pp. 353–72. 
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follows: ‘In many ways, the occult is a residual category, a 
wastebasket, for knowledge claims of science or religion. 
And once such a knowledge claim gains acceptance within 
establishment, science or religion, it loses its status as an 
occultism’51—in short, the occult is invalid knowledge. 

In Toward the Sociology of Esoteric Culture, Tiryakian 
was one of the first scholars to define the occult in relation 
to the esoteric and took on a slightly different perspective 
than Truzzi in his definition of the occult as the ‘intentional 
practices, techniques, or procedures’ whereas the esoteric 
is defined as the ‘religiosophic belief systems which 
underlie occult techniques and practices’.52 According to 
Tiryakian the occult and the esoteric belong together and 
form two sides of one body of theory and practice: a view 
that later was to influence the early views of the important 
scholar of Western esotericism, Antoine Faivre (1934-).53 

The occult is furthermore related to secret knowledge 
and constitutes belief systems that are constructed around 
what is regarded as an inner hidden core of absolute true 
knowledge. Occult traditions are thus sociologically 

                                                
51  Marcello Truzzi, ‘Definitions and Dimensions of the Occult: 

Towards a Sociological Perspective’, in On the Margin of the 
Visible: Sociology, the Esoteric, and the Occult, ed. by Edward A. 
Tiryakian (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1974[rep. from 
Popular Culture, 5, 3 (1971)]), p. 245.  

52  Tiryakian A. Edward, ‘Toward the Sociology of Esoteric 
Culture’, in On the Margin of the Visible: Sociology, the Esoteric, 
and the Occult, ed. by Edward A. Tiryakian (New York: John 
Wiley & Sons, 1974 [rep. from The American Journal of 
Sociology, 78 (1972)]), p. 265. 

53  Antoine Faivre, ‘What is Occultism?’, in Hidden Truths: Magic, 
Alchemy, and the Occult, ed. by Lawrence E. Sullivan (New 
York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1989), pp. 3-9. 



Sociology and the Occult 

 
47 

structured as hierarchical systems in which the newly 
accepted member, the neophyte, has to go through 
degrees, initiations, and stages to reach this inner 
knowledge.54 

In sociological terms, Tiryakian seeks to place the 
occult and what came to be called the occult revival in the 
sociology of culture, rather than the sociology of mass 
society and religion.55 In cultural terms, he goes on to 
define what he proposes to call “exoteric culture” and 
“esoteric culture”.56 

Exoteric culture approximates common opinion or 
mass opinion, whereas esoteric culture is related to a secret 
opinion or secret knowledge. 57  Exoteric culture is 
something everybody is part of and experiences everyday 
whereas esoteric culture is something one has to gradually 
be initiated into as in a secret society. 

Tiryakian argues that exoteric culture and esoteric 
culture have influenced each other, and he attempts to 
show how the innovative ideology of modernization 
actually originates in esoteric culture,58 and even implies 
that “at the very heart of the ideology of modernization, or 
modernism, is an esoteric influence.”59 He then goes on to 
suggest that if we analyze many of the esoteric or occult 
traditions, we will find that their ideology is the same as 
that of the spirit of modernization; that is the will to 

                                                
54  Tiryakian, ‘Toward the Sociology of Esoteric Culture’, pp. 

265-66. 
55  Tiryakian, ‘Toward the Sociology of Esoteric Culture’, p. 263. 
56  Tiryakian, ‘Toward the Sociology of Esoteric Culture’, p. 264. 
57  Tiryakian, ‘Toward the Sociology of Esoteric Culture’, p. 266. 
58  Tiryakian, ‘Toward the Sociology of Esoteric Culture’, p. 268. 
59  Tiryakian, ‘Toward the Sociology of Esoteric Culture’, p. 268. 
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transform society and the liberation of man from 
darkness.60 

The avant-garde movements, surrealism, romanticism, 
the Bavarian Illuminati, Freemasons, Nazis, Freud, Jung, 
Charcot and Mesmer, Newton and Kepler, Hegel and 
Marx were all inspired by occult doctrines from 
theosophy, Kabbalah, and alchemy to Meister Eckhart and 
Jacob Boehme. 

Tiryakian finds it interesting that nearly every time in 
history when there has been a revival of the occult, a 
transformation in exoteric culture has occurred directly 
thereafter. It is seen in Hellenistic times with the Roman 
Empire, during the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, and 
the 1960s. There is a sense of counter-culture inherent in 
occult traditions. Tiryakian therefore agrees with Frances 
Yates’s (1899-1981) ideas—or the so-called Yates thesis—
that the “hermetic tradition” had a significant influence on 
the development of science and the scientific revolution 
and uses her work as an illustrative example of his own 
theory.61 

James Webb, the great but short-lived historian from 
Cambridge, U.K. was the first to write comprehensive 
histories of the occult and the occult revival, especially of 
the period from approximately 1800 to 1950. His three 
major books are: Flight from Reason: Volume 1 of The Age of 
the Irrational (1971), The Occult Establishment: Volume 2 of 
The Age of the Irrational (1976), and The Harmonious Circle: 

                                                
60  Tiryakian, ‘Toward the Sociology of Esoteric Culture’, p. 271. 
61  Tiryakian, ‘Toward the Sociology of Esoteric Culture’, pp. 

271-72. This topic will also be examined in chapter 1.5. 
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The Lives and Work of G. I. Gurdjieff, P. D. Ouspensky, and 
Their Followers (1980). 

Webb’s theory of the occult revival can be regarded as 
a synthesis of Truzzi’s and Tiryakian’s approaches.62 Webb 
argues, on the one hand, like Tiryakian that a study of the 
history of the occult is a fruitful study in itself, which 
might reveal much about established society; the occult is 
therefore not an irrelevant category. On the other hand he 
argues like Truzzi that the occult is a bi-product of 
established society, and that it only exists as a reaction to 
established values, at times spontaneously bursting forth 
from the underground. 63  Webb’s fundamental thesis, 
which can be called the irrational thesis, therefore classifies 
the occult much in the same way Truzzi did, as “rejected 
knowledge”.64 

The sociologist Danny Jorgensen offered an 
alternative, ethnographically oriented approach to the 
occult focused on the study and classification of 
contemporary occult groups through participant 
observation.65 

Jorgensen argues that since the occult, and the form of 
knowledge it represents, actually originates from before a 
sharp distinction between religion and science arose, it is 

                                                
62  It should however be noted that Webb did not make explicit 

use of Truzzi’s and Tiryakian’s works. 
63  James Webb, The Flight from Reason: The Age of the Irrational 

(London: Macdonald, 1971), p. vi. 
64  Webb, Flight from Reason, p. 121. 
65  See Danny L. Jorgensen, ‘Social Meanings of the Occult’ The 

Sociological Quarterly, 23, 3 (1982), 373-89. Danny L. Jorgensen, 
The Esoteric Scene, Cultic Milieu, and Occult Tarot (New York: 
Garland Publishing, 1992). 
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not a bi-product of society thus categorizing it as either of 
the two would be false. In other words it is another form of 
knowledge and from a sociological perspective; it 
represents a rival alternative meaning of reality.66 

Jorgensen agrees with Tiryakian’s view that the occult 
or occultism is a sort of “religiophilosophical” belief 
system, 67  but generally finds earlier sociological 
approaches too formal. Jorgensen finds it important to 
explore how modern occult practitioners interpret their 
own doctrines and practices in everyday life rather than to 
construct general definitions. 68  In this exploration, he 
argues that it is actually difficult to maintain as sharp a 
distinction between, so called, exoteric and esoteric culture 
in the way Tiryakian did it. It is true, Jorgensen argues, 
that secret societies once did exist and still to some extent 
exist today, but in general modern occult communities 
consist of ordinary people with ordinary jobs, participating 
in ordinary modern activities and when they get together, 
it is often in informal group gatherings or fairs open to 
all.69 

During this same period the great and influential 
historian of religion Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) also had a 
brief comment on the nature of the occult relevant to the 
theories of the sociologists. 

Mircea Eliade published a work in 1976 entitled 
Occultism, witchcraft, and cultural fashions wherein he 
primarily summed up the various usages of the terms 

                                                
66  Jorgensen, ‘Social Meanings of the Occult’, 380. 
67  Jorgensen, ‘Social Meanings of the Occult’, 380-81. 
68  Jorgensen, ‘Social Meanings of the Occult’, 374, 380-81. 
69  Jorgensen, ‘Social Meanings of the Occult’, 386–87. 
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occult and occultism, discussed their etymological origins, 
and paid some unsystematic attention to Tiryakian’s 
definition of the occult and the esoteric, as discussed 
above. While Eliade did not advance any new explanatory 
theory on the nature of occultism itself, he did argue that 
some esotericists—contrary to Tiryakian’s theory—did not 
interconnect the two terms esotericism and the occult, but 
strongly contended against occult practices, as did René 
Guénon (1886-1951).70 Eliade furthermore traced what he 
saw as two different trends of occultism: (1) the emergence 
of a popular form of occultism, which looks towards a 
brighter future and transformation of society such as the 
Aquarian age; and (2) another more traditional and 
relatively unpopular form which “rejects the optimistic 
hope of cosmic and historic renewal without the 
preliminary catastrophic dissolution of the modern 
world.”71 This last form is exemplified by the so-called 
traditionalist school initiated by René Guénon in the early 
20th century.72 

The sociological definitions of the occult, which 
generally regarded it as a category for trash left by 
established society or as a reaction to or a by-product of 
established society, was later, like the enlightenment 
categories of rational versus irrational, to be greatly 
challenged by the recent consolidation of Western 

                                                
70  Mircea Eliade, Occultism, Witchcraft, and Cultural Fashions 

(Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 1976), pp. 48-
49. 

71  Eliade, Occultism, Witchcraft, and Cultural Fashions, p. 67. 
72  The traditionalist school will be dealt with in the next 

chapter. 
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esotericism as an academic field.73 The influential scholar 
of Western esotericism Wouter J. Hanegraaff (1961-) has 
for example argued that sociological definitions of the 
occult that regard the occult as an irrational temptation of 
the human mind, such as Truzzi’s, are normatively based 
on modern secular values of rationality and thereby 
neglect to treat the occult as a continuous historical 
phenomenon. 74  Hanegraaff does not argue that 
sociological theory should be kept out of the study of 
esotericism—on the contrary, he simply asks that such 
theories be compatible with a historical framework.75 

Today the application of sociological theory in relation 
to the study of Western esotericism continues and—as 
clearly shown by Kenneth Granholm in his recent article 
‘The Sociology of Esotericism’—constitutes an important 
dimension of the academic field.76 

                                                
73  For more on this discussion please see volume 2 in the 

present book series. 
74  Wouter J. Hanegraaff, New Age Religion and Western Culture: 

Esotericism in the Mirror of Secular Thought (Albany, NY: 
SUNY Press, 1998 [1996]), p. 407-408. Wouter, J. Hanegraaff, 
‘On The Construction of “Esoteric Traditions”’, in Western 
Esotericism and the Science of Religion: Selected Papers presented 
at the 17th Congress of the International Association for the 
History of Religions Mexico City 1995, ed. by Antoine Faivre 
and Wouter J. Hanegraaff, (Leuven: Peeters, 1998), pp. 40-42. 

75  Hanegraaff, ‘On The Construction of “Esoteric Traditions”’, 
p. 41. 

76  For an overview of sociological theory in relation to 
esotericism, see Kenneth Granholm, ‘The Sociology of 
Esotericism’, in The Oxford Handbook of the Sociology of Religion, 
ed. by Peter Clarke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 
pp. 783-800; see also Brian J. Gibbons, Spirituality and the 
occult: from the Renaissance to the twentieth century (New York: 
Routledge, 2001), pp. 112-44. 
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In this chapter however, it was important to show that 
the early sociological study of the occult and the esoteric 
constituted another vital step in the consolidation of 
Western esotericism as an academic discipline because the 
early sociologists tried to define the terms in a scholarly 
manner, and sought to explain the reasons for the 
existence of this phenomenon in Western culture in 
sociological and historical terms. Furthermore the 
sociologists became aware of or constructed a third other in 
Western culture that was neither strictly faith nor reason. 
While exceptions existed, this third other was primarily 
conceived as a rejected knowledge or as the belief in an 
inner secret knowledge—notions, which were to be greatly 
challenged by the next generation of scholars working 
with these subjects. 





1.3 

_____________ 

THE TRADITIONALIST 
PERSPECTIVE ON 
ESOTERICISM 

As a part of the occult revival in the first half of the 20th 
century, the perennial philosophy tradition or esoteric-
intellectualist movement generally known as the 
traditionalists emerged.77 This chapter will give a concise 
exposition of the traditionalists’ perspective on 
esotericism.78 On the one hand the traditionalist tradition is 
only partly academic because its aim generally is to 
apprehend metaphysical truth and because it is against 
humanism, modernism and empiricism, terms which 
today are often associated with the academic tradition.79 

                                                
77  For further details on the development of traditionalism, see 

Kenneth Oldmeadow, Traditionalism: Religion in the light of the 
Perennial Philosophy (Colombo: Sri Lanka Institute of 
Traditional Studies, 2000). Mark Sedgwick, Against the Modern 
World: Traditionalism and the Secret History of the Twentieth 
Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004). 

78  A historical discussion of the esotericism of the traditionalists 
will be addressed in volume 7 in the present book series 
dealing with the history of Western esotericism during modern 
times. 

79  See Oldmeadow, Traditionalism, pp. 116-41. 
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On the other hand it is academic because it applies reason 
and comparative strategies to the study of religion(s); 
many of its adherents are academics; and because of its 
influence on the academic study of religion, philosophy, 
art and esotericism. 80  The traditionalist definition of 
esotericism is thus particularly relevant because it is 
directly related to the development of later academic 
definitions of esotericism.81 

Some of the major founding figures of the 
traditionalist movement are René Guénon (1886-1951), 
Ananda Coomaraswamy (1877-1947), and Frithjof Schuon 
(1907-1998). Today there are still significant academic 
scholars who either belong to the traditionalist stance or 
who have been more or less influenced by it, such as 
Mircea Eliade (1907-1986), Henry Corbin (1903-1978), 
Huston Smith (1919-), William Chittick (present), Harry 
Oldmeadow (1947-), James Cutsinger (1953-), Seyyed 
Hossein Nasr (1933-) and, to a certain degree, two of the 
pioneers of Western esotericism, Pierre A. Riffard (present) 
and Arthur Versluis (present). 

It is to be noted that the traditionalists primarily use 
the term esoterism and not esotericism. It is also worth 
noting that the traditionalists are metaphysical realists and 
therefore maintain that esoterism is something real in itself; 
something beyond the individual human mind. Esoterism 
is thus not a human product. This stance is contrary to 
modern humanism, which tends to trace all cultural 

                                                
80  For a list of influential works produced by the traditionalists 

in various fields, see Oldmeadow, Traditionalism, pp. 210-14. 
81  This will be demonstrated in further detail in volume 2 in this 

book series. 
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products back to man’s creativity, a stance that is also 
generally connected to nominalism, which argues that 
universal/general concepts such as esoterism/esotericism 
are constructs made and used by the human mind to 
categorize a world made up of particular objects.82 

The definition of esoterism as the traditionalists set it 
forth describes, in the words of Hanegraaff, a 
“metaphysical concept referring to a supposed 
“transcendent unity” of all great religious traditions.”83 

In contrast to a man-made rational philosophical 
knowledge or a religious dogmatic knowledge esoterism is 
defined as a divine metaphysical knowledge to be found at 
the core of all outer phenomenal religious expressions (the 
exoteric vehicles of the esoteric truth). 

Frithjof Schuon’s (1907-1998) De l’Unité Transcendante 
des Religions (1948) [The Transcendent Unity of Religions 
(1953)] provides some illustrative examples, which 
elaborate this theme: 

If an example may be drawn from the sensory sphere to 
illustrate the difference between metaphysical [esoteric] and 
religious knowledge, it may be said that the former, which 
can be called “esoteric” when it is manifested through a 
religious symbolism, is conscious of the colorless essence of 
light and of its character of pure luminosity; a given 

                                                
82  The dichotomy between essentialism and nominalism will be 

dealt with more extensively in volume 2 in this book series, as 
this is the underlying theme throughout that book. 

83  Wouter, J. Hanegraaff, ‘On The Construction of “Esoteric 
Traditions”’, in Western Esotericism and the Science of Religion: 
Selected Papers presented at the 17th Congress of the International 
Association for the History of Religions Mexico City 1995, ed. by 
Antoine Faivre and Wouter J. Hanegraaff, (Leuven: Peeters, 
1998), p. 27. 
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religious belief, on the other hand, will assert the opposite; 
that light is red and not green [...] both will be right in so far 
as they distinguish light from darkness but not in so far as 
they identify it with a particular color.84 

Metaphysical knowledge is here regarded as esoteric 
when expressed through a specific religious symbolism 
and it is equaled to pure, colorless light whereas religious 
knowledge is equaled to a specific color and therefore 
limited. Schuon explains the example in the following 
manner: 

We have just stated that religion translates metaphysical or 
universal truths [the esoteric, pure light] into dogmatic 
language [different, specific colors]. Now, though dogma is 
not accessible to all men in its intrinsic truth, which can only 
be directly attained by the Intellect, it is none the less 
accessible through faith, which is, for most people, the only 
possible mode of participation in the divine truths. As for 
the intellectual knowledge [the esoteric], without ever 
contradicting the latter, it penetrates its “internal 
dimension”, that is, the infinite Truth which dominates all 
forms.85 

From this example and definition we see that the 
perennialist school defines esoterism or the esoteric, its 
essence, as the unity of all exoteric traditions (the pure 
white light). It is the inner truth emanated from God and 
not from man. 86  However, it is to be noted that the 
metaphysical truth hidden within all exoteric traditions is 
only called esoteric when it is manifested through a religious 

                                                
84  Frithjof Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, trans. by 

Peter Townsend (London: Faber and Faber Limited, [n.d. 
1953], p. 10; [brackets are mine] in all Schuon quotes. 

85  Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, p. 11. 
86  Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, p. 10. 
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symbolism since the metaphysical truth itself cannot be 
defined. 

This esoteric truth cannot be directly attained by faith 
(exoteric religion) nor by reason (philosophy). It cannot be 
reached by an individual, only through the “Intellect”87 
alone (the uncreated divine part of the soul) because when 
knowledge is received through ‘intellectual intuition’ it is 
not attained by an individual, as such, but by the inner 
essence of the individual or of the knower, which is at one 
with the universal truth [esoterism] or the known. This sort 
of knowledge is absolutely certain, according to Schuon, 
because the object of knowledge is completely identical with 
the subject of the knowledge.88 

Since esoterism is behind all concepts and phenomena 
of exoteric religions, 

it must be emphasized that unity of different religions, or 
their different traditional forms, is not only unrealizable on 
the external form level—but ought not to be realized even 
were this possible, for in that case the revealed forms would 
be deprived of their sufficient reason. The very fact that 
they are revealed shows that they are willed by the Divine 
Word. If the expression “transcendent unity” is used, it 
means that the unity of the traditional forms, whether they 
are religious or supra-religious in their nature, must be 
realized in a purely inward and spiritual way and without 
prejudice to any particular form. The antagonisms between 
these forms no more affect the one universal Truth than the 
antagonisms between opposing colors affect the 
transmission of the one uncolored light (to return to the 
illustration used already). Just as every color, by its 
negation of darkness and its affirmation of light, provides 
the possibility of discovering the ray which makes it visible 

                                                
87 Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, p. 9. 
88  Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, p. 10. 
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and of tracing this ray back to its luminous source, so do all 
forms, all symbols, all religions, all dogmas, by their 
negation of error and their affirmation of Truth, make it 
possible to follow the ray of Revelation, which is none other 
than the ray of the Intellect, back as far as its Divine 
Source.89 

Clearly, esoterism as the transcendental unity of all 
religions has to be transcendent and not historical, because 
truth is an inner experience in which the knower and the 
known become one. On the historical level, the different 
religions present different paths all leading to the one 
inner truth, just as all the different colors spring from the 
pure, white light. 

Within the traditionalist discourse a historical study or 
a historical development of esoterism is not really possible, 
nor desirable, because esoterism is ahistorical—it does not 
change and it does not develop. It is, however, possible to 
compare the different great religious revelations in order 
to attain a sense of their common esoteric symbolism. This 
is the academic project of traditionalism, which in turn is 
intended to serve the inner discovery and experience of the 
one metaphysical truth itself. 

Mircea Eliade used a similar scheme in his many 
studies of world religions. To Eliade, historical religions 
were manifestations of “the sacred”. Comparative study of 
the different religions of the world would thus give us a 
better idea of “the sacred” itself.90 C. G. Jung followed a 

                                                
89  Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, p. 16. 
90  See for example Mircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative 

Religion (London: Sheed and Ward, 1971 [1958]), pp. 1-37. For 
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similar scheme in his comparative psychological studies of 
the great religious myths from all over the world.91 In the 
academic study of Western esotericism as well, variations 
of the traditionalist stance are still followed.92 

Some scholars of religion and esotericism, such as 
Wouter J. Hanegraaff, have, however, criticized this model 
for being inapplicable to the academic study of Western 
esotericism, because the view of the traditionalists does 
present essential difficulties if we are to study esotericism 
historically. For example, the term esoterism, as used by 
the traditionalists, implies an ahistorical dimension and 
consequently would make it impossible to study esoterism 
historically. 93  The traditionalists thus recognize no 
historical esotericism or even esotericisms. Hanegraaff 
goes on to argue that esoterism is intended as a way of 
studying comparative religions by pointing to the one 
common truth they share. However, because the 
traditionalists already regard their framework as absolute 
truth, as Hanegraaff remarks, a traditionalist study of 
religions will not find anything new but merely illustrate 
the truth of their own framework.94 It must be noted, 
however, that a nominalist and historical study of Western 
esotericism such as the one Hanegraaff proposes also ends 
up finding its own framework in history—in the form of 

                                                
91  See for example C. G. Jung, Symbols of Transformation: An 

Analysis of the Prelude to a case of Schizophrenia, trans. by R. F. 
C. Hull, Bollingen Series, 20, 2nd edn (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1976 [1956]), pp. xxvi, 5. 

92  This will be demonstrated in volume 2 in this book series. 
93  Hanegraaff, ‘On the Construction of “Esoteric Traditions”’, p. 

27. 
94  Hanegraaff, ‘On the Construction of “Esoteric Traditions”’, p. 
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differences and discontinuities rather than similarities and 
continuities. Thus, if esotericism is studied historically, a 
historical esotericism or esoteric currents, which develop 
or transform historically will be found and placed in the 
category esotericism. In any case, Hanegraaff argues that 
the traditionalist method or “act of illustration” is not 
consistent with an empirical and historical academic study 
of esotericism. The point Hanegraaff emphasizes is that no 
matter how much traditionalism has influenced the 
development of the academic study of esotericism, in order 
to study esotericism historically, the stance of 
traditionalism must be left behind. 

In sum, the traditionalists regarded esotericism as 
transcendent, beyond—yet including—both reason and 
faith, and thereby affirmed esotericism to be a third entity 
between faith and reason even though it is completely 
ahistorical and metaphysical. Although many scholars 
avoid the traditionalist view today, traditionalism has 
expounded a well-formulated view of the nature of 
esotericism or esoterism, which has considerably 
influenced the study of both religions and esotericism and 
thereby played a significant part in developing recent 
theories in the academic study of Western esotericism.95 

                                                
95  See volume 2 in this book series. 



1.4 

_____________ 

THE ACADEMIC STUDY 
OF MAGIC 

The influence of the Enlightenment tradition and the 
continually growing secularization of society combined 
with the scientific ideals of positivism, evolutionism, the 
new comparative studies of myths and language, and the 
increase in ethnographic materials all made it possible for 
a science of religion to emerge in the 19th century. This new 
approach to religious studies was to be free from 
theological preconceptions and would thus make it 
possible to study the nature and history of all world 
religions in a comparative and objective manner. Some of 
the most important early scholars who helped found this 
new discipline were the already mentioned Max Müller 
(1823–1900), the Dutch theologians P. D. Chantepie de la 
Saussaye (1848–1920), and C. P. Tiele (1830-1902). Chairs 
for the study of the science of religion were soon hereafter 
established in the Western hemisphere, which also led to 
the academic study of other religious phenomena such as 
magic, mysticism, and Gnosticism. 

The Victorian cultural anthropologists of the 19th and 
early 20th century were some of the first to focus on the 
nature of magic in an Enlightenment (or post-
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Enlightenment) perspective. They dealt with the primary 
questions of how magic should be understood in relation 
to religion and science and the development of human 
intellectual culture. A more sociologically oriented trend 
also emerged within Religious studies, especially in 
France, which focused on the function of magic in society. 
The following presentation and discussion will concentrate 
primarily on the most influential theories on magic: (1) 
evolutionist/intellectualist theories on magic; (2) 
sociological/functionalist theories on magic; (3) a 
mentality theory on magic and finally; (4) some later 
developments and afterthoughts on the section on magic. 

At first magic was primarily considered in relation to 
the so-called primitive cultures, usually meaning traditional 
societies, non-industrial societies, or specimens of the first 
human societies still existing today. Later, in the 20th 
century, the famous Warburg-school produced studies of 
magic and similar ways of thought reevaluating magic as 
central to the prevailing world view during the European 
Renaissance.96 

The primary purpose of discussing the early theories 
of magic in this section is neither to define magic nor to 
discuss the nature of magic, but simply to show how 
scholars became aware of a different way of thinking and 
acting—a way that was perceived to be different from 
science and religion and therefore ambiguous to modern 
rationalism—since this constitutes an important pre-
development in the academic study of Western 
esotericism.  

                                                
96  This later phase in the academic study of magic will be briefly 

discussed in chapter 1.5. 
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1.4.1 Evolutionist theories of magic  
The following theories are called evolutionist because the 
framework on which they are constructed is based on the 
idea that human culture as a whole evolves, both 
technically and mentally. Human tools become more and 
more advanced and human thought equally evolves from 
what is considered primitive thought to what is deemed to 
be modern advanced rationality. These theories are 
sometimes called intellectualist, because their basic ideas 
were primarily worked out deductively in an armchair or 
behind a work desk. The scholars involved never really 
engaged themselves in comprehensive fieldwork, but 
relied on descriptions and ethnographic material 
(sometimes unfortunately faulty) gathered by travelers.  In 
the following the work of the main proponents of these 
theories will be discussed. 

1.4.1.1 E. B. TYLOR (1832–1917) 
 A brilliant, self-taught, anthropologist, Tylor wrote some 
groundbreaking and foundational studies on human 
culture in the 19th century. His most famous work, 
Primitive Culture: Researches into the development of 
Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Language, Art and Custom, 
first published in 1871 is still a classic in its field, especially 
because of its theories of cultural evolution from so-called 
primitive culture to modern culture, with his ideas of 
“survivals” and “animism.” 

The idea of survivals is at the heart of Tylor’s theory of 
cultural evolution and development hence its relevance to 
his theory of magic as well. Tylor argued that a given stage 
in a culture contains elements of customs and beliefs from 
earlier cultural stages; these elements he called survivals. 
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In the words of Tylor himself, these survivals are 
“processes, customs, opinions, and so forth, which have 
been carried on by force of habit into a new state of society 
different from that in which they had their original home, 
and they thus remain as proofs and examples of an older 
condition of culture out of which a newer one has 
evolved.”97 

For example, in spoken language people often use 
words that contain connotations from a distant past as in 
Danish with influenza, commonly referred to as the flu in 
English. What most people do not know, however, is that 
this word originally implied: to be under the bad influence 
of the stars, an idea that goes back to the more 
astrologically orientated worldview of the Middle Ages. 
The idea of survivals is also essential to Tylor’s view of 
magic, especially because he argues that modern man still 
believes and acts out old magical superstitions that 
originated in previous primitive phases of culture. 

Another prominent idea, which Tylor expounded, was 
that of animism, especially in relation to religion. Tylor 
defined religion in broad terms as “the belief in spiritual 
beings” 98  and animism as “the deep-lying doctrine of 
Spiritual Beings, which embodies the very essence of 
Spiritualistic as opposed to Materialistic philosophy.”99 
This belief in spiritual beings is at the root of religion. 
Animism, however is, not just the belief in other beings 

                                                
97  Edward B. Tylor, Primitive Culture: Researches into the 

development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Language, Art 
and Custom, 3rd rev. edn, 2 vols (London: John Murray, 1891 
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98  Tylor, Primitive Culture, I, 424. 
99  Tylor, Primitive Culture, I, 425. 
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than oneself, but also includes “the belief in souls and in a 
future state, in controlling deities and subordinate 
spirits.” 100  Tylor specifies that animism, as a fully 
developed system, includes two primary doctrines: one 
“concerning souls of individual creatures, capable of 
continued existence after death or the destruction of the 
body;” and another “concerning other spirits upward to 
the rank of powerful deities.”101 

The idea of animism began with the co-called primitive 
races of man and has thereafter continued its existence in 
the various religions up till today in a progressively 
modified, refined and expanded form, or as Tylor writes: 
“Animism characterizes tribes very low in the scale of 
humanity, and thence ascends, deeply modified in its 
transmission, but from first to last preserving an unbroken 
continuity, into the midst of high modern culture.”102 

Tylor argues on this account that all belief in spirits, 
souls or “animation” originates in “primitive society”, 
when the “primitive philosopher” sought, in his “childlike 
manner”, to gain a comprehensive understanding of 
nature.103 Tylor differed, however, in comparison to his 
predecessors in his argument that primitive thinking is 
based on rational thought. Animism simply arose from a 
primitive rational understanding of the relationship 
between cause and effect—spirits are nothing but 
personified causes,104 he argued. Animism (religion) still 

                                                
100  Tylor, Primitive Culture, I, 427. 
101  Tylor, Primitive Culture, I, 426. 
102  Tylor, Primitive Culture, I, 426. 
103  Tylor, Primitive Culture, II, 108. 
104  Tylor, Primitive Culture, II, 108. 
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exists today in all belief in anything spiritual and is to be 
viewed as a survival from so-called primitive culture. 

Magic is similarly to be regarded as a survival from 
so-called primitive culture—a notion still associated with 
magical and occult beliefs today. In Tylor’s early work 
magic and religion were more or less “separate in their 
nature and origin.”105 At first he saw magic as a primitive 
form of science—not religion—and we therefore often find 
him using the terms “magic” and “occult science” 
synonymously, but later he realized that this distinction 
was close to impossible to maintain.106 

Even though he regarded magic as an early form of 
science, Tylor considered it to be grounded in a 
scientifically faulty view of the relationship between cause 
and effect: “Man, as yet in a low intellectual condition, 
having come to associate in thought those things which he 
found by experience to be connected in fact, proceeded 
erroneously to invert this action, and to conclude that 
association in thought must involve similar connection in 
reality.”107 

Magic acts and rituals, for example, often build on the 
similarities between two things. A walnut might be used 
by the magician to either curse or cure the brain of another 
simply because it looks like the human brain. Because of 
this Tylor saw magic as a pseudo-science: magic does not 
realize that the link between the act and the result is 

                                                
105  Edward B. Tylor, ‘Ordeals and Oaths’, MacMillan’s Magazine, 
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106  Edward B. Tylor, ‘Magic’, in Encyclopaedia Britannica, 9th edn, 
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physically invalid and only based on a subjective 
association of ideas—a fact now realized in modern 
science, he argued. 

Magic, however, could not be separated from religion 
because many aspects of the efficacy of magic relied on 
spiritual beings who, by definition, belonged to the 
domain of religion. On the other hand, some aspects of 
magic did not depend on spiritual beings but rather “on 
imagined powers and correspondences in nature.”108 

Tylor ultimately maintained that magic and religion 
are complementary parts of a single cultural institution 
and that they are not merely stages in the evolutionary 
development of mankind. 

Tylor’s work and his theory of magic, as a mistaken 
application of analogy, set the stage for anthropological 
discussions that continued for almost a century and are 
still perceived as groundwork for the subject, even though 
few today would subscribe to them wholeheartedly.  

1.4.1.2 JAMES G. FRAZER (1854-1941) 
Frazer was one of the best known British anthropologists 
of the 19th—20th centuries, especially because of his 
voluminous work the Golden Bough: A Study in Comparative 
Religion first published in 1890, enlarged to 12 volumes in 
1911–15; with a supplementary volume in 1922. The Golden 
Bough had a wide impact on European thinkers 
particularly owing to the fact that Frazer synthesized a 
wide range of material from religious and magical 
traditions, myths, and texts from around the world 
hitherto unknown or inaccessible to the wider public. 
                                                
108  Tylor, ‘Magic’, p. 199.  
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Frazer integrated all this information into his general 
theory of cultural evolution. He thus argued that the 
mental history of man can be divided into three major 
stages successively following each other through a process 
of overlapping: (1) magic, (2) religion, and (3) science. 

Magic represents the most primitive stage in the 
mental history of man and can be viewed as an early form 
of science. But when people realized that magical 
procedures were ineffective in their attempt to control the 
world, they thought there might be some directing 
agencies behind the physical world, such as gods and 
spirits, who through worship—instead of control—might 
help them in their attempt to gain mastery over their 
environment and experiences. When man finally realized 
that this too did not work and that the existence of gods 
could not be verified, he realized the nature and existence 
of natural laws through scientific experiments. 

Frazer was heavily influenced by Tylor and continued 
his primary statement about magic as a false application of 
analogy, in which the mind of primitive man mistakenly 
thought that the association of cause and effect in the mind 
is equal to the relation between cause and effect in the 
physical world. Frazer, however, sought to specify the 
nature of magic as formulated by Tylor. Frazer stated that 
all magic is based on what he called the “law of 
sympathy”109 or the assumption that a subtle link between 
certain things exists by which they can influence each 
other even at a distance. This definition of magic served 
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Frazer’s assumption that magic is something different 
from religion, because whereas religion is based on the 
belief in spiritual beings, magic is founded on the belief in 
a hidden sympathy between natural things.110 

According to Frazer, the magical or subtle link that 
exists between natural things can be found in two general 
forms. Sympathy is either due to a similarity or likeness 
between two things or caused by two things having once 
been in physical contact with each other. Frazer called the 
first form homoeopathic or imitative magic and the second 
form contagious magic.111 

Homoeopathic magic is quite well known. One has 
often heard of such practices where the magician creates 
an image of his opponent or beloved and thereby attempts 
to affect the person in mind to whatever end is desired. 
Contagious magic on the other hand is when the magician 
seeks to obtain some physical material from the person he 
attempts to affect, like a hair or a fingernail. With this, he 
believes he can influence the person in mind because the 
physical material is understood to maintain a subtle link 
even after the physical connection has been broken. 

Many other scholars have followed in the footsteps of 
both Tylor and Frazer, critically as well as affirmatively. 
Some of the most important names who followed their 
psychological/associative approach, are R. R. Marett, 
(1866-1943), Andrew Lang (1844-1912), A. E. Crawley 
(1869-1924), Alexander A. Goldenweiser (1880-1940), 
Wilhelm Wundt (1832-1920), Gerardus van der Leeuw 
(1890-1950), and Sigmund Freud (1856-1939). 

                                                
110  Frazer, The Golden Bough, pp. 49-50. 
111  Frazer, The Golden Bough, pp. 11-12.  



The Academic study of Western Esotericism 

72 

Most of these later scholars were primarily concerned 
with two questions: (1) Was magic separate from or a part 
of religion? In this connection we find Marett coining the 
term magico-religious as an in-between notion.112 (2) How 
did magic originally arise in human thought and 
behaviour? Was it emotionally grounded? Was it 
grounded in make-believe or simply neurotic behaviour? 
The point to emphasize here is that scholars became 
increasingly aware of a phenomenon they regarded as 
something other than ordinary religion and science: a 
different way of thinking, whether false or not.  

1.4.2 Sociological theories on magic  
Another approach that contributed influential studies on 
magic was sociology: in particular, the French sociologists 
Henri Hubert (1872–1927), Marcel Mauss (1872-1950), and 
Emil Durkheim (1858-1917). These scholars focused more 
on the function of magic in a society and on magic as ritual 
action than on an abstract intellectualist definition of magic 
as it was worked out by Tylor and Frazer.  

1.4.2.1 HENRI HUBERT AND MARCEL MAUSS  
Hubert and Mauss were two ground-breaking 20th 
century sociologists who in 1902 had already evised what 
was supposed to be a complete theory of magic in their 
essay entitled “Esquisse d’une Théorie générale de la 
Magi.” 

Their primary strategy for discussing the nature of 
magic was to contrast it with religion—however, not in the 
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same manner as Frazer did (see above). They connected 
magic with that which is individual and religion with that 
which is collective on a sociological scale. But since many 
aspects of religion, like prayers, are individual religious 
acts, they defined magic or a magic rite as “any rite which 
does not play a part in organized cults--it is private, secret, 
mysterious, and approaches the limit of a prohibited rite 
with a trend towards the forbidden.”113 Magic is therefore 
in their view something other than and separate from 
religion. 

Furthermore, magic is ultimately founded on 
sentiment—not on reason like science and not on faith like 
religion. Magic supplies certain look alike technical acts or 
solutions in order to gain whatever one might need as an 
individual. Magic is in this way different from religion, 
because—whereas religion is concerned with the sacred, 
common ideals and values in a collective manner—magic 
is concerned with fulfilling the more profane everyday 
desires and needs of individuals.  

1.4.2.2 EMIL DURKHEIM 
In his Les formes èlémentaries de la vie religieuse (1912) 
Durkheim continued the approach of Mauss and Hubert, 
since he generally argued that magic and religion are 
hostile to each other and that magic is anti-religious in the 
sense that the magician manipulates sacred objects. Like 
Mauss, Durkheim presumed that magic is 
individualistic—whereas religion is a collective of people 
gathered around what they believe to be sacred. “There is 
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no Church of magic,”114 he wrote. The fieldwork of A. R. 
Radcliffe-Brown (1881–1955) presented in his Andaman 
Islanders (1922), however, showed early on that magic can 
also have a communal dimension. 

Radcliffe-Brown was one of the great British 
functionalist followers of Durkheim. The other was 
Bronislaw K. Malinowski (1884-1942) who, in his Argonauts 
of the Western Pacific: an account of native enterprise and 
adventure in the archipelagoes of Melanesian New Guinea 
(1922), merged Tylor and Frazer with Durkheim by 
emphasizing the idea that magic is essentially concerned 
with gratifying the psychological needs of the individual 
through the technical manipulation of spiritual powers.  

1.4.3 A mentality theory on Magic  
The French philosopher and anthropologist Lucien Lévy-
Bruhl (1857-1939) conjectured a theory, in his most 
important book, Les fonctions mentales dans les sociétés 
inférieures (1910), that primitive thought is “pre-logical” 
and “mystical”. Primitive thought or the way of thinking 
of so-called primitives is not governed by the law of 
causality and formal logic, but by the law of mystical 
participation—a concept signifying the association of things 
to the point of identity and consubstantiality. After having 
examined numerous missionary reports and studied the 
ethnographic literature available to him about so-called 
primitive cultures, he concluded that the way people think 
might vary from one culture to another.  
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That is, there are different forms of thought or 
mentalities. Lévy-Bruhl especially distinguished between 
the mind-set of the modern Western world and the so-
called primitive traditional societies. The main difference, 
he argued, is that whereas Western thought can 
distinguish between the supernatural and the natural, this 
is often taken to be one and the same reality in pre-logical 
ways of thinking. Lévy-Bruhl later revised his theory as 
seen in his Carnets (notebooks), but his idea of different 
mentalities and participation has, however, had a wide 
influence ever since as a tool for understanding other 
systems of thought, especially magic. The idea of 
mentalities, for example, was still being discussed and 
used in an expanded form in 1984 as a tool for 
understanding Renaissance magic and occultism (see Brian 
Vickers (ed.) Occult & Scientific Mentalities in the 
Renaissance).115  

1.4.4 Later developments on Magic  
Various modified versions of the three main theories 
discussed above have been the subjects of discussion until 
the current time. But in keeping with the post-modern 
trend the discussion has generally moved towards 
dismantling the category of magic. 

Already in 1937 the British anthropologist Sir Edward 
Evans-Pritchard (1902-1973) argued in his Witchcraft, 
Oracles and Magic among the Azande that the distinction 
between magic and religion is difficult to uphold and that 
the two categories rather should be regarded as two sides 
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of a closed system. Magic makes a completely coherent 
rational system for the Zande, which offers plausible 
explanations of all personal fortunes and misfortunes. 

For the Zande there is no struggle between any notion 
of religion, magic or science–-as constructed in the West—
and it is not the case that they are unable to think 
rationally as Lévy-Bruhl had argued. Evans-Pritchard 
discovered that their mode of thought is determined by 
certain cultural patterns within which they actually do 
think rationally. Their reasoning rests on certain 
fundamental structures, which, to them, are irrefutable 
facts and without which their social order would break 
down. 

Evans-Pritchard writes that  

their blindness is not due to stupidity […] It is due rather to 
the fact that their intellectual ingenuity and experimental 
keenness are conditioned by patterns of ritual behaviour 
and mystical belief. Within the limits set by these patterns 
they show great intelligence, but it cannot operate beyond 
these limits. Or, to put it in another way; they reason 
excellently in the idiom of their beliefs, but they cannot 
reason outside, or against, their beliefs because they have no 
other idiom in which to express their thoughts.116  

The work of Evans-Pritchard provoked later Western 
scholarship to challenge Western culture’s fundamental 
and hitherto unquestioned beliefs and the categorical 
distinction between magic, religion and science 
constructed within them. 
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Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908-2009) the very influential 
founder of structural anthropology as formulated in Les 
Structures élémentaires de la parenté (1949), Anthropologie 
structural (1958), and Anthropologie structurale deux (1973), 
among many others, also problematized the earlier 
anthropological notions of magic as something clearly 
distinct from science and religion in his famous La Pensée 
Sauvage (1962, published in English as The Savage Mind in 
1966).117 

1.4.5 Afterthoughts 
The early theories of magic largely lacked any sensitivity 
to contexts and, for example, uncritically conceived magic 
to exist in all cultures—supposedly proven by the 
comparative method. Thus before an actual deduction 
from analysis of other cultures, magic was defined. 
Western frameworks were universal and natural criteria 
for understanding reality and judged what was perceived 
to be other using modern science and rationality as 
standards. In other words, science and the rational way of 
thinking were conceived by these early scholars of magic 
to be the right way to regard reality. Religion was treated 
with a traditional respect, but the third other, now 
discovered to have also existed in human history, they 
chose to call magic.  

But the term magic was laden with anachronistic and 
pejorative meanings. It was not a neutral category; it was, 
in fact, uncritically taken over by Enlightenment scholars 
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from theological heresiology discourses.118 The Church had 
long used the term magic to describe all that which is not 
religion and therefore dangerous to religious values. 
During the period of European imperialism and 
colonialism, the term magic was also applied to activities 
and perceptions that resembled those of religion or 
Christianity but were considered superstitious. The 
concept of magic as something apart from both religion 
and science does not, interestingly enough, have any real 
equivalence in cultures other than the Western, which 
indicates just how significant a distinction this was for the 
West. 

However, with the constructed distinction between 
magic, religion, and science (including the evolutionary 
scheme of these), hegemonic accounts of the past were 
constructed in favour of Enlightenment discourse. 
Anything other was unconsciously equated with 
inferiority. But in order to understand the beliefs of foreign 
cultures on their own terms a different approach is 
required as was later realized by post-modern and post-
structuralist scholars. 

Post-modern scholars such as Stanley Jeyaraja 
Tambiah (1929-) and Hildred Geertz (present), under the 
influence of anthropologists such as Victor Turner (1920–
1983), Clifford Geertz (1926-2006), and Marshall Sahlins 
(1930-), have challenged the older anthropological notions 
of magic and the narrative of Western culture as a progress 
paradigm of magic/religion/science, which tells the story 

                                                
118  See Wouter J. Hanegraaff, ‘Forbidden Knowledge: Anti-

Esoteric Polemics and Academic Research’, Aries, 5, 2 (2005), 
p. 238. 
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of the rise and decline of magic and religion, finally 
culminating in the triumph of science.119 None of these 
terms are simple any longer, and distinctions between 
them, if at all necessary, have become much more difficult. 
If magic is to be retained as a scholarly category, it would 
be most fruitful to use it to discuss how different groups of 
people have applied the term throughout history, either 
about their practices or world views or to distinguish 
themselves from others (i.e. a historical study of the way 
the concept magic has been used and constructed by 
different people). 

As will be presented and discussed in the next two 
chapters, that which we call science has actually arisen 
from, or at least been influenced by, the third other—
European Renaissance experiments in magic. Furthermore, 
as also will be discussed in the second volume in this 
series, much of what has been perceived as magic—
especially the ideas of participation, analogy and 
sympathies—can be seen as parts of what is now called 
Western esotericism. 
 

                                                
119  See Stanley Jeyaraja Tambiah, Magic, Science, Religion, and the 

Scope of Rationality (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 1990). 





1.5 

_____________ 

THE HISTORY OF 
SCIENCE AND THE 
UNCOVERING OF THE 
HERMETIC TRADITION 

The intention of this chapter is to show and discuss how 
several currents of Western intellectual history initially 
were written out of history and the development of science 
and how many of these currents in later scholarship 
gradually have re-emerged as important factors for a better 
understanding of the development of science. 120  This 
chapter will therefore attempt to show how a growing 
awareness of the influences of the hermetic tradition on the 

                                                
120  See: Floris H. Cohen, The Scientific Revolution: A 

Historiographical Inquiry (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1994), pp. 239-377; David C. Lindberg, ‘Conceptions of 
the Scientific Revolution from Bacon to Butterfield: A 
Preliminary Sketch’, in Reappraisals of the Scientific Revolution, 
ed. by David C. Lindberg & Robert S. Westman (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 1-26; Brian P. 
Copenhaver, ‘Natural magic, hermetism, and occultism in 
early modern science’, in Reappraisals of the Scientific 
Revolution, ed. by David C. Lindberg & Robert S. Westman 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 261-301. 
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development of science has come to play a major role for 
the development of the academic study of Western 
esotericism the third other in Western history. However, 
before we venture directly into the history of science, it is 
important to briefly make the novel reader acquainted 
with the terminology associated with the notion ‘the 
hermetic tradition’ and thus clarify the notion in order to 
avoid conceptual confusion. 

The hermetic tradition as an academic term can be 
traced back to 1938, the year when Paul Oskar Kristeller 
published his important study of Marsilio Ficino and 
Ludovico Lazzarelli in Italian. 121  In this work he 
emphasizes the significant role of hermetic texts during the 
Renaissance. He argues that scholars should be aware of 
and study the reception history of the ideas found in these 
texts—an idea fundamental for Frances A. Yates’s work, 
including her pioneering work Giordano Bruno and the 
Hermetic Tradition (1964). In this work and in later works 
she, however, uses the notion the hermetic tradition and 
the word hermeticism in a broader way than to just signify 
the influence of the hermetic texts on other texts. For Yates 
the hermetic tradition and hermeticism thus became a 
common notion for historical currents such as Christian 
cabala, Rosicrucianism, Christian theosophy, philosophia 
occulta, alchemy, Paracelsianism, magi and also the 
hermetic texts know as the Corpus Hermeticum or the 

                                                
121  P. O. Kristeller, ‘Marsilio Ficino e Lodovico Lazzarelli: 

Contributo alla diffusione delle idee ermetiche nel 
Rinascimento’, Annali della R. Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa, 
2, 7 (1938), 237-67. 
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Hermetica. 122  Due to this broad use of the terms 
Hermeticism and the hermetic tradition, Antoine Faivre 
later called for a precision of the concepts. Faivre argued 
that Hermeticism can be used in Yates's broad way to 
include many different historical currents, which share 
basic structures—whereas the term hermetism should be 
used for the hermetic texts and their direct historical 
influence.123 This chapter will primarily use the notion the 
hermetic tradition in the broad connotative relation to the 
term Hermeticism, since this is how the concept was used 
by Frances A. Yates and the scholars of her time. More 
recently the term the hermetic tradition has been criticized 
for implying the existence of a somewhat coherent or 
consciously unified tradition during the Renaissance—a 
point which briefly will be discussed below.124 

1.5.1 The History of Science  
The history of science is a product of the Enlightenment, 
an endeavour originating in the 18th century, but only 
after the Second World War was it recognized as an 
                                                
122  Brian P. Copenhaver, ‘Natural magic, hermetism, and 

occultism in early modern science’, p. 262.  
123  Antoine Faivre, ‘Renaissance Hermeticism and the concept of 

Western Esotericism’, in Gnosis and Hermeticism from Antiquity 
to Modern Times, ed. by Roelof van den Broek and Wouter J. 
Hanegraaff (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1998, pp. 109-23. For a 
more detailed classification of the use of the terms Hermetism 
and Hermeticism, see Antoine Faivre, ‘Questions of 
Terminology proper to the Study of Esoteric Currents in 
Modern and Contemporary Europe’, in Western Esotericism 
and the Science of Religion: Selected Papers presented at the 17th 
Congress of the International Association for the History of 
Religions Mexico City 1995, ed. by Antoine Faivre & Wouter J. 
Hanegraaff (Leuven: Peeters, 1998), pp. 1-10, pp. 4, 9. 

124  See sections 1.5.1.2.1.3.2 and 1.5.1.3. 
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academic field in and of itself and attendance of specific 
university courses and programs became possible.125 The 
history of science has in recent years become an 
increasingly important—but also controversial—sub-field 
in the broader arena of intellectual history. Its importance 
lies in the fact that it uncovers how we have come to 
categorize the world we live in; it is controversial, because 
the history and nature of science itself has become more 
and more problematic. 

The history of science is to the Western world not just 
a history of any given subject, but the history of a subject 
that potentially holds much power and prestige and 
thereby significantly influences the way the world is 
perceived and is to be understood; thus there has been 
much ideological and political influence on the way 
historians write the history of science. In the following it 
will be shown how three major paradigms in the history of 
science have influenced the development and the 
emergence of the study of Western esotericism, which at 
this stage is the uncovering of the hermetic tradition. The 
three major paradigms are as follows: (1) the positivist 
paradigm, (2) the post-positivist paradigm, and (3) the 
post-modern and post-structuralist paradigm. 

1.5.1.1 POSITIVIST HISTORIOGRAPHY 
Positivist historiography, intermixed with evolutionism, 
dominated the history of science in the 19th and early 20th 
centuries and also the history of culture, as already briefly 

                                                
125  Allen G. Debus, ‘Science and History The birth of a new 

field’, in Science, Pseudo-Science, and Utopianism in Early 
Modern Thought, ed. by Stephen A. McKnight (Columbia and 
London: University of Missouri Press, 1992), pp. 1-36.  
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discussed in chapter 1.4. Positivist historiography was 
especially rooted in the theories of historical development 
set forth in the positivist system of the French philosopher 
Auguste Comte (1798-1857), who also was the first to give 
sociology its name. Comte argued in his famous Cours de 
Philosophie Positive (1830-1842), in trend with the 
evolutionism of his time, that the intellectual development 
of humanity had three overall stages.126  

He called the first stage the theological stage, in which 
man fully understands neither the world he lives in nor 
that which makes the world maintain its order, 
consequently, imagining invisible entities such as gods and 
spirits as the cause of order and human destiny. After this 
stage, the personified aspect of the invisible causes behind 
the physical world gradually falls away and mankind 
enters a transitional stage called the metaphysical stage. 
The transitional stage is much like the theological stage, 
but now the spirits and gods are described in terms of 
essences and substances or general abstractions. In the 
final stage of Comte’s historiography, modern society in 
the 19th century, man has reached the positive stage of 
empirical science with the realization that his intellectual 
abilities are limited and knowledge therefore must be 
concrete and sensual. 

The consequence of this positive stage was later 
expressed in positivist linguistics in the following way: if a 
word does not signify something in the physical world it is 
meaningless. Knowledge must be positive, meaning 

                                                
126  Auguste Comte, The Positive Philosophy of Auguste Comte, 
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empirical and therefore verifiable by the senses in order to 
be true knowledge. Comte therefore with his more or less 
ideal-type histographic pattern, to use one of Max Weber’s 
expressions, saw the intellectual development of man as a 
movement away from abstract religious knowledge 
towards more concrete scientific knowledge. Comte’s ideas 
were nearly universally influential and to many people 
they became almost like a new religion. 

Rooted in Comte’s developmental theory, history was 
to be regarded as a process of homogeneity and 
progressive linearity. The history of science and history in 
general were viewed as a gradual and progressive 
movement from ignorance to true science or true 
knowledge of the world. Science was regarded as a simple 
and unequivocal, a specific something, often characterized 
by the empirical and inductive method, which could be 
traced back through history with the help of what we 
today would call a confirmation bias—that which you 
search for you find. The history of science therefore soon 
became a history of those great men who used the one true 
positive/empirical method in the fight against lesser and 
ignorant methods such as religion and metaphysics. 
Positivist historiography constructed a tradition of its own 
and the history of science of the positivist’s paradigm 
reflects such hagiographical constructs of great men as 
forerunners of science in the fight for enlightenment in 
which the scientific revolution plays a central role as will 
be discussed in more detail below. 

It will suffice here to say that the scientific revolution 
of the 16th and 17th centuries was viewed as the one great 
event of instant illumination—in the great fight between 
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enlightenment and ignorance 127 —and known as the 
beginning of modernity. 

What science was—and what it was not supposed to 
be—was very clear in the positivist’s historiography. 
Everything belonging to religion and especially 
metaphysical and occult types of thought was an irrational 
embarrassment. In their writing of the history of science, 
when problems arose—such as the fact that some of the 
great scientists also studied religion, metaphysics, magic 
and the occult sciences—they were simply either ignored 
completely, written out of history, or explained away by 
the assumption that the reason for them to have studied 
these lesser, ignorant subjects was because these scientists 
belonged to a less enlighten age and therefore were not 
completely free from the ignorance of their time, which 
was to be excused. Much of the whole domain of Western 
esotericism has therefore been partly forgotten in the 
general academic community, especially because much of 
positivist historiography can still be found in common 
laymen’s books on science, schoolbooks, and 
encyclopedias. 

George Sarton’s (1884-1956) Introduction to the history of 
science and Herbert Butterfield’s The Origins of Modern 
Science: 1300-1800 (1957) were especially responsible for 
this positivist version of history living on into the middle 
of the 20th century—before it was seriously challenged.  
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1.5.1.2 THE POST-POSITIVIST CHALLANGE 
Positivist philosophy and historiography became 
increasingly challenged, especially in the 1960s and 1970s. 
The fundamental premises of positivistic philosophy could 
no longer hold in the light of new studies in epistemology. 
The positivist premise, stemming from René Descartes 
(1596-1650) and Francis Bacon (1561-1626)—that the 
subject is fundamentally different from the object and that 
one therefore, more or less, un-problematically with a pure 
mind via the senses could obtain actual positive 
knowledge of the objective world and the idea that there 
are certain idealistic teleological patterns inherent in 
human history—was challenged. 

With philosophers such as Karl Popper (1902-1994), 
Thomas Kuhn (1922-1996), and Louis Althusser (1918-
1990) it became clear how much theories and concepts 
themselves shape our formation of knowledge and our 
view of the world.128 The positivist notion of sense certainty 
or empirical certainty was challenged by the view that we 
cannot observe the world or write history without, to some 
degree, actually creating the world and creating history at 
the same time through our theories. Karl Popper argued 
that there is always a theory before facts; consequently 

                                                
128  Louis Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy, and Other Essays (New 
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Conjectures and Refutations: The Growth of Scientific Knowledge 
(London: Routledge, 1963); Karl R. Popper, The Logic of 
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there is no theory-free access to reality.129 Thomas Kuhn at 
times adopted an even more postmodernist stance when 
he argued that there is no theory-free reality to be 
accessed—we create the world through our theory. New 
scientific discoveries are actually not just new ways to 
learn about nature, but new worlds to work in.130 

The study of history had now become more complex 
with extra focus on the way we theorized and applied our 
categories on historical events. Instead of the positivist 
view of one grand movement of all elements of society 
marching towards science or a history of linearity, post-
positivist historians now tended to see history as a 
concurrence and succession of distinct systems, as in 
Kuhn’s paradigms, and many different cultural elements 
intertwined in a web, each with its own coherency and 
development. Historians now aware of the problem of 
universalizing historical events into one single event began 
to focus more on the horizontal complexity of a historical 
period. Studies in linguistics, anthropology and sociology 
equally supported the new post-positivistic stances of 
history, especially with structuralism, synchronicity and 
the later move towards post-structuralism and 
postmodernism. 

                                                
129  Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery, p. 90n; see also Johannes 
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The dismantling of universalistic and diachronic views 
of history helped cover hitherto forgotten interconnections 
between science and other intellectual currents. Now 
context became central, which supported the re-
examination of the hermetic tradition and its—previously 
overlooked—links with the development of science and 
the scientific revolution. 

Yet another move towards the acknowledgement and 
establishment of Western esotericism as an academic field 
of study in relation to the history of science had thus 
occurred. 

1.5.1.2.1 The Yates thesis and the Scientific Revolution  
The preceding sections of this chapter covered some of the 
overall features of the positivist view of the history of 
science: a view or scientific tradition that to some extent 
still exists today. This section, with a special emphasis on 
Frances Yates, will examine how the positivist view of the 
emergence of science and of the scientific revolution was 
challenged within the post-positivist stance—by studies of 
the influence on and relationship with science of 
Hermeticism, magic, the occult sciences and what is now 
generally called Western esotericism.131  

The period that took up the study of magic in relation 
to science, began in the early 1920s, broke through into the 
academic world in the 1960s and 1970s and went through a 
transition period in the post-modern era in the 1980s and 
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1990s. The period, which will be discussed here, is 
approximately from the 1920s to the early 1980s and 
centers on Frances Yates.  

1.5.1.2.1.1 THE POSITIVIST IDEA OF THE SCIENTIFIC 
REVOLUTION AND ITS CHALLENGE  

The positivist history of science, which is part of the 
Enlightenment trend, defends the idea that the scientific 
revolution (17th century) constituted a unique 
breakthrough in the cultural and scientific history of 
Europe. It is called a revolution, because it is argued that 
fundamental changes occurred quickly rather than 
gradually in the conception of all aspects of nature and in 
the methods for its study.  

This revolution constitutes the totality of the changes 
that occurred in astronomy/astrology with the shift from 
the geocentric to the heliocentric worldview; in the 
development of mechanics or the science of motion; optics; 
biology, and chemistry. The revolution was the result of 
the inherent genius of certain great men of science (Bacon, 
Copernicus, Kepler, Newton, Harvey, etc.) who made 
great new discoveries through their use of the 
experimental method. They broke free from the 
crystallized Aristotelian tradition and the Church, and 
they finally got rid of the ignorance and irrationality of 
neo-Platonism, mysticism, magic and the occult, which 
were regarded as something fundamentally different from 
empirical science and had played no role at all in its 
emergence.132 A narrative of progress from ignorance to 
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modernity was thus constructed by the positivists and the 
idea of the scientific revolution became the foundational 
pillar of the history of science. 

Science was regarded as something unique and 
autonomous; its development was internal and therefore 
not really dependent upon external events or influenced 
by anything outside of itself. A positivist does therefore 
not really need to bother himself with detailed studies of 
the contextual or cultural conditions in which science 
emerged.133 

This positivistic view of the history and emergence of 
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Steven Shapin, The Scientific Revolution (Chicago: Chicago 
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Thomas S. Kuhn, The Copernican Revolution: Planetary 
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MA: Harvard University Press, 1957); Alexandre Koyré, The 
Astronomical Revolution: Copernicus-Kepler-Borelli (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1973); Angus Armitage, Sun, 
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Robin Collingwood, The Idea of Nature (Oxford: Clarendon 
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science was generally challenged by new epistemological 
stances, as has been discussed in the previous sections of 
this chapter, but another significant reason for our now 
modified understanding of the emergence of science was 
also the gradual uncovering of how influential the neo-
Platonist, magical, hermetic, and occult currents or world 
view(s) had been in the European Renaissance and the 
relationship these currents bore with (experimental) 
science. 

The work of the noted British historian of the Warburg 
school Frances Yates (1899-1981) played a central role in 
identifying influences and interrelations between science 
and Hermeticism. Before discussing Yates’s contributions 
to the field, however, a handful of other scholars, active 
just before or during Yates’s time, and directly involved in 
researching the role of the so-called hermetic tradition, 
deserve our attention.  

1.5.1.2.1.2 PRE-YEATSIAN STUDIES OF HERMETICISM 
AND SCIENCE 

Before Yates, the great American scholar Lynn Thorndike 
(1882–1965) had, in his massive eight-volume work 
entitled A History of Magic and Experimental Science (1923-
58), already demonstrated the extensive interplay between 
magic and experimental science from late antiquity to the 
17th century.  

Thorndike did not use a specific theory of magic, but 
rather a very broad approach, or as he writes, “Magic is 
here understood in the broadest sense of the word, as 
including all occult arts and sciences, superstitions, and 
folk-lore.” 134  Furthermore “Let me add that in this 
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investigation all arts of divination, including astrology, 
will be reckoned as magic; I have been quite unable to 
separate the two either in fact or logic, as I shall illustrate 
repeatedly by particular cases.”135 

His main idea was to show that the magicians were the 
first to experiment and that they cultivated this method in 
their work, especially in astrology, alchemy and medical 
healing. According to Thorndike science evolved out of 
magic and existed intertwined with it for many centuries 
or as he wrote:  

My idea is that magic and experimental science have 
been connected in their development; that magicians 
were perhaps the first to experiment; and that the 
history of both magic and experimental science can 
better be understood by studying them together.136  

Frances Yates used Thorndike’s work extensively in 
her thesis and today the work of Thorndike is still the 
standard on the subject primarily as a comprehensive 
reference tool and broad overview. 

The work of Frances Yates is also in many ways an 
extension of the work of Paul Oskar Kristeller (1905-1999), 
an early leading scholar on the Renaissance. He was, as 
already mentioned, one of the first to show how influential 
the Italian philosopher Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499) was 
with his revival of Platonism and Hermeticism during the 
Renaissance. Kristeller also advanced a better under-
standing of humanism as a historical category—all 
important factors for Yates’s studies. His important pre-
Yatesian works include The Philosophy of Marsilio Ficino, 
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Latin Manuscript Books before 1600, Renaissance Thought, 
Eight Philosophers of the Italian Renaissance, Studies in 
Renaissance Thought and Letters, Medieval Aspects of 
Renaissance Learning, Renaissance Thought and its Sources, 
Renaissance Thought and the Arts, Marsilio Ficino and His 
Work after Five Hundred Years, and Iter Italicum: a finding list 
of uncatalogued or incompletely catalogued humanistic 
manuscripts of the Renaissance in Italian and other libraries. 

In Germany, Will-Erich Peuckert (1895-1969) did 
extensive work on the esoteric tradition of the West. Quite 
unknown to the English-speaking world, his writings are 
among the first to discuss esotericism as a coherent, yet 
forgotten, tradition in Western culture. Peuckert argued in 
his Pansophie: Ein Versuch zur Geschichte der weissen, und 
schwarzen Magie, 2nd edn (Berlin: Erich Schmidt, 1956 
[1936]) that the Renaissance should be regarded as a 
rebirth of the occult sciences rather than a resurrection of 
classical philology and a forgotten vocabulary. He 
examined the hermetic tradition and its influence and thus 
redirected attention to the importance and influence of the 
occult sciences on the emergence of experimental science 
and to the existence of Western esotericism in general. He 
wrote a biography of Jacob Boehme and produced 
standard editions of Boehme, Paracelsus, and Weigel. He 
later wrote two further volumes in his pansophic series: 
Gabalia: Ein Versuch zur Geschichte der magia naturalis im 16. 
bis 18. Jahrhundert (Berlin: Erich Schmidt, 1967) and a 
revision of his 1928 work on the Rosicrucians, Das 
Rosenkreuz (Berlin: Erich Schmidt, 1973).137 
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At the time of Yates, D. P. Walker (1914-1985)—also 
from the Warburg Institute—did some important work on 
Renaissance magic, music, and the prisca theologia tradition 
in the United Kingdom. Whereas Frances Yates was 
primarily an art-historian focusing on historical patterns 
and contextual details, Walker with his background in the 
history of music tended to focus more on the ideas and 
systems of thought with which he dealt. 

In his highly influential book Spiritual and Demonic 
Magic from Ficino to Campanella (1958), from which Yates 
drew many of her arguments, Walker sets out to discuss 
the nature of magic in many of the works of well-known 
Renaissance men such as Marsilio Ficino, Giovanni Pico 
della Mirandola (1463-1494), Jacques Lefevre d'Etaples 
(1455-1536), Jean Bodin (1530-1596), Francis Bacon, and 
Tommaso Campanella (1568-1639). Whereas magic was 
primarily regarded as a marginal phenomenon in the 
scholarly community, Walker showed that it was a 
common view of the world in the late 15th and 16th 
centuries and that magic was intertwined with a broad 
array of learning, such as music and medicine. 

Walker’s studies of Renaissance music, such as Studies 
in Musical Science in the Late Renaissance (London: Warburg 
Institute, 1978), provide an overview of how magic 
through music was intertwined with science in the 
Renaissance. Walker also wrote an important book on the 
prisca theologia tradition entitled The Ancient Theology: 
Studies in Christian Platonism from the Fifteenth to the 
Eighteenth Century (1972), which is still one of the most 
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comprehensive English works on the subject. In this book 
he shows how influential the tradition of ancient wisdom 
was and the problems and debates involved concerning its 
impact on Europe during the Renaissance. 

Another important figure who transformed the view 
of the history of science and influenced Frances Yates was 
Paolo Rossi (1923-), who wrote a milestone in the history of 
science entitled Francis Bacon: From Magic to Science, trans. 
by Sacha Rabinovitch (Chicago, IL: Univ. Chicago Press, 
1968), originally published in 1957. This study firmly 
plants the so-called father of the modern scientific method 
Francis Bacon in the magical traditions of the Renaissance. 
He argues that Bacon is the product of these traditions, but 
he also shows where Bacon’s approach to science is new 
and innovative. Rossi’s later works includes Clavis 
Universalis: Arti Della Memoria E Logica Combinatoria Da 
Lullo A Leibniz (1983),138 which is an excellent companion 
volume to Frances Yates’s The Art of Memory (1966). 

The work of Walter T. U. Pagel (1898-1983) takes up 
the Paracelsian current in its relation to science and 
especially medicine. In his well-known biography from 
1958, Paracelsus: An Introduction to Philosophical Medicine in 
the Era of the Renaissance, he criticizes the way earlier 
historians of science read their own modern categories into 
the history of science and concludes consequently that 
“Our difficulties in understanding Paracelsus as a whole 
and in recognizing consistency in his philosophy are 

                                                
138  For the English translation of this important work, see Paolo 

Rossi, Logic and the Art of Memory: The Quest for a Universal 
Language, trans. by Stephen Clucas (London: The Athlone 
Press, 2000). 
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largely due to our changed concept of reality.”139 Although 
the word science and the profession of scientist did not 
exist prior to the 19th century, positivists had nevertheless 
been quite sure who had been scientists and who had not. 
Paracelsus was considered irrational, but as Pagel showed, 
he still produced scientific results from his alchemical, 
magical and hermetic studies.140 Pagel therefore wanted to 
throw a different light on what is meant by science by 
examining men whose scientific legitimacy had previously 
been rejected, such as Paracelsus and Joan Baptista von 
Helmont in Jo. Bapt. van Helmont: Einführung in die 
Philosophische Medizin des Barock (1930) Eng. ed 1982. Pagel 
also concentrated on more well-known scientists, such as 
William Harvey in Biological Ideas: Selected Aspects and 
Historical Background (1967), but his work on Paracelsus 
and Van Helmont began an innovative trend that was 
continued by the equally innovative historian of science 
Allen George Debus (1926—2009). 

Allen G. Debus’s thorough study of Paracelisianism 
or, as he calls it, Chemical philosophy has also rewritten the 
history of science. He changed the study of such figures as 
Paracelsus and Robert Fludd into an academically 
respectable pursuit, showing how the history of medicine 
and chemistry is rooted in a wider esoteric and religious 
context of Chemical philosophy—a tradition that emerged 
between the decline of Aristoteliaism and the rise of 

                                                
139  Walter Pagel, Paracelsus: An introduction to philosophical 

medicine in the era of the Renaissance, 2nd edn (Basel: S. Karger, 
1982 [1958]), p. 346  

140  Pagel, Paracelsus: An introduction to philosophical medicine in the 
era of the Renaissance, p. 347.  
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mechanical science and philosophy—and how this 
tradition was influential into the 18th century.141 

Charles G. Nauert, Jr. in his Agrippa and the Crisis of 
Renaissance Thought (1965) was largely responsible for 
reestablishing Henry Cornelius Agrippa as a part of 
Western intellectual history beyond his infamous role as a 
Faustian archetype. 

Similarly, R. F. Calder reconstructed John Dee’s 
theories and placed them in their contemporary context, 
especially as a noteworthy example of sixteenth-century 
scientific neo-Platonism, in his “John Dee Studied as an 
English Neo-Platonist” (unpublished PhD 
thesis/dissertation, University of London, 1958)—an 
approach continued by Peter J. French, who concentrating 
on Dee’s life and work in relation to Frances Yates’s 
studies produced the first balanced and influential 
biography of Dee entitled John Dee: The World of an 
Elizabethan Magus (1972). 

Furthermore, just as Frances Yates made it clear that 
Giordano Bruno was more than a scientist in the positivist 
definition of the term, as will be discussed below, Betty Jo 
Teeter Dobbs (1930-1994) has changed the image of Isaac 
Newton (1643-1727) forever. Dobbs researched the 
voluminous amount of Newton’s writings and 
manuscripts—dealing with hitherto unknown and 
unstudied aspects of his work, which since his death had 
been ignored, hidden, or lost. She was the first to analyze 
many of these writings and has shown that the Newton we 

                                                
141  Allen G. Debus, Chemistry, Alchemy and the New 

Philosophy 1550-1700: studies in the history of science and 
medicine (London: Variorum Reprints, 1987).  
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thought we knew was not the true and whole Newton. By 
examining his alchemical writings and notes she 
established beyond doubt that Isaac Newton—perhaps the 
most influential scientist ever—was more than just a 
scientist in the positivist sense of the term. In her major 
works The foundations of Newton's alchemy (1975) and The 
Janus Faces of Genius (1991), Dobbs set out “to show that 
Newton's alchemy cannot be separated from the rest of his 
scientific thought” 142 —a goal which she achieved by 
showing how Newton’s theories of matter, causality, 
gravity, and force were intertwined with his alchemical 
ideas and thought. 

The above examples demonstrate that the positivist 
ideas regarding the development of science were seriously 
challenged by a number of scholars who showed—on a 
more contextual basis—that science was deeply 
intertwined with Hermeticism in the broad sense of the 
term. The desire to uncover other facets of science and to 
re-examine famous or infamous people in new light was in 
the air during this period. The most famous scholar to 
consolidate the study of the hermetic tradition as a whole 
and who brought it to the wider public was, however, 
Frances Yates—in the form, which is now termed the Yates 
Thesis. 

                                                
142  I. Bernard Cohen, ‘A Guide to Newton’s Principia’, in Isaac 

Newton, The Principia: Mathematical Principles of Natural 
Philosophy, trans. by I. Bernard Cohen and Anne Whitman 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1999), p. 58.  
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1.5.1.2.1.3 THE YATES THESIS 
In 1964 Frances Yates published her very controversial and 
challenging book Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition. 
Throughout the first seven chapters Yates digs into the 
contextual framework of the Renaissance by discussing the 
Corpus Hermeticum, the revival of ancient learning, and the 
awe for ancient Egyptian wisdom—and its impact on 
thinkers such as Marsilio Ficino and Pico della Mirandola. 
In the latter part of the book Yates places Giordano Bruno 
(1548-1600)—one of the so-called great men of science—in 
the hermetic tradition, though the positivists for a long 
time had classified him as the great martyr of science 
against religion, since in 1600 he was burned at the stake in 
defense of the heliocentric theory (among other doctrines). 
As Yates shows in her book, historians of science had 
completely ignored the fact that Giordano Bruno was more 
than a scientist and deeply involved with the doctrines of 
the hermetic tradition, magic, and occult philosophy.  

Yates advanced a theory, now called the Yates thesis 
that—the (until then) obscure hermetic tradition, natural 
magic, occult philosophy, Christian cabala, Paracelsianism, neo-
Platonism, etc., which flourished during the 15th and 16th 
centuries—all had an important or even crucial influence 
on the development and emergence of science and thereby 
on the scientific revolution. The study of Bruno, as well as 
many of Yates’s later studies, set out to revise our 
understanding of the history of science and to legitimize 
the academic study of the hermetic tradition, magic and 
the occult sciences—currents which hitherto, as has been 
shown, had been written out of the history of science as 
irrelevant. 

The Yates thesis does not directly criticize the idea of 
the scientific revolution, but argues that this revolution 
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was influenced by these hitherto relatively unstudied 
currents of the late Renaissance. An essential part of 
Yates’s work was therefore to show the influence of the 
hermetic tradition on the emerging science and the existing 
similarities between them.  

1.5.1.2.1.3.1 The influence of the Hermetic Tradition on Science  
Yates argues that many of the crucial ideas that constituted 
the emergence of the scientific revolution, such as the 
empirical method, experimentation, mathematics, the 
theory of forces, and the new attitude towards nature can 
be found in the hermetic tradition and the occult sciences 
of the 15th and 16th centuries.  

1.5.1.2.1.3.1.1 A new attitude towards nature  

An essential question related to the history of science and 
the birth of modernity has been: what caused the renewed 
interest in nature during the 16th and 17th centuries?  

According to Yates it was the Corpus Hermeticum and 
the Renaissance idea of the magus,143 which during the 
Renaissance, facilitated a change from the old, 
disinterested attitude towards nature into an operative 
attitude towards its transformation: a characteristic that 
generally has been ascribed to science alone. 

The Renaissance magus was a magician-adept who, 
through a technical understanding of the correspondences 

                                                
143  The concept ‘magus’ refers to the Renaissance interpretation 

or ideal of the divine man, who can control the elements of 
nature, as he is described in the hermetic writings. Hermes 
Trismegistus himself was actually regarded as the typological 
ideal for the magus character in the Renaissance, see Frances 
A. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1964), pp. 6-12, 45.  
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that were thought to exist between related things in 
cosmos, could operate his will within that cosmos and 
change it. What is central to the Renaissance and its change 
in attitude towards nature is that man was now viewed as 
one who could operate in nature.144 The Greeks might have 
had the knowledge to do so, but they preferred 
metaphysical speculation as the most pure. The medieval 
period continued the Greek attitude towards nature with 
its study of theology and its attention fixed on God. But 
with Ficino’s translation of the Corpus Hermeticum during 
the Renaissance a change in attitude occurred.145 As to 
whether or not this attitude within the hermetic tradition 
was scientific in itself Yates writes, “Quite apart from the 
question of whether Renaissance magic could, or could 
not, lead to genuinely scientific procedures, the real 
function of the Renaissance Magus (or so I see it) is that he 
changed the will. It was now dignified and important for 
man to operate.”146 

This attitude or change of will can be found in the 
account of man's creation in Poimandres, in which one 
learns that our created world is a work of beauty and is 
maintained by celestial influences, which ultimately it is 
man’s task to direct harmoniously, since he has been given 
authority over them and has received the creative abilities 
of the highest god.147 Likewise in Asclepius it is described 
that man can form or mould nature and that he is to be 
                                                
144  Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, p. 144. 
145  Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, p. 156. 
146  Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, p. 156.  
147  Hermetica: The Greek Corpus Hermeticum and the Latin Asclepius 

in a new English translation with notes and introduction, trans. 
and ed. by Brian P. Copenhaver (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992), CH 1: 8-14.  
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cherished for it. Man who has a divine origin is thus 
encouraged in these writings to actively involve himself 
with the created world. This fundamental attitude was 
hence revived and cultivated by the Renaissance magus—
the divine and complete master or adept—who could 
control the elements of nature by means of occult and 
scientific manipulations of the sympathies and antipathies 
found throughout the micro- and macrocosmos. This sense 
of experimenting with nature might have, according to 
Yates, played a significant role in the development of 
science or at least had an important influence on the work 
of great scientists, such as Copernicus, Bruno et al., and 
thereby precipitated the emergence of the scientific 
revolution. The hermetic ideas could be used as a 
countermove against the old, traditional Aristotelian-
Christian worldview of the scholastics and this, in the end, 
made the scientific revolution possible.  

1.5.1.2.1.3.1.2 Experiment and technology  

The scientific revolution—especially when focused on the 
work of Francis Bacon—has often been connected to the 
rise of the experimental method, but as shown earlier by 
Lynn Thorndike the magical tradition was also deeply 
connected to practical experimentation as is exemplified in 
both alchemy and astrology.  

The idea of science as experimental therefore calls for 
a more nuanced view, in which the study of the kind of 
experimentation magic uses in contrast to that of science 
can be delineated. The concept Yates argued for and what 
is generally accepted now, is the idea that the tradition of 
natural magic cultivated and encouraged the method of 
experimentation with nature, which therefore was not, as 
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earlier assumed, initiated by the scientific revolution. 

Yates also points out that the creation of technical and 
mechanical devices was a part of natural magic before the 
scientific revolution. When the magus had mastered all the 
correspondences in nature and the structure of the cosmos, 
he could manipulate nature and create objects. Yates 
quotes Tommaso Campanella who, in his Magia e Grazia, 
states that “Real artificial magic produces real effects, as 
when Architas made a flying dove.” 148  Knowing the 
(hidden) laws of nature was part of artificial magic or 
natural magic and not yet science as such. 

1.5.1.2.1.3.1.3 Mathematics and heliocentricity  

The early Pythagorean and the neo-Platonist traditions, 
revived in the search for the prisca theologia, were both 
strongly connected with the emergence and application of 
mathematics in the study of nature. The hermetic tradition 
of the Renaissance incorporating these two traditions into 
its framework, thus described the universe in 
metaphysical, numerological and geometrical terms, a 
trend which Henry Cornelius Agrippa (1486-1535) called 
mathematical magic in his second book of De occulta 
philosophia Libri tres (1533). Yates argues that this revival 
and use of mathematics and its application to the study of 
nature inspired Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo. Yates 
furthermore argues that the framework within which 
Copernicus developed his heliocentric theory was that of 
the hermetic tradition. In this connection she also argues 
that Copernicus was not the only one to operate within 
this framework; it was actually the common framework of 
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those days—a fact hitherto overlooked. 149  The prisca 
theologia tradition also had an influence on the shift from 
the Ptolemaic to the heliocentric worldview resulting from 
the influence of Egyptian sun worship and its 
accompanying imagery and wisdom.150  

1.5.1.2.1.3.1.4 Forces  

It has been argued that ideas in natural magic—such as the 
notion of sympathy, in which one object invisibly can act 
on another at a distance—played a role in the emergence of 
mechanics in relation to the physical sciences of nature. 
Although René Descartes’ mechanical view could avoid 
occult forces, Isaac Newton’s development of the idea of 
gravity might have been inspired by magic, as elaborated 
by Betty Dobbs in her works on the English mathematician 
and physicist.151  

1.5.1.2.1.3.2 Critique and post-Yatesian discussions  

Yates’s ideas did, of course, provoke many debates, some 
of which can be found in two articles by Robert S. 
Westman and J. E. McGuire, published together in 1977 
under the heading of Hermeticism and the Scientific 
Revolution.  

                                                
149  Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, p. 154; see 

also the following for a discussion: Edward Rosen, ‘Was 
Copernicus a Hermeticist?’, in Historical and philosophical 
perspectives of Science, ed. by R. H. Stuewer (Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1970), pp. 163-71. 

150  Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, pp. 151-56. 
151  Betty Jo Teeter Dobbs, The Janus faces of genius: The role of 

alchemy in Newton’s thought, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), pp. 1-18, 166-68, 210-12. 
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Among the critics of Yates’s work is Mary Hesse, who 
argued for a rationalistic and internal, more or less, 
positivist view of the history of science and thus generally 
denied any influence from the hermetic tradition. The 
history of science is the history of the development of 
rational thought and therefore, she argued, it is not 
necessary to show interrelations between the irrational and 
the rational.152 

In line with Hesse Brian Vickers in his influential 
introduction to Occult & Scientific Mentalities in the 
Renaissance (1984) launched a crucial critique of the Yates 
thesis. Vickers writes, “It would be disingenuous of me not 
to make clear that I find the Yates thesis almost wholly 
unfounded.”153 Vickers argues, on the now outdated basis 
of A. J. Festugiére’s analysis, that Hermeticism—contrary 
to the view of Yates—had no special or unique features but 
was a mixture of various Hellenistic currents and therefore 
could not have had any unique impact on the 
Renaissance.154 Vickers further argues that neo-Platonism 
was the main conceptual framework in which 
Hermeticism and the occult sciences found their coherence 

                                                
152  Robert S. Westman, ‘Magical Reform and Astronomical 

Reform: The Yates Thesis Reconsidered’, in Hermeticism and 
the Scientific Revolution, ed. by Robert S. Westman and J. E. 
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pp. 5-91 (p. 9); see also Mary Hesse, Revolution & 
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in the Renaissance, ed. by Brian Vickers (Cambridge: 
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during the Renaissance.155 Neo-Platonism and the occult 
sciences themselves are thus fundamentally different from 
science proper, according to Vickers; consequently science 
did not arise out of the hermetic tradition. These two 
fundamentally different traditions—occult science and 
non-occult science—may have influenced each other 
throughout history, but they were never identical to each 
other.156 Vickers takes up the slightly outdated mentality 
theory, as discussed earlier, and applies it in order to make 
a distinction between the occult and the non-occult 
sciences. The crucial point for Vickers is to examine how 
the two incompatible and different traditions have 
influenced each other; he therefore does not deny the 
importance of the occult tradition, as the positivists did, 
but maintains that there is a fundamental difference 
between their ways of thinking.157 

The occult way of thinking operates in a closed system 
and can be compared to traditional thought systems as 
they are found in pre-modern cultures.158 In much the 
same way as Evans-Pritchard discovered with the 
worldview of the Azande,159 the occult way of thinking is 
made up of a web of interdependent elements, which 
creates a self-contained whole:160 if one element is removed 
then the whole web breaks down. The occult sciences have 
therefore kept a certain stability and have in many ways 
remained static throughout history, in contrast to the more 

                                                
155  Vickers, ‘Introduction’, p. 3. 
156  Vickers, ‘Introduction’, p. 6. 
157  Vickers, ‘Introduction’, pp. 7-8, 13. 
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open-ended scientific mentality, which continually directs 
critique towards itself and therefore constantly evolves 
into new theories through history.161 The occult mentality 
looks to the ideal and divine wisdom of the past much in 
the same way as traditional societies do, whereas the 
scientific mentality looks to the future for a more accurate 
knowledge of nature based on a continually refined 
production of knowledge. 162  Furthermore, the scientific 
tradition ideally rests on the humble view that we cannot 
know everything right away, whereas the occult sciences 
display a totalizing behavior by often claiming that occult 
knowledge encompasses everything.163 

The scientific mentality and the occult mentality also 
differ in terms of language use. With the occult mentality, 
language and reality have an intimate relationship and 
cannot be separated. Words are linked to the things they 
represent; one can therefore manipulate reality through the 
use of words and numbers, whereas with the scientific 
mentality, language and reality exist independently of one 
another. Words are used to describe reality, but the 
relations of the words to reality are arbitrary or made 
up.164 According to Vickers, the occult mentality mistakes 
analogy for identity just as Tylor and Frazer claimed in the 
19th and early 20th centuries.165 

Another critique Vickers directs against Yates’s ideas 
is that neo-Platonists and “all occultists” were never 
interested in nature or matter for its own sake, as it was 
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regarded as the source of evil.166 This challenges the very 
attitude towards nature that Yates found stemming 
directly from the Corpus Hermeticum. However, reading 
more recent works—The Modern Age and the Recovery of 
Ancient Wisdom: A Reconstruction of Historical Consciousness, 
1459-1650 (1991) and Sacralizing the Secular: The Renaissance 
Origins of Modernity (1989)—by Stephen McKnight on this 
issue of sacralized nature that generally support the 
assumptions of Yates, one might not be so easily 
persuaded by Vickers. 

The task of the historian of science when it comes to 
the occult is, according to Vickers, much the same as that 
of the anthropologist: to understand and interpret the 
signs, symbols and languages of other mentalities or alien 
belief systems.167 And when faced with the problem of 
why some great thinkers displayed characteristics of both 
mentalities at the same time, then “The problem of the 
modern historians is to understand how such men were 
able to operate simultaneously within two traditions that 
have become generally recognized as incompatible since, 
say, the first generation after Newton.” 168  As Vickers 
recognizes, it is no longer valid to perceive early scientists 
and occultists as two well-defined and distinct groups of 
people, as the positivists did,169 since now the context 
clearly shows otherwise through the historical studies 
made by Yates and others. But Vickers still maintains that 
“the error, […], lies in arguing that the occult sciences in 
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the Renaissance were productive of ideas, theories and 
techniques in the new sciences.”170 

He still thinks that it is possible to distinguish science 
from non-science, even though this sharp distinction did 
not exist in the 15th and 16th centuries.171 A historian cut 
from the same cloth as Vickers would persist in asking 
why a scientist like John Dee, for example, also dabbled 
with magic, even though, from another perspective, Dee 
dabbled with magic and science, because no sharp 
distinction between the two existed for him or other like-
minded people at that time. This is not the place to 
historically disprove Vickers, but simply to discuss his 
views. His views will, however, be challenged further in 
later volumes of this series dealing with the history of 
Western esotericism, but as will be shown below in section 
1.5.1.3 on post-modern historiography, the question, as to 
what science is, has changed. It even becomes questionable 
whether or not science is that different from thinking in 
analogy and the mentality theory itself is dismantled, since 
the question of ways of thinking is viewed primarily from 
sociological causes as G.E.R. Lloyd has shown in his 
Demystifying Mentalities (1990). 
                                                
170  Vickers, ‘Introduction’, p. 44. 
171  For further details on the different approaches to science and 
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see Allen G. Debus, The Chemical Philosophy: Paracelsian science 
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Other more general points of critique one could raise 
are, in brief, that even though magic and science seem to 
share family resemblances as Yates pointed out, this is not 
enough to prove that science evolved out of magic. There 
is simply not enough evidence to show any direct causal 
connection between magic and science. First of all the 
hermetic tradition might have been involved with 
mathematics, astronomy, dominion over nature, 
experimentation, etc., but nothing new was discovered 
within this framework. Among the hermeticists only 
Giordano Bruno contributed anything new to Copernican 
thought, whereas the rest of the hermeticists kept on 
following of the geocentric system as expounded in 
astrology. Secondly, the fact that the revival of magic took 
place almost at the same time as the scientific revolution 
does not conclude that they are causally connected. Many 
elements of the hermetic tradition had existed in earlier 
periods, such as classical antiquity—why did the scientific 
revolution not begin then? The scientific revolution could 
as easily have been provoked by other cultural elements 
such as the Reformation, humanistic criticism, 
secularization, the advance of literacy, solutions to the 
economic crisis, solutions to religious wars, solutions to 
the famines and plagues, etc. 

In conclusion, it is important to state that even though 
critique of the Yates thesis exists it is now marginal. No 
matter how much or how little credence one gives to the 
influence of the hermetic tradition on the scientific 
revolution of the 16th and 17th centuries, it is no longer 
possible to deny its cultural importance, as the positivists 
once did. The primary discussion now surrounds the 
degree of influence the hermetic tradition or Hermeticism 
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has had on the development of modern science and the 
ways in which this effect was demonstrated.  

With increased knowledge of the sources and texts of 
both the greater and lesser known scientists of the period 
of the scientific revolution, the definition of science itself as 
empirical, rational or experimental is difficult to maintain, 
as such notions exclude much of the complexity involved 
in the thought of the period. It has also become more 
difficult to distinguish between the rational and the 
irrational—between science and the hermetic tradition—
and consequently to assess the importance of the 
discoveries and achievements coming out of this age. But 
as we move into the post-modern era it becomes 
increasingly important to avoid old positivist categories 
and assumptions regarding the history of science of the 
16th and 17th centuries. Frances Yates did, in fact, not 
move completely beyond positivist categories in her own 
work. She still argued for the development and 
advancement of science and she talked about the hermetic 
tradition as if it were one thing, one movement or body of 
thought, notions that have come to be called the Yates 
paradigm by Wouter J. Hanegraaff: a paradigm that now is 
challenged by post-modern thought and new 
developments in the study of Western esotericism.172 

In sum the challenge to positivist historiography 
stimulated by the examination of neglected contextual 
history, such as the hermetic tradition and its influence on 
the scientific revolution, was one more step leading to the 
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development of Western esotericism as an academic field. 
Esotericism had become tangibly situated within serious 
historical and cultural studies. 

1.5.1.3 POSTMODERNIST HISTORY OF SCIENCE 
The initial challenge the positivists met in the 1960s and 
1970s evolved in the 1980s and 1990s into what most often 
is termed the post-modern or post-structuralist paradigm. 

One of the most famous statements of this position is 
Jean-Francois Lyotard’s book La Condition postmoderne: 
Rapport sur le savoir (The Postmodern Condition), first 
published in 1979, in which he denies “the existence of any 
pattern on which to base our conception of a true theory or 
a just society.”173 This same line of thought is evident in 
Michel Foucault’s (1926-1984) discourse theory, Jacques 
Derrida’s (1930-2004) theory of deconstruction and Pierre 
Bourdieu’s (1930-2002) ideas of social constructions. 

To put it briefly, discourse theory argues that all 
knowledge systems contain an inherent form of 
argumentation, which is structured in relation to power. A 
discourse constructs reality in such a way that certain 
things have more value than others; some things are more 
legal than others, more true than others, etc. Within one 
religion, for example, reality as the totality of things is 
structured in a specific way, which would not be correct 
within another discourse or religion. Unraveling and 
revealing the structure of a discourse is the purpose of 

                                                
173  Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on 

Knowledge, trans. by Geoffrey Bennington and Brian Massumi 
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), p. 3. 
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discourse analysis.174 Deconstruction is similarly a method 
of analyzing how systems of knowledge or human 
thinking function and how we construct reality. Derrida 
has, for example, shown how the specific way of thinking 
in the West—since Plato through modernity to the post-
modern era—has been structured around what he called 
logo-centrism. Logo-centrism implies a center of absolute 
meaning whereas in the post-modern era absolute 
meaning is shown to be an illusion. There is no absolute 
meaning only the individually constructed meaning. 
Meaning is infinitely suspended until the subject chooses 
to end the suspension and construct meaning. Since there 
is no universally valid system of meaning, no one system 
can, nor should, judge the value and truth of another 
system. This generally leads us to theories with social 
constructionist tendencies. If there is no universal system 
of absolute truth, where then is the cause of a system of 
meaning? A system of meaning is a social construct and 
different people live in their own social realities. 
Postmodernism, especially with its emphasis on the 
sociological nature and cause of science, completely 
changed the picture of both what science is and the history 
of science. Science was, and still is, in some academic 
camps conceived as a social construct belonging to a 
specific social context, either established as a tool in the 
quest for power or due to a specific way of thinking. There 
are no extra-discursive objects. By viewing science as a 
social construct, the history of science now focused on the 
context and reception of scientific ideas instead of the 
discoveries themselves and the justification of theories and 

                                                
174  For more details on discourse theory, see the second book in 
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facts. Furthermore, science was considered to be located in 
texts, people, and institutions and in the rhetorical, 
political, and ideological aspects involved in the formation 
of knowledge. 

Since a theory is only a construct, influenced by a 
range of sociological factors, a number of anti-theoreticist 
interpretive strategies arose. Theories are like universals 
(abstract concepts): they connect individual entities into a 
framework, but the framework is not actually real—only a 
mental/cognitive construct in this nominalistic view. 
Reality became a fragmented something to be judged on its 
own account or evaluated from sociological causes and 
pluralistic interconnections. 

The post-modern history of science changed the earlier 
paradigms of development. Whereas positivists argued for 
a rising line of development or one of diachronicity, the 
post-positivists argued for synchronicity or a horizontal 
line. Post-modern historiography, however, argues for a 
principle of spontaneity in each and all of the single, 
fragmented elements, which make up history. All overall 
patterns are dissolved and the main concern is now an 
array of individual and specific situations or a total 
plurality. 

With such post-modern views of knowledge and 
science, and the resulting new tools of self-criticism it 
became—and still is—more difficult to construct 
categories, make divisions, develop theories, construct 
narratives and interpret data. The borders and distinctions 
between different forms of mentalities and between 
religion, science, occultism, magic, and philosophy are 
increasingly dismantled as dubious. We cannot speak of 
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these categories as closed and well-defined identities or 
historical entities because they consist of many 
individuals, or people, who operated in many modalities 
and forms of knowledge at one and the same time.175 As an 
example of the post-modern condition we can look more 
closely at the distinction between occult and scientific 
mentalities as expounded by Brian Vickers (1984). As 
shown earlier, Vickers argued that there is an occult 
mentality and a scientific mentality and that these two 
mentalities are mutually incompatible. However, post-
modern scholars, such as Geoffrey Lloyd and Stanley J. 
Tambiah, have argued against such sharp distinctions 
between mentalities based on post-modern tools of 
analysis, which focus more on social contexts, realities and 
pluralities of knowledge modalities than on categorical 
distinctions. 

Lloyd, for example, has shown in his book 
Demystifying mentalities that mentalities or psychological 
patterns are inapplicable and unsuitable because they 
often are founded on unproved biased presumptions and 
that it is more advisable to analyze contexts of 
communication or sociological structures. Several so called 
mentalities can coexist, he argues, in the same person or 
culture and do therefore not need to be mutually 
exclusive.176 Mentalities should not be viewed as natural 
categories, but as interpretations and categorizations we 
make. We should therefore avoid making categories that 
are too stiff and mutually exclusive categories because 
many people often think in several different modes at the 

                                                
175  For further details see book two in this series. 
176  Geoffrey E. R. Lloyd, Demystifying Mentalities (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 92-94. 
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same time or at least they often think in different modes of 
thought in different contexts. 

This is also what Tambiah argued in his article 
‘Relations of analogy and identity: toward multiple 
orientations to the world’.177 He criticizes the idea held by 
Vickers that only the occult mentality mistakes analogy for 
identity. Tambiah uses cases of flag burning as an example 
of how we moderns often take analogy as identity. Most 
people actually often shift between distinct contexts and 
modes of thought without any difficulty, operating in 
different modalities of experience or modes of thought in 
varying situations. At least on the every day operational 
level, most people do not follow Saussure’s division 
between the signifier and the signified and do not take the 
relation of the two to each other to be arbitrary, but real. 
There are laws, for example, which prohibit flag burning in 
the USA because the flag (signifier) is considered to 
actually represent the government of the country or the 
country itself (signified). 

With these pluralistic and non-categorical post-
modern stances, the history of science can no longer be 
viewed as the development of clear and distinct ways of 
thought or as an interplay of well-defined modes of 
thought: a problem which also manifests itself in the 
consolidation of Western esotericism as an academic 
discipline. 178  The crucial question is how does one 

                                                
177  S. J. Tambiah, 'Relations of analogy and identity: toward 

multiple orientations to the world', in Modes of thought 
Explorations in Culture and Cognition, ed. by D. R. Olson and 
N. Torrance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 
pp. 34-52. 

178  This will be shown in the second book in the present series.  
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construct a field of research with well-defined borders, 
when such borders are open to all the fallacies, false 
categories and constructions that post-modern theorists 
have identified in earlier paradigms of science?  

1.5.2 Conclusion  
The historical rediscovery and exploration of the hermetic 
tradition has been important not only for a better 
understanding of the history of science, but also for 
consequently initiating serious historical study of Western 
esotericism, a crucial step towards the eventual 
consolidation of Western esotericism as an academic 
field.179 

Furthermore, it is reasonable to conclude that the 
hermetic tradition was initially ignored and written out of 
history, in conformity with positivist ideals. But changes in 
the overall paradigms of historical theory and method 
gradually brought the hermetic tradition to light through 
pioneering and controversial contextual studies. 

When the general framework of the hermetic tradition 
was at last unearthed and drawn up, scholars soon 
realized the vastness of the field and how difficult it was to 
demarcate and separate it from science, as regularly 
understood. This led to heated discussions regarding the 
relationship between the hermetic tradition and science, or 
the irrational and the rational, which not only contributed 
to our understanding of the nature of esotericism, but the 
discussions themselves also gradually became dissolved 
by post-modern histories or theories of plurality—
expanding the entire scope of Western culture.  

                                                
179  See the second book in this series. 
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Studies of the hermetic tradition thus contributed to 
further academic study of hitherto unknown historical 
currents in Western culture and established an empirical 
basis on which later scholars could stand. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1.6 

_____________ 

THE STUDY OF 
MYSTICISM—A 
FORERUNNER OF 

WESTERN ESOTERICISM 
The academic study of mysticism runs parallel to many of 
the other developments dealt with in the previous chapters 
and is equally important for a better understanding of the 
development of the academic study of Western 
esotericism.  

Despite numerous scholarly volumes on mysticism, 
this subject is not an easy one to grasp. This chapter on 
mysticism is not intended to be an exhaustive treatment of 
the subject, but a broad outline intended to give the reader 
a sense of what the academic study of mysticism entails 
and how it has developed. It will also briefly discuss how 
the study of mysticism is closely connected to Western 
esotericism. Finally, this chapter will address the way in 
which studies of mysticism has helped uncover Western 
esotericism and thereby led implicitly to the development 
of Western esotericism as a field in its own right. 

In common use, mysticism has been and still is related 
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to all that which is strange and beyond logic. This 
convention stems from the rationalist Enlightenment 
movement, which regarded all that which seemed to be 
beyond reason as mystical. Esotericism, occultism, magic, 
etc. were for a long time all viewed as mysticism. 
Mysticism has furthermore been related to transcendental 
and spiritual experiences of the soul’s union with god (unio 
mystica) or, in more New Age terms, to states of expanded 
consciousness and expanded reality. Distinctions have 
been made between Jewish mysticism, Christian mysticism 
and Islamic mysticism in the West and the many Eastern 
mysticisms. On the other hand, it has been argued that all 
mysticisms are the same in essence. There is mystical 
theology, mystical philosophy and mystical art. In modern 
scholarly discourse mysticism constitutes a spectrum that 
stretches from religious experience to a specific use of 
language. Mysticism might even be considered that which 
is beyond language, as the philosopher Ludwig 
Wittgenstein (1889-1951) argued in his Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus (1921-1922). 180  Clearly, the term mysticism 
involves a number of implications. 

The word mysticism itself comes from the Greek muo 
meaning “to close”, probably referring to the lips or the 
eyes; the original sense was perhaps “one vowed to keep 
silence”, or “one initiated into mysteries”.181 

Scholarly study of mysticism is not old; it is about the 
same age as the study of magic and religion. One of the 
                                                
180  Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (London: 

Routledge & Kegan Paul LTD, 1958 [1922]), 6.522, p. 187. 
181  Marvin W. Meyer, The Ancient Mysteries: A Sourcebook of 

Sacred Texts (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1999 [1987]), pp. 4-5. 
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first to give mysticism a comprehensive treatment was 
Evelyn Underhill (1875-1941) in her many books on the 
subject, among which her book Mysticism (1911) stands out 
as a classic in the field. By 1930, a mere nineteen years after 
its initial publication, it saw a twelfth revised edition. The 
study of mysticism is one of those academic fields that has 
received an increasing interest partly due to the 
mainstream Occult Revival during the early 20th century. 
Underhill was influenced by A. E. Waite (1857-1942), an 
influential participant of the Occult Revival who himself 
was part mystic, part scholar and published some 
fundamental studies on both mysticism and magic, such as 
The Occult Sciences (1891), Studies in Mysticism (1906), The 
Way of Divine Union (1915), Lamps of Western Mysticism 
(1923) and translations of the works of Eliphas Levi. 

During Underhill’s time mysticism was primarily 
viewed from an essentialist perspective, a view Underhill 
herself shared. Mysticism—mainly regarded in terms of 
the mystical experience of union with the divine and the 
way which led to that union—was thus regarded as 
fundamentally the same all over the world and in all ages. 
Mysticism seems to have different forms, but this variation 
only occurs because the mystical experiences are expressed 
in their own characteristic cultural dress, even though 
fundamentally mysticism remains one and the same thing. 

Underhill was also one of the first who tried to 
distinguish mysticism from other traditions hitherto 
confused with mysticism such as magic and occultism.182 

                                                
182  Evelyn Underhill, Mysticism: A Study in the Nature and 

Development of Man’s Spiritual Consciousness, 3rd rev. edn 
(London: Methuen & Co. LTD., 1930 [1911]), pp. 149-164. 
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In some ways magic and mysticism are similar but they 
represent opposite poles.183 To Underhill, magic springs 
from an intellectual, scientific temperament. She therefore 
primarily regarded it as a mental discipline for 
strengthening the will and united it with the intellect as it 
was a means to gain higher knowledge.184 Mysticism, on 
the other hand, springs from a religious temperament, 
which seeks divine union—the highest object of love 
attained by uniting the will with the emotions.185 

The distinction between magic and mysticism is no 
longer easy to make or uphold, in much the same way as 
today a distinction between religion and magic would be a 
difficult task to attempt, but it helped Underhill 
disentangle mysticism from the Enlightenment 
conglomeration of occultism, magic and mysticism. Even 
though her distinction seems highly biased in favour of 
what she calls “true mysticism” or “the science of 
ultimates” in contrast to magic, which not only fails to 
fulfil the deepest craving of the soul but is defined as 
“merely” a system to satisfy curiosity,186 on the positive 
side Underhill’s attempt to distinguish magic/occultism 
from mysticism did precede later scholars of Western 
esotericism in her delineation of the fundamental 
principles of magic/occultism. These principles are (1) the 
presence of a universal agent, (2) the unlimited latency and 
power of the will of the adept or magus, and (3) the 

                                                
183  Underhill, Mysticism, p. 70. 
184  Underhill, Mysticism, pp. 71, 152-53, 157. Underhill is 

highly influenced by A. E. Waite and Eliphas Levi’s 
definitions of magic. 

185  Underhill, Mysticism, pp. 71, 82. 
186  Underhill, Mysticism, p. 151. 
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doctrine of analogy.187 Her depiction of magic as a path to 
“higher knowledge” is also what Kocku von Stuckrad 
would later identify as a central dimension of the esoteric 
discourse.188 

Underhill also focused on the relationship between 
mysticism and theology and the former’s use of 
symbolism. To Underhill the mystics faithfully use the 
theology of their religious tradition as a map for their 
spiritual experiences. Sometimes their experiences, 
however, move into unexplored territory on the map. 
These adventures beyond the pale often lead to a rich use 
of symbols both to explain the experiences and to interpret 
the theology of the religious tradition.189 Underhill used a 
conventional comparative typological strategy to explore 
the “psychological similarities” of various mystical texts 
from around the world and from there deduced five 
fundamental stages on the way towards the mystical 
experience, which she maintained to be common to all 
mystics and therefore an essential feature of mysticism 
itself.190 

                                                
187  Underhill, Mysticism, p. 154-61. 
188  See more on this in the second book of the present series. 
189  Underhill, Mysticism, pp. 95-148. We will in the next 
chapter meet the great Kabbalah scholar, Gershom 
Scholem, who formulated his view of Jewish mysticism 
just a little after Underhill and find reminiscences of this 
view of mysticism, theology and symbolism. 

190  Underhill, Mysticism, pp. 168-70, 444-51. It is to be noted 
that while Underhill seems to regard her typology as a 
conventional scheme in the introduction to the mystic way 
she on the other hand seems to talk about the mystical 
way scheme as a natural law for the development of 
higher psychological states in the conclusion to her work.  
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The five stages on the mystic way are as follows: 

(1) Awakening 
(2) Purification 
(3) Illumination 
(4) the Dark Night of the Soul 

(5) Unio Mystica or the mystical union191 

In Underhill’s view the mystic thus sets out on a 
psychological path, which moves the consciousness of the 
mystic through these five stages until the final mystical 
experience is attained. 

In 1957 R. C. Zaehner (1913-1974) published a book on 
mysticism under the title Mysticism, Sacred and Profane 
wherein he argues, contrary to Underhill, that religious 
context is a determining factor for the actual mystical 
experience and that different religious frameworks lead to 
separate and distinct experiences. To account for this view, 
he constructed a typological scheme for understanding 
mysticism comparatively—as Underhill did—but its aim 
was very different from that of Underhill’s. Presumably 
drawing on his Catholic background he organized his 
typological taxonomy of mysticism and mystical 
experience(s) into the following categories: (1) nature 
mysticism, (2) monistic mysticism, and (3) theistic 
mysticism. This classification made it possible for him to 
secure “true Christian mysticism” at the apex in contrast to 
“strange oriental forms of mysticism” or even mystical 
drug experiences. 

Nature mysticism relates to mystical experiences of the 
unity of the world. Here the mystic experiences the 
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oneness of all but not the real unio mystica, because nature 
mysticism and the oneness-of-all experience have no 
theistic content. Monistic mysticism relates to experiences 
of the soul contemplating itself in its own essence. The 
mystic experiences total isolation and complete 
detachment. The personality might also experience unity 
with the soul or first spirit but still not the real unio mystica, 
because there are no theistic elements in these experiences. 
Theistic mysticism is, contrary to monistic mysticism, the 
experience of complete loss of self in union with God in 
divine love. This is the highest form of mysticism. By 
establishing this scheme Zaehner was able to categorize 
various mystical experiences, found in the many great 
religions around the world, according to their doctrines 
and expressions, classifying their contents and thereby 
moving beyond Underhill’s essentialism. 

Walter Terence Stace (1886-1967), the British 
philosopher, challenged the views of Zaehner in his works 
Mysticism and Philosophy (1960) and The Teachings of the 
Mystics (1960). Stace thinks it is important to make a 
division between the mystical experience itself and its 
interpretation into language. Various forms of mysticism 
or the mystical experience differ from each other only 
because their mediation, when expressed, is different. In 
short, Stace concludes that mysticism actually can exist 
independently of organised religious contexts even though 
it tends to be associated with such contexts.192 

                                                
192  W. T. Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy (London: Macmillan 

Press LTD., 1989 [1960]), p. 343. These discussions on 
whether mysticism or mystical experience is something in 
itself or not will later mirror itself in the study of Western 
esotericism as to whether or not esotericism is something 
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To Stace, a mystic is thus a person who has had a true 
mystical experience, not just a vision or an insight193 since 
these are still sensual experiences. The true mystical 
experience is non-sensual (i.e. pure, Stace could therefore 
be called a purist) and an apprehension of the One.194 He 
also sought to distinguish mysticism from occultism and 
parapsychology or other extraordinary phenomena—as he 
called them, just as Underhill had done, following the 
tendency to separate mysticism from occultism or 
esotericism even though both subjects treat many of the 
same texts and people.195 

Regarding mystical experience and its practitioners, 
Stace found evidence for classifying these into two main 
types, both of which focus on an apprehension of the One. 
He calls them: 1. the extrovertive and 2. the introvertive. 
The introvertive mystic, who is the most common type, 
turns his focus inwards and there experiences unity and 
the One, whereas the extrovertive type of mystic finds 
unity in the outer world, which through the mystic 
experience has been transformed into one unity or the One 
that shines through everything.196 These two types can in a 
way be correlated with Zaehner’s nature mysticism 

                                                                                              
in itself or whether it is culture/history bound. The second 
book in the present series will examine this issue and find 
that the reason for such discussions is to be found in the 
philosophical framework on which the theories are based 
such as realism/universalism vs. 
nominalism/particularism. 

193  W. T. Stace, The Teachings of the Mystics: Selections (New 
York: Mentor Books, 1960), pp. 9, 10-12. 

194  Stace, The Teachings of the Mystics, pp. 14-15. 
195  Stace, The Teachings of the Mystics, pp. 10-11. 
196  Stace, The Teachings of the Mystics, pp. 15-18. 
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(extrovertive) and monistic mysticism (introvertive). 

In his Mysticism and Philosophy, Stace also finds two 
typical descriptions of the absolute. The positive type 
describes the mystical experience as a plenum, the total 
union with God, the absolute or the source of all being, a 
state of fullness. The negative type, by contrast, tends to 
describe the mystical experience as vacuum, a total 
annihilation, void, emptiness, extinction, destruction of the 
ego, or simply as the experience of non-being, also called 
mors mystica in the Latin tradition.197 

The essentialist outlook and typological studies of 
mysticism in general were and still are seriously 
challenged by the context and constructivist based 
approach developed by Steven Katz in his main 
publications Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis (1978), 
Mysticism and Religious Traditions (1983), Mysticism and 
Language (1992), and Mysticism and Sacred Scripture (2000). 

In his article “Language, Epistemology and 
Mysticism” (1978), the central question, Katz explores, is 
whether or not mystical experiences are culture bound. 
Katz finds that all mystical experiences are culture bound 
because they are determined by the conceptual framework 
and context in which they are experienced. A Christian 
mystic will have Christian mystical experiences and a 
Jewish mystic will have Jewish mystical experiences 
expressed in Jewish mystical and theological concepts. The 
mystical experiences therefore lose all their meaning and 
significance when they are taken out of their specific 
cultural or traditional contexts. 

                                                
197  See Stace, Philosophy and Mysticism, p. 163. 
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Katz’s project is thus more “a plea for the recognition 
of differences” in the study of mysticism, than a strict 
definition of the subject.198 Katz also wanted to move away 
from the phenomenological-typological studies of 
mysticism because “forcing multifarious and extremely 
variegated forms of mystical experience into improper 
interpretative categories” makes one “lose sight of the 
fundamental important differences between the data 
studied”.199 

Katz therefore not only rejects the idea that all 
mystical experiences are the same in essence but asserts 
that the term “mysticism” should be used as “shorthand 
for a list of independent mystical traditions, Buddhist, 
Hindu, Sufi, Christian, Jewish, etc”.200 

Even though Katz applies a strictly contextual view, 
he still regards mysticism in terms of mystical experience 
as his predecessors did. To Katz these mystical experiences 
should just not be classified in a typological scheme but 
rather studied independently in their proper contexts in 
which the conditions of such mystical experiences can be 
found. Katz thus claims, contrary to Stace, that there is no 
pure, unmediated mystical experience, because—as is his 
working hypothesis throughout most of his work—all 
mystics and all humans in general experience reality 

                                                
198  Steven T. Katz, ‘Language, Epistemology and Mysticism’, 
in  Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis, ed. by Steven T. 
Katz (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), p. 25. 

199  Katz, ‘Language, Epistemology and Mysticism’, p. 25. 
200  Steven T. Katz, ‘The ‘Conservative’ Character of 

Mysticism’ in Mysticism and Religious Traditions, ed. by 
Steven T. Katz (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), p. 
51. 



The Study of Mysticism—a Forerunner of Western Esotericism 

 
131

through a conceptual framework.201 

Whilst proponents of essentialist and contextualist 
approaches can, from a certain perspective, argue with 
each other ad infinitum, new approaches have emerged. 
Among others, we find the work of Michael Sells who, in 
his book Mystical Languages of Unsaying (1994), takes on a 
discursive approach, which can uncover the stylistic 
dynamics of mysticism without ontologically reducing 
mysticism to language. He simply wants to study 
mysticism at a level where it is possible to access the texts 
and language rather than the mystical experiences in 
themselves. 

Sells argues that mystics use a special kind of 
discourse to express themselves. They use language in a 
different way and on a different semantic level than 
ordinary uses of language, with its own peculiar logic and 
paradoxes. 202  The mystical discourse most often begins 
with an aporia, an unsolvable dilemma, stating that the 
transcendent is beyond concepts, yet they often seek to 
express the transcendent in concepts. According to Sells 
there are generally three solutions to this aporia: 

(1) Silence: one can simply express the inexpressible by 
an act of silence. 

(2) One can differentiate concepts: X as it is in itself 

                                                
201 Katz, ‘Language, Epistemology and Mysticism’, p. 26; 
Katz, ‘The ‘Conservative’ Character of Mysticism’, p. 5; 
Steven T. Katz, ‘Mystical Speech and Mystical Meaning’, 
in Mysticism and Language, ed. by Steven T. Katz (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 5. 

202  Michael A. Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying (Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994), p. 1-13. 
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and x as it is in the world. This creates a division of 
the world into stages and levels which can serve to 
rhetorically demonstrate the distinctness of the 
experience of the transcendent.  

(3) The aporia can be accepted as unsolvable and 
thereby also deny division/solution. However X 
can be demonstrated by a mystical discourse or use 
of language where language is used as a tool. 

With this characteristic form of discourse, solution 3, is 
similar to negative theology, which implies that the absolute 
can have no attributes. It is negative because the absolute 
is described in terms of what it is not instead of applying 
predicates to it for describing what it is. Negative theology 
does not completely embody Sells’s theory, but this sort of 
discourse with its linguistic regressus ad infinitum is the 
semantic force or dynamo for the apofatic discourse. 

Apofatic means “not to say” or “non saying” and is 
dependent upon kataphasis which means “to say”, because 
mystics “say” in order “not to say”. The apofatic discourse 
is central to Sells’s theory of mysticism because, in his 
analysis, mystic discourse uses this procedure of saying 
followed by un-saying (taking back what one just said) 
which creates an intense state of suspension of meaning, in 
order to open up for the all-inclusive meaning or total 
experience. Mystic texts, like Eckhart’s sermons, for 
example often proclaim: you are the all, you are the 
fullness—which is nothing. Here we see how the text says 
something and then unsays it again (i.e. X is Y and X is not 
Y). This constant shifting back and forth, suspending 
meaning or pulling the carpet away from under the feet of 
the reader will eventually lead to an abstract total meaning 
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event beyond regular semantics. When this total meaning 
event occurs in the consciousness of the reader, the goal 
has been reached and the intention of the discourse 
realised. By analysing the way mystics express themselves 
in texts one is thus able to avoid the problems of whether 
the mystical experience is real, pure, and universal or 
limited, conceptual, and context bound. One can simply 
comparatively study mystical discourses instead, since 
almost all study of mysticism must rely on texts in any 
case. 

There are, of course, many other approaches to 
mysticism. The sociological approach, for example studies 
the reasons why mysticism emerges in certain contexts and 
their relations to other social groups. The psychological 
approach studies mysticism with a focus on pathology. 
Others, with an interest in transpersonal psychology and 
abnormal aspects of the psyche, study the abnormal 
implications and psychic states of the mystical experience. 
Philosophically, mysticism has, among other things, been 
perceived as a certain kind of epistemology in which the 
subject seeks to become identical with or merge with the 
object. In this regard Antoine Faivre, in his Access to 
Western Esotericism (1994), argues in line with Underhill 
that a characteristic distinction between the mystic and the 
esotericist is generally that the esotericist is more 
interested in the intermediary levels of cosmos between 
the highest and the lowest and their correspondences, 
whereas the mystic attempts to avoid too much contact 
with intermediary levels in order to obtain the absolute 
experience or union, which is the primary goal.203 Much 

                                                
203  Antoine Faivre, Access to Western Esotericism (Albany, NY: 

SUNY Press, 1994), p. 12. 
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can undoubtedly still be done in order to better 
understand both mysticism and Western esotericism. Their 
interrelation can perhaps be found in Michael Sells’s 
second solution to the mystic aporia because, in this 
solution, the mystic strives to classify the cosmos and its 
many levels rather than not say anything about the 
cosmos; in other words, the mystic strives to use language 
as a tool for discourse. Generally, the tendency to neglect 
the cosmology of the mystics in favour of experience is 
what, in part, has been uncovered and balanced by 
scholars such as Faivre in the study of Western esotericism 
and Gershom Scholem in Jewish mysticism/Kabbalah—
even though Scholem, as we shall see in the next chapter, 
perhaps puts too much emphasis on the theosop-
hical/cosmological aspect. 

The academic study of mysticism has, in many ways, 
played a major role in the development of Western 
esotericism as an academic field. It has uncovered and 
studied many texts that equally belong to the domain of 
Western esotericism, such as the works of Jacob Boehme 
(1575-1624). It has also developed a methodology, which in 
part has been taken over by scholars of Western 
esotericism. The second book in the present series expands 
on the debt that the field of Western esotericism owes to 
the study of mysticism, as well as the shortcomings of 
focusing solely on the experiential aspect of mysticism. 
Consequently, the study of Western esotericism has 
facilitated a more complex view and understanding of the 
significance of many of the mystic/esoteric texts, instilling 
in them new life by focusing on cosmology, secrecy, 
imagination, theosophy, and discursive strategies. 

The first chair for the study of Western esotericism at 
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the Sorbonne (“Histoire de l'ésotérisme chrétien”), given to 
François Secret (1911-2003)—an influential scholar of 
Christian Kabbalah—in 1965, was in part dedicated to 
mysticism, and when Antoine Faivre was appointed his 
successor in 1979, the chair was entitled “History of 
Esoteric and Mystical Currents in Modern and 
Contemporary Europe”. Whereas Faivre, in part, has 
distanced Western esotericism from mysticism as 
experience, Arthur Versluis—another influential scholar of 
Western esotericism—has placed great emphasis on the 
vital importance of mysticism to the field of Western 
esotericism and thus sought to merge the two fields into 
one.204 

Clearly, the significant research conducted throughout 
the last one hundred years into the mystical dimensions of 
religion, the amount of material, (texts and people) relating 
to Western esotericism would not be as accessible or as 
enormous as it is now. While today in general, the 
academic study of mysticism and Western esotericism are 
still two more or less separate fields, it is conceivable they 
will be more closely combined—if not completely 
integrated—in the future. 
 

                                                
204  Versluis’s views on Western esotericism and mysticism will 

be discussed in greater details in the second book in the 
present series, but for details on Versluis’s recent views on 
the relation between mysticism and Western esotericism 
consult also Arthur Versluis, Magic and Mysticism: An 
Introduction to Western Esotericism (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, INC., 2007), pp. 1-6. 





1.7 

_____________ 

THE JEWISH KABBALAH 
IN THE ACADEMY 

Jewish Kabbalah, which most often is treated as a form of 
Jewish mysticism, is in many ways central to the field of 
Western esotericism. Many scholars of Western 
esotericism, such as Wouter J. Hanegraaff and Antoine 
Faivre, regard the Jewish Kabbalah as an influential factor 
in the history of Western esotericism, as is evinced by the 
section “Jewish influences” in the Dictionary of Gnosis and 
Western Esotericism (2005)—the standard reference work on 
Western esotericism. Some scholars, like Kocku von 
Stuckrad, even want to break down cultural barriers and 
include the entire spectrum of Jewish Kabbalah within the 
field of Western esotericism205 contrary to Antoine Faivre, 
who has only allowed Christian Kabbalah as a central 

                                                
205 Kocku von Stuckrad, Western Esotericism: A brief history of 

Secret Knowledge, trans. by Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke 
(London: Equinox Publishing Ltd, 2005), p. 1, see also pp. xi-
xii. 
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historical current of Western esotericism.206 Nonetheless, 
Jewish Kabbalah was established as an important 
academic field in the twentieth century, which has both 
inspired the development of Western esotericism in an 
academic context and initiated collaboration between 
scholars of both disciplines on several projects and 
conferences. 

The following will give a brief outline of how Jewish 
Kabbalah has been understood, defined, and studied from 
a scholarly viewpoint outside Jewish kabbalistic circles 
from the Renaissance until today, in order to give the 
reader an overview of the implications of the field and to 
show how the study of Jewish Kabbalah is related to the 
field of Western esotericism. 

1.7.1 Christian Cabala 
Christian cabala generally represents the study, 
interpretation, and evaluation of Jewish Kabbalah by 
Christians.207 Christian cabala, as it developed in humanist 

                                                
206 Antoine Faivre, ‘Questions of Terminology proper to the 

Study of Esoteric Currents in Modern and Contemporary 
Europe’, in Western Esotericism and the Science of Religion: 
Selected Papers presented at the 17th Congress of the International 
Association for the History of Religions Mexico City 1995, ed. by 
Antoine Faivre & Wouter J. Hanegraaff (Leuven: Peeters, 
1998), pp. 2-3; Antoine Faivre, Access to Western Esotericism 
(Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1994), p. 4; Antoine Faivre, 
Theosophy, Imagination, Tradition (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 
2000), pp. xiii, xiv. 

207 Main studies of Christian cabala include: Ernst Benz, Die 
christliche Kabbala: Ein Stiefkind der Theologie (Zu ̈rich: Rhein-
Verlag, 1958); Kabbalistes chretiens, ed. by Antoine Faivre 
(Paris: Albin Michel, 1979); Leon Gorny, La Kabbale juive et 
Cabale chretiennes (Paris: Pierre Belfond, 1977); François Secret,  
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circles during the Renaissance, represents the first decisive 
step towards historical and philological research into 
Jewish Kabbalah.208 In what Joseph Dan has called the first 
phase, the works of two humanist scholars, Pico della 
Mirandola (1463-1494) and Johann Reuchlin (1455-1522), 
especially stand out. These two scholars not only had some 
important Kabbalah texts translated from Hebrew into 
Latin for their own use, but also argued for the importance 
of Jewish learning in general. The concept of Kabbalah 
they used for selecting their texts was Kabbalah in the 
original Hebrew meaning as tradition, thus including not 
just the mystical developments that developed during the 
Middle Ages—which had been Kabbalah in the narrow 
sense—but actually most of “Jewish post-Biblical 
creativity”. 209  They regarded this material as a secret 
wisdom tradition, and their agenda for studying this 
tradition was in summary:  

(1) to find deeper truths within Christian theology 
                                                                                              

Le Zohar chez les kabbalistes chretiens de la Renaissance, (Paris: 
Durlarcher, 1958); François Secret, Les Kabbalistes chretiens de 
la Renaissance, rev. and enlarged edn (Milano: Arché Milano, 
1985); François Secret, Hermetisme et Kabbale (Napoli: 
Bibliopolis, 1992); Joseph L. Blau, Christian Interpretation of the 
Cabala in the Renaissance (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1944); The Christian Kabbalah: Jewish Mystical Books and 
Their Christian Interpreters, ed. by Joseph Dan (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard College Library, 1997); Allison Coudert, The 
Impact Of The Kabbalah In The Seventeenth Century (Leiden: 
Brill, 1998). 

208 See Moshe Idel, Kabbalah New Perspectives (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1988), p. 2. 

209  Joseph Dan, ‘Jewish Influences III: “Christian Kabbalah” in 
the Renaissance’ in Dictionary of Gnosis and Western 
Esotericism, ed. by Wouter J. Hanegraaff (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 
pp. 638-39. 
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itself  

(2) to show that esoteric teachings found within 
Judaism correspond to fundamental Christian 
teachings and  

(3) to convert the Jews to Christianity  

Their major works in this connection include 
Conclusiones philosophicae, cabalasticae et theologicae (1486), 
and Heptaplus (1489) by Pico and De Verbo Mirifico (1494) 
and De Arte Cabalistica (1517) by Reuchlin. Pico actually 
wrote, in his magical conclusion (thesis 9>9), which was 
sent to Rome with the rest of his 900 theses, “Nulla est 
scientia quae nos magis certificet de diuinitate 

Christi_quam magia et cabala.”210 

The ideas of Pico and Reuchlin are, of course, to be 
understood within the framework of Marsilio Ficino (1433-
1499) and the Prisca Theologia tradition, which generally 
argued in accordance with Renaissance conceptions of 
history that once there existed a divine wisdom among the 
ancients: a wisdom which can be traced in ancient 
Platonism, Hermeticism, Orphism, and the Oracula.211 To 
these ancient traditions Pico added the Jewish Kabbalah as 
an essential part, and Reuchlin continued this trend. 

A couple of centuries later, in a similar vein and with 

                                                
210 “There is no science that assures us more of the divinity of 
Christ than magic and Cabala”; see Syncretism in the West: 
Pico’s 900 Theses, trans. and ed. Farmer, S. A. (Tempe, AZ: 
MRTS, 1998 [1486]), pp. 496-97. 

211 On the Prisca Theologia tradition, see D. P. Walker, The Ancient 
Theology: Studies in Christian Platonism from the Fifteenth to the 
Eighteenth Century (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
1972). 
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the same agenda in mind, we find what Joseph Dan has 
called the second phase of the Christian studies of 
Kabbalah. This phase coalesced around the circle of the 
Cambridge Platonists in the seventeenth century. This 
circle included Henry More (1614-1687), Ralph Cudworth 
(1617-1688), Anne Conway (1631-1679) and was connected 
with F. M. van Helmont (1614-1698) and Christian Knorr 
von Rosenroth (1631-1689). In collaboration with members 
of the Cambridge Circle Rosenroth produced the, to date, 
most compendious translation of Kabbalistic material into 
Latin under the title Kabbala Denudata or Kabbalah Unveiled 
(1677-1684). This collection included much material from 
the Zohar, a source which the earlier Christian cabbalists, 
with perhaps the exception of Guillaume Postel (1510-
1581), had not used directly, even though it can be 
considered the most central Kabbalah text compendium. 
The publication and translation of these texts had wide 
spread influence in the intellectual milieu of the day: an 
influence that followed its path all the way to a 
philosopher like Leibniz.212 

It is also to be noted that Christian or non-Jewish 
studies of Kabbalah were revived with the occult revival in 
the nineteenth century, moulded into what is now 
generally called the occult or hermetic Kabbalah. 213 

                                                
212 Allison Coudert, Leibniz and the Kabbalah (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 
1995). 

213 Some of the main works from this current which were 
positive towards Kabbalah, while Jewish scholarship itself 
was rather negative towards it, are Levi Eliphas Le Livre des 
Splendeurs (Paris, Chamuel, 1894); S. L. M. Mathers, The 
Kabbalah Unveiled (London: Redway, 1887); Papus, La Kabbale 
(Paris: G. Carré, 1892); W. W. Westcott, An Introduction to the 
Kabalah (London: J. M. Watkins, 1910); A. E. Waite, The 
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Whereas some of these books by the occultists are 
historical in their treatment of Kabbalah as a secret 
tradition, others relied more on Cornelius Agrippa’s (1533) 
construction of Kabbalah as a magical numerical system of 
correspondences that probably was derived from 
Reuchlin’s fusion of Kabbalah with Pythagoreanism. No 
matter what judgment one might want to apply to the 
kabbalistic endeavours of the occultists, they were very 
influential in promulgating this old and rather unknown 
lore to a much broader audience. 

1.7.2 Wissenschaft des Judentums 
Out of the Jewish enlightenment movement (Haskalah) first 
arose Verein für Cultur und Wissenschaft der Juden or Society 
for Jewish Culture and Knowledge founded by Eduard Gans 
around 1819. The main attempt of this society was to 
scientifically establish the Jewish people as an independent 
people and nation much as Johann G. Herder had done for 
the German people. According to Gans, Kabbalah did not 
belong to “the essence of Judaism” because it was an 
irrational expression of the Jewish consciousness.214 Next 
arose the Wissenschaft des Judentums movement, which in 
short was intended to be the scientific study of Judaism 
itself. This movement became quite influential in the 
nineteenth century. Scholars behind the movement, such 

                                                                                              
Doctrine and Literature of the Kabalah (London: Theosophical 
Publishing Society, 1902); A. E. Waite, The Secret Doctrine in 
Israel (London: William Rider and Son, 1913); A. E. Waite, The 
Holy Kabbalah (London: Williams and Norgate, 1929); Dion 
Fortune, The Mystical Qabbalah (London: Williams and 
Norgate, 1935). 

214 David Biale, Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah and Counter-History 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979), p. 18. 



The Jewish Kabbalah in the Academy 

 
143

as Leopold Zunz (1794-1886), Heinrich Graetz (1817-1891), 
and Moritz Steinschneider (1816-1907), re-evaluated 
Judaism in the light of science and wrote histories of 
Judaism from this perspective. These histories were, 
however, like most trends of the time an attempt to present 
Judaism as a rational religion. Consequently, as with the 
study of Western esotericism at the time and as Scholem 
was to argue later, Jewish mysticism and Kabbalah were 
dismissed as unimportant, marginal and irrational 
elements of Judaism.215 In Graetz’s opinion, Kabbalah was 
a bi-product, a mere reaction to the rationalisation of 
Judaism presented by medieval Jewish philosophy.216 

Some of the few, influential exceptions to this trend of 
dismissing Kabbalah were Adolph Franck’s (1809-1893) La 
Kabbale ou La Philosophie Religieuse des Hèbreux published in 
1843 and Christian D. Ginsburg’s (1831-1914) The Kabbalah: 
its Doctrines, Development, and Literature published in 1865. 
Even though the latter work presents Kabbalah in the light 
of the Kabbalists, Ginsburg himself was rather negative 
towards the subject in his subsequent articles and essays.217 

1.7.3 Gershom Scholem (1897-1982) 
Gershom Scholem is beyond doubt one of the most 
influential scholars of Jewish Kabbalah, especially because 
he succeeded in making the academic study of Kabbalah a 
legitimate and important part of the history of Judaism on 

                                                
215  Gershom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New 

York: Schocken Books, 1941), pp. ii, 1-3. 
216  Biale, Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah and Counter-History, pp. 22-
23. 

217  Don Karr, The Study of Christian Cabala in English, [e-article], 
www.digital-brilliance.com/kab/karr/ccinea.pdf, 2007, p. 24. 
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its own account. As Martin Buber (1878-1965) has 
remarked, “Only Gershom Scholem has created a whole 
academic discipline.”218 In much the same way as Scholem 
managed to make Kabbalah an academic field in the 
twentieth century, the scholars such as Antoine Faivre, 
Arthur Versluis, Pierre Riffard, Kocku Von Stuckrad and 
Wouter J. Hanegraaff, Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke among 
others, have worked to make Western esotericism an 
academic field in the study of Western history. Scholem’s 
work has in many ways been an inspiration and model for 
the establishment of Western esotericism.219 

Scholem’s thesis, which rightly has been called 
“counter historical”,220 was critical of and in some ways in 
contrast to the general trend of the Wissenschaft des 
Judentums and its treatment of Kabbalah. Scholem argued 
that Kabbalah has been important to Judaism and very 
influential in the evolution of Jewish history.221 This basic 

                                                
218  Quoted in Eliezer Schwied, Judaism and Mysticism according to 

Gershom Scholem (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press 1985), p. 1 (from 
Literatur und Kunst, 11 June 1967, Neue Zuricher Zeitung). 

219  Hanegraaff, ‘On The Construction of “Esoteric Traditions”’, 
pp. 47-52; Faivre, Access to Western Esotericism, p. 109. 

220 See Biale, Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah and Counter-History. 
221  Scholem, Major Trends, pp. ii, 1-3; Gershom Scholem, On the 

Kabbalah and its Symbolism (London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1965), p. 2; Schweid, Judaism and Mysticism according to 
Gershom Scholem, p. 21; Dan, Gershom Scholem and the Mystical 
Dimension of Jewish History (New York: New York University 
Press, 1987), pp. 20-37; Gershom Scholem, ‘Mitokh hirhurim 
al Hokhmat Israel’, in Devarim Be-go, Pirkey Morasha u-Tehiya 
(Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 1975); David Meyers, Re-Inventing the 
Jewish Past: European Jewish Intellectuals and the Zionist Return 
to History (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1995), pp. 155-57, 167-68; D. Abrams, ‘Defining Modern 
Academic Scholarship: Gershom Scholem and the 
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thesis is present throughout most of Scholem’s extensive 
studies,222 which all, more or less, are based on a strictly 
historical and empirical methodology. 223  Scholem thus 
wanted to rid himself of what he called the negatively 
biased attitude towards Kabbalah, found in the work of 
nineteenth century Jewish scholars and of the “humbug” 
of the nineteenth and early twentieth century occultist 
studies of Kabbalah in order to apply “the strict standards 
of historical research”.224 This was the task he appointed 
himself; but what exactly was Kabbalah in Scholem’s 
opinion? Scholem was inspired by theories of his day 
developed within the history of religions and naturally 
choose to view Kabbalah in the overall framework of 

                                                                                              
Establishment of a New (?) Discipline’, Journal of Jewish 
Thought and Philosophy, 9 (2000), 267-302; D. Abrams, 
‘Presenting and Representing Gershom Scholem: A Review 
Essay’, Modern Judaism, 20 (2000), 226-43; Steven M. 
Wasserstrom, Religion after Religion (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1999). As will be shown in the second book 
in the present book series, this argument is almost exactly the 
same as the counter-historical argument used by scholars of 
Western esotericism in relation to Western history (i.e. that 
esotericism in fact has been influential throughout Western 
culture). 

222  Scholem’s major studies generally include: (1) bibliographical 
and philological essays on a specific subject; (2) books on 
larger subjects, trends or history such as his The Origins of The 
Kabbalah (1987), Major trends in Jewish Mysticism (1941), and 
Sabbatai Sevi (1973); and (3) phenomenological essays 
analysing central motifs and categories. See Schweid, Judaism 
and Mysticism according to Gershom Scholem, pp. 13-14. 

223  Hanegraaff, ‘On the Construction of ‘Esoteric Traditions’, pp. 
47-52. 

224  Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 2-3. 
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mysticism.225 Had he lived today, he probably would have 
related the study of Kabbalah more closely to the study of 
Western esotericism, since Kabbalah entails much more 
than mystical experience and the way to that experience—
dimensions that would be possible to explore more 
successfully within the framework of Western esotericism. 

As shown in the previous chapter modern scholars 
still, very simply put, define mysticism in terms of the 
mystical experience; Scholem also viewed Jewish 
mysticism as embodying an unio mystica experience, even 
though in Jewish mysticism, he argued, it was rather a case 
of communion than actual union. Theoretically, Scholem 
wanted to move beyond the more ontologically 
speculative and essentialistic definitions of mysticism that 
prevailed in his days towards a more historical and 
functional definition 226  that would support him in 
regarding Jewish mysticism as something particular and 
distinct from other forms of mysticism.227 Each religion 
might have a mystical tradition attached to it, he argued, 
but each mysticism is different and does not share a 
common trans-historical essence with any other 
mysticism.228 Mysticism, on the other hand, is important to 
all religions and to their development, because mysticism, 

                                                
225  Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 1-20; Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah 

(New York: Quadrangle, 1974), pp. 3-4; Scholem, On the 
Kabbalah and its Symbolism, pp. 1, 5.  

226 Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 2, 5-6, 10. 
227 Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 3. 
228 Scholem, Major Trends, p. 6; Schweid, Judaism and Mysticism 

according to Gershom Scholem, p. 25. This is also the stance 
taken by the historical/empirical approach to Western 
esotericism, as will be demonstrated in the second book in the 
present book series. 
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according to Scholem, embodies the highest stage in the 
internal development of religion itself.229 Scholem viewed 
the development of religion as following a tripartite 
developmental scheme from natural religion, over 
institutional religion, to mysticism.230 

To Scholem, Jewish mysticism was a religious 
movement inside Judaism and he was especially intrigued 
by the function and structure of Jewish mysticism and its 
relationship to Orthodox Judaism. He came to the general 
conclusion that the relationship builds on interpretation, 
since mysticism attempts “to interpret the religious values 
of Judaism in terms of Mystical values.”231 Judaism with its 
tradition, laws, texts, and rituals actually became a system 
of mystical symbols through which the mystic could both 
enter into the mystical experiences and validate those same 
experiences, and thereby Judaism became a system 
reflecting the mystery of both God and the universe.232 
Symbolism, according to Scholem, is therefore an 
important key to understanding Jewish mysticism and 
Kabbalah, 233  since the mystic claims access to a non-
conceptual or inexpressible realm only attainable through 
the use of symbols. 234  The mystics therefore focus on 
finding ways to interpret Judaism and the world, because 
Judaism and the world are regarded as systems of symbols 
that can give access to the non-conceptual reality, if 

                                                
229 Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 7-9; Schweid, Judaism and 

Mysticism according to Gershom Scholem, pp. 25-26. 
230 Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 7-9; Schweid, Judaism and 

Mysticism according to Gershom Scholem, pp. 25-26. 
231  Scholem, Major Trends, p. 10. 
232  Scholem, On the Kabbalah and its Symbolism, pp. 5-6. 
233  Dan, Gershom Scholem, p. 164. 
234  Scholem, Major Trends, p. 27. 
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interpreted correctly. 235  The function of Kabbalah as 
mysticism thus becomes for Scholem a vitalising dialectic 
and a reflexive interplay between the new intuition or 
mystical experience and the authoritative tradition,236 and 
it is this interplay that moves history forward. 

For Scholem, the overall framework of Kabbalah is 
Jewish mysticism, but he also specifies that Kabbalah has 
the following features: (1) it is a religious movement 
within Judaism;237 (2) it comprises a set of secret or esoteric 
teachings within Judaism;238 (3) it is theosophy;239 (4) it is a 
mode of thought that is both mythological and 
symbolical;240 (5) it is a mystical theology;241 and (6) it 
presents a unique positive attitude towards language.242 

Many of these elements of Kabbalah, identified by 
Scholem, have been borrowed by other scholars to also 
delineate the characteristics of Western esotericism. Faivre, 
especially, has defined Western esotericism in terms of 
theosophy, mystical theology, and mode of thought, 
whereas other scholars such as Arthur Versluis, Pierre 
Riffard, and Kocku von Stuckrad have emphasised the 
element of secrecy or secret teachings.243 

                                                
235  Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 27-28; Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 6. 
236  Scholem, On the Kabbalah and its Symbolism, pp. 5-25; Scholem, 
Kabbalah, p. 3; Schweid, Judaism and mysticism according to 
Gershom Scholem, p. 52. 

237  Scholem, Major Trends, p. 18; Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 3. 
238  Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 20-21; Scholem, Kabbalah, pp. 3, 4. 
239  Scholem, Kabbalah, pp. 3, 4. 
240  Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 22, 26. 
241  Scholem, Kabbalah, p. 5. 
242  Scholem, Major Trends, p. 17. 
243  This will be discussed in more details in the second book of 

the present book series. 
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Scholem was foremost a historian and invested much 
of his effort in re-constructing the history and 
development of Kabbalah. As has been observed by later 
scholars, however, Scholem’s reconstruction of the history 
of Kabbalah was bound up with his Zionist leanings and 
his historical use and presentation of Kabbalah was quite 
narrow. 

Scholem’s historical studies, such as Major Trends in 
Jewish Mysticism and The Origins of the Kabbalah, mainly 
deal with Kabbalah as a relatively homogeneous set of 
doctrines and symbols of a theosophical character, “a 
systematic exposition of the structure of the divine 
world”, 244  wherein ancient Gnostic, neo-Platonic, and 
Judaic symbols and myths are integrated. Consequently, 
Scholem mainly regarded Kabbalah historically as a 
unique inner, mystical/theosophical tradition within 
Judaism that emerged in secret circles, in fully-fledged 
form, in thirteenth century Provence, Catalonia, and 
Castilia and as a reinvigorating rebellion against rabbinic 
Judaism. Theosophical Kabbalah or Kabbalah as a mystical 
theology thus holds centre stage for Scholem in his near 
Hegelian, linear, progressive, developmental scheme in 
contrast to other forms of Kabbalah or Jewish mysticism 
that are more praxis oriented, such as magical Kabbalah, 
Kabbalah of names, and ecstatic Kabbalah.245 

Finally, it is to be noted that Scholem’s theory and 
work now stand out as the foundational or classical theory 
of Kabbalah, although new approaches have begun to 

                                                
244  Dan, Gershom Scholem, p. 207; Scholem, Major Trends, p. 206. 
245  Heidi Laura, The Ashkenazi Kabbalah of R. Menahem Ziyyoni 

(Ph.d. thesis, University of Copenhagen, 2005), pp. 30-45. 
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emerge. 

1.7.4 Post-Scholem research 
While several scholars have followed in Scholem’s 
footsteps, within the last twenty years, others—such as 
Moshe Idel and Elliott Wolfson in particular—have 
contributed a number of important theoretical, post-
Scholem studies of Kabbalah. 

In 1987 Moshe Idel published his groundbreaking 
book Kabbalah New Perspectives. His New Perspectives paved 
the way for treating Kabbalah in a broader sense than had 
Scholem’s primary concern of treating it as theosophy 
because Idel found a solid basis for exploring two major 
trends in the history of Kabbalah: (1) theosophical 
Kabbalah, which is theocentric and (2) ecstatic Kabbalah, 
which is anthropocentric. 246  Idel shows that these two 
trends in Kabbalah are not just scholarly categories but 
actually exist in the self-perception of many kabbalists.247 
In his article ‘Defining Kabbalah’ (1992), Idel continues his 
endeavour to balance the scholarly study of Kabbalah by 
drawing attention to central elements of Jewish mysticism 
that are distinct from the more theoretically-oriented 
theosophy with the sefiroth system. He for example 
attempts to show, as an alternative perspective to 
Scholem’s overemphasis on the theosophical Kabbalah, 
that a more marginalised form of Kabbalah exists which 
consists of experiential lore focusing on the divine 

                                                
246  Idel, Kabbalah New Perspectives, pp. xi-xii. 
247  Idel, Kabbalah New Perspectives, p. xii. 



The Jewish Kabbalah in the Academy 

 
151

names.248 

While still placing Kabbalah within an overall 
framework of mysticism, Idel’s approach is somewhat 
different from Scholem’s. Instead of treating Kabbalah in 
strict historical sequence, Idel often sets out 
phenomenologically to study what he calls “the major 
forci” of Kabbalah.249 He is thus more interested in themes, 
patterns, and spiritual components in the “inner history” 
of Kabbalah than the various schools and their 
development in relation to “outer history” or contexts.250 

This does not imply that Idel in any way argues against a 
strictly historical approach, but merely that it only holds a 
secondary position in relation to his “new perspectives”.251 
In later studies, such as Ascensions on High in Jewish 
Mysticism, Idel actually proposes methodological eclecticism 
or the use of several methods for gaining access to 
Kabbalah since, as he argues, all methods have limitations 
and only give one perspective.252 

Elliott Wolfson has, in his own way, changed some of 
the focus of the classical theory of Kabbalah, especially in 
his Through the Speculum that Shines (1994). Wolfson 
discusses—via what he calls a “modified 
contextualism”253—a somewhat novel discussion of Jewish 

                                                
248  Moshe Idel, ‘Defining Kabbalah’, in Mystics of the Book, 

Themes, Topics and Typologies, ed. by R. A. Herrera (New York: 
Peter Lang, 1992), p. 99. 

249  Idel, Kabbalah New Perspectives, p. xii. 
250  Idel, Kabbalah New Perspectives, p. xiii. 
251  Idel, Kabbalah New Perspectives, p. xix. 
252  Moshe Idel, Ascensions on High in Jewish Mysticism (Budapest: 

Central European University Press 2005), pp. 1-12.  
253  Elliott Wolfson, Through the Speculum that Shines (Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press 1994), p. 54. 
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mysticism as a “tension of aniconism, on the one hand, and 
visualizing the deity, on the other hand”. 254  Wolfson 
argues that the unifying structure of Jewish mysticism is 
the intrinsic link between myth, visualisation, and 
hermeneutics. Jewish mysticism itself, however, is not 
reduced to this, since it is cognitive and, as a mystical 
tradition, it constitutes a chain made up of generations of 
mystical experiences contextualised into tradition.255 For 
Wolfson Jewish mysticism is phallocentric in its highest 
degree; this he interprets in a psychoanalytic frame 
stemming from the contemporary feminist philosopher 
and psychoanalyst Luce Irigaray. He controversially 
concludes that “the development of Jewish mysticism can 
be seen as the move from an implicit to an explicit 
phallocentrism.”256 

While still within the framework of Jewish mysticism, 
the general picture that has emerged out of the many new 
studies of Kabbalah can be summed up as follows: 
Kabbalah is not primarily theosophical and it is not as 
homogeneous as Scholem treated it, since new textual 
evidence shows there are several other types of Kabbalah 
that are equally important. Kabbalah is therefore as much 
praxis as it is intellectual speculation. Rather than a linear 
transmission and development of Kabbalah, the new 
perspective tends towards an organic model in which many 
cultural centers and ideas intermix simultaneously in a 
state of plurality. This recent development towards 
plurality in the study of Kabbalah is in many ways much 
in line with the new developments in the study of Western 
                                                
254  Wolfson, Through the Speculum that Shines, p. 5. 
255  Wolfson, Through the Speculum that Shines, p. 53. 
256  Wolfson, Through the Speculum that Shines, p. 395. 
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esotericism undertaken by Kocku von Stuckrad. 257  The 
general step towards plurality and away from 
homogeneity is, of course, one recently taken in many 
disciplines and is mainly due to an overall paradigm shift 
in the human sciences. 

Two further changes in the study of Kabbalah have 
occurred. First, the gnostic element that Scholem viewed as 
a central feature of Kabbalah has been downplayed. 
Second, the perception of Provence and Spain as the 
primary locales for the origin and practice of the original 
Kabbalah has diminished. 

A further problem has been identified, arising out of 
the fact that—due to its esoteric nature—much of the 
Kabbalah has been orally transmitted. Kabbalistic texts, 
even though most often theosophical in nature, might 
therefore present the peripheral aspect of Kabbalah, rather 
than the more esoteric aspect. The more ecstatic Kabbalah 
of the inner secrets of the names of God was often oral and 
might therefore be the central element in Kabbalah. 
Although the majority of Kabbalistic texts are theosophical 
in nature, it does not necessarily follow that Kabbalah in 
toto is theosophical.258 

1.7.5 Conclusion 
In conclusion, it is important to state that not only has the 
establishment of Kabbalah as an academic field been an 
inspiration for the development of Western esotericism as 

                                                
257  These developments will be discussed in the second book in 

the present book series. 
258 The general summation of the new picture of Kabbalah is in 

part inspired by Laura, The Ashkenazi Kabbalah of R. Menahem 
Ziyyoni, pp. 30-45. 
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an academic field, but both fields would definitely gain 
much by working closely together. Kabbalah entails much 
more than mysticism in the classical definition of the word 
and would benefit from expanding its overall framework 
of mysticism towards an inclusion of Western 
esotericism. 259 The field of Western esotericism, on the 
other hand, would also benefit from relaxing the strict 
cultural definition of its borders and embrace Jewish 
Kabbalah, which obviously is related to Western 
esotericism structurally, culturally, and historically. 
Hopefully, this chapter has given students of both Western 
esotericism and Jewish Kabbalah some food for thought in 
relation to future developments within and between both 
fields. 

                                                
259  See Tim Rudbøg, Constructing Kabbalah: From Mysticism to 

Western Esotericism (MA thesis, University of Copenhagen, 
2007). 



1.8 

_____________ 

TOWARDS SECULAR 
STUDIES OF GNOSTICISM 

The study of Gnosticism in an academic context is 
generally treated as a sub-domain of theology or of the 
history of religions depending on the university in 
question, but it will presumably also become an important 
sub-domain of Western esotericism once Western 
esotericism itself has become a more widely established 
discipline at universities around the globe.260 

The study of Gnosticism might seem like a 
straightforward undertaking, as for most people it simply 
involves studying esoteric trends that were excluded from 
mainstream Christianity during its early formation period. 
Like the study of Western esotericism and other isms, 
however, the construct “Gnosticism” contains assumptions 
that might not always be historically correct. This problem 
of demarcation has gone hand in hand with the extensive 
history of research into Gnosticism and posed several 

                                                
260  Gnosticism is already treated as an important item within 

many academic books on Western esotericism, including 
Dictionary of Gnosis and Western esotericism, ed. by Wouter J. 
Hanegraaff and others (Leiden: Brill, 2005), the contents of 
which can in some respects be regarded as the boundary of 
the field at the present time. 
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questions, such as: (1) what is Gnosticism? (2) is it a 
specific and independent religion? (3) is it a form of 
Christianity and/or Judaism? (4) is it an oriental religion? 
(5) what are the origins of Gnosticism? (6) is it only a 
phenomenon of late antiquity? (7) what are its basic 
features? (8) is Gnosticism a singular phenomenon or a 
complex network of several groups? (9) is Gnosticism a 
scholarly construct or a self-designation? and finally, (10) 
is the term Gnosticism at all useful? 

These questions, among others, have been dealt with 
in various manners since the earliest days of testemonia 
about the so-called Gnostics until our present day. For the 
sake of convenience, clarity, and in order to follow the 
gradual shift in the research of Gnosticism—from heresy to 
secular studies—a taxonomy of five distinct approaches 
will be employed in this chapter. The five categories are as 
follows: (1) Gnosticism as heresy, (2) Gnosticism in the 
light of the history of religions, (3) the typology of 
Gnosticism, (4) post-modern approaches to Gnosticism, 
and (5) Gnosticism and Western esotericism. 

Before moving onto the five approaches to Gnosticism, 
a short exposition of the basic meanings of the term 
Gnosticism and its related terms, such as gnōstikos and 
gnosis will be dealt with in order to eliminate the 
confusion regarding the meanings of these words. 

- Gnosticism 

Let us begin with the term Gnosticism. As will be explored 
in further detail below, the term Gnosticism is the most 
commonly used designation for the study of a variety of 
religious texts and groups belonging to late antiquity. Like 
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terms such as esotericism and occultism, the English term 
Gnosticism itself is not ancient, but was, as far as we know, 
first coined by the influential theologian, philosopher, and 
“Cambridge Platonist” Henry More (1614-1687). More 
used the term in An Exposition of the Seven Epistles (1669) 
and in Antidote Against Idolatry (1669) as a generic term for 
gnostic-heresy.261 This means that the term Gnosticism was 
not a term employed by any so called Gnostic group or by 
opponents of such groups before Henry More coined it. It 
is therefore important to keep this rather late usage in 
mind, especially because its polemical impetus has colored 
a great deal of research into Gnosticism since the days of 
Henry More.262 

The term Gnosticism is a compound of the early 
English scholarly loanword Gnostick and ism. The English 
term Gnostick was derived directly from either the Latin 
Gnosticus that was in use in the sixteenth century or from 
the original Greek term Gnōstikos that was used in ancient 
texts. 

- Gnōstikos 
While the term Gnōstikos and Gnōstikoi (pl.) came to be 
associated with several religious groups and texts in late 
antiquity, the term Gnōstikos had, since Plato (ca. 428-348 

                                                
261  Bentley Layton, ‘Prolegomena to the Study of Ancient 
Gnosticism’, in The Social World of the First Christians: 
Essays in Honor of Wayne Meeks, ed. by L. Michael White 
and O. Larry Yarborough (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress 
Press, 1995), pp. 335, 348-49. 

262 This will be shown in more detail below. For a more 
comprehensive study of this, see Karen King, What is 
Gnosticism? (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2003). 
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BCE), been an integral part of that specific philosophical 
tradition. Gnōstikos was not a common word; this means 
that it was not a term used by the general public but a 
highly technical term, presumably coined by Plato himself 
in his Politicus or the Statesman (258e-267a).263 The original 
meaning, as it was defined by Plato in the Politicus, is quite 
significant. Plato made a distinction between praktikos and 
gnōstikos or practical skill and the pure sciences (such as 
mathematics), which lead to knowledge. Praktikos shows 
how to practice a craft whereas gnōstikos provides a 
means to knowledge. Plato furthermore argued that the 
true political ruler must be aligned with gnōstikos or be a 
gnostic master: one who is capable of knowing and thus 
being the Nous (superior mind) of the people or the link 
between the human and the divine. Gnōstikos was 
originally used to designate being capable of knowledge or a 
skill that leads to knowledge and not a specific doctrine or 
body of knowledge. 

From Plato and on to the second century CE the term 
was continuously used within the Platonic-Pythagorean 
tradition 264  to denote leading to knowledge, resulting in 
knowledge, capable of knowing, or an individual possessed of 

                                                
263  For more details and full references, see Morton Smith, ‘The 

History of the Term Gnostikos’, in The Rediscovery of 
Gnosticism: Proceedings of the International Conference on 
Gnosticism at Yale, New Haven, Connecticut, March 28–31, 1978, 
2 vols, Studies in the History of Religions, 41(Leiden: Brill 
1981), Sethian Gnosticism, II, 796-807 (pp. 798-800); Layton, 
‘Prolegomena’, pp. 336-37. 

264  Including philosophers such as Aristotle, the Aristotelian 
Strato of Lampsacus, Archytas, Clinias, Ocellus Lucanus, 
“Ecphantus”, Philo Judaeus, Plutarch (Moralia), Pseudo-
Plutarch, Albinus, Iamblichus, and Ioannes Philoponus. 
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such powers. 265 In the second century, for example, the 
middle-Platonist Plutarch (46-120 CE) wrote, “Human 
souls have a faculty that is gnōstikos (leads to knowledge) 
of visible things.”266 

Finally, the term is also related to gnostos, “knowable” 
and to “gignoskein”, “to learn” or “to come to know.” 

During late antiquity, however, the term began to be 
used outside of the Platonic-Pythagorean tradition. 
Gnōstikos, for instance, was now not only applied to 
mental faculties and capabilities but to people and groups, 
some of which appear to have called themselves 
Gnostics.267 

The first known instances of these shifts are found in 
the Church father Irenaeus’ work Adversus Haereses (ca. 180 
CE)268 and in a now lost work of the middle-Platonist 
Celsus (second century). Fragments of the latter text are 
contained in Contra Celsum  [Against Celsus] ca. 248 CE, a 
work by the Church father Origen. 

Irenaeus for example refers to a “heretic” Christian 
group known as gnōstikos or as “the so-called 
‘Knowledge-Supplying’ school of thought.”269 In another 
passage Irenaeus, also refers to a group (the Carpocratians) 

                                                
265  For full references, consult Smith, ‘The History of the 

Term Gnostikos’, p. 799; Layton, ‘Prolegomena’, p. 337.  
266  Quoted in Bentley Layton, The Gnostic Scriptures (London: 

SCM Press LTD, 1987), p. 8. 
267  Layton, ‘Prolegomena’, p. 337. 
268  Layton, ‘Prolegomena’, pp. 337-38. 
269  Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, 1.11.1. For an English translation, 

see The Ante-Nicene Fathers: Translations of the Fathers down to 
A.D. 325, ed. by A. Roberts and J. Donaldson, 10 vols (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Wm B. Eerdmans, 1963), I. 
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that calls itself the Gnōstikoi.270 Celsus equally refers to a 
group who professes to be composed of gnōstikoi,271 and 
Prodicus is so designated by Clement of Alexandria272 and 
the Naassenes by Hippolytus273, along with the followers 
of Justin the Gnostic274. 

The neo-Platonist philosopher Porphyry (234-305 CE) 
also mentions, in his Life of Plotinus, a group of Christian 
gnōstikoi who have abandoned the ancient philosophy 
because they felt that Plato had “failed to penetrate into 
the depth of Intellectual Being.”275 Plotinus (204-270 CE) 
also produced several arguments against the so-called 

                                                
270  Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, 1.25.6. 
271  Origen, Contra Celsum, V:61, see Origen, Contra Celsum, 

trans., intro. and notes by Henry Chadwick, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1957), pp. 311; see also 
Layton, ‘Prolegomena’, p. 338; Smith, ‘The History of the 
Term Gnostikos’, p. 801. 

272  Clement of Alexandria, Stromata, 3.4.30. For an English 
translation, see The Ante-Nicene Fathers: Translations of the 
Fathers down to A.D. 325, ed. by A. Roberts and J. 
Donaldson, 10 vols (Michigan, Grand Rapids: Wm B. 
Eerdmans, 1963), II. 

273  Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, 5.2. 5.11.1. 
274  Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, 5.23.3. 
275  Porphyry, ‘On the Life of Plotinus and The Order of His 

Books’, 16, see Plotinus: Porphyry on Plotinus, Ennead I, 
trans. by A. H. Amstrong, LOEB Classical Library, 7 vols 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000), I, 44-
45. 
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Gnostics or “those that affirm the creator of the Cosmos 
and the Cosmos itself to be evil” in his Enneads.276 

One of the important findings of the scholar Morton 
Smith is that there were a couple of people or groups in 
late antiquity who actually called themselves Gnostics or 
gnōstikoi probably including the followers of Adelphius, 
Aquilinus, Prodicus, Carpocrates, and the 
Naassenes/Ophites.277 

In the Book of Thomas the Contender the Saviour 
remarks that Thomas is a gnōstikos, that is, one who 
knows himself. 278  The Church father Clement of 
Alexandria (ca. 150-215 CE) also claimed to be a Gnostic,279 
but his usage of the term was as an ideal-type of behaviour 
rather than a personal designation per se.280 According to 
Clement true, gnosis stemming from the teachings of the 
divine Logos and imparted via the apostles, as 

                                                
276  Plotinus, Ennead, II.9, see Plotinus, ‘Ennead II’, in Plotinus: 

Ennead II, trans. by A. H. Amstrong, LOEB Classical 
Library, 7 vols (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2000), II, 219-301. For more details, see Smith, ‘The 
History of the Term Gnostikos’, pp. 805-807. For a useful 
discussion on Plotinus’s relation to the “Gnostics”, see 
Antti Marjanen, ‘What is Gnosticism? From the Pastorals 
to Rudolph’, in Was There a Gnostic Religion?, ed. by Antti  
Marjanen (Helsinki: Finnish Exegetical Society, 2005), pp. 
24-31. 

277  Smith, ‘The History of the Term Gnostikos’, p. 806. 
278  The Book of Thomas, 138.15-16, see Marvin Meyer, The 

Gnostic Gospels: The Sacred Writings of the Nag Hammadi 
Library, The Berlin Gnostic Codex and Codex Tchacos, ed. by 
Marvin Meyer (London: The Folio Society, 2008), p. 206. 

279  Smith, ‘The History of the Term Gnostikos’, p. 802. 
280  Layton, ‘Prolegomena’, p. 339. 
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distinguished from false gnosis,281 would lead to moral 
perfection and divine contemplation. 

The problem that has dogged research into Gnosticism 
is that Irenaeus, as a part of his heresiological polemical 
rhetoric, expanded the terms gnōstikos and gnōstikoi to 
include groups that did not call themselves Gnostics; but 
which he felt were similar to each other and an equal 
threat to the orthodox Christianity that he exemplified. 
Irenaeus argued that there was a homogeneous, Gnostic, 
heretical, tradition that began with Simon Magus in the 
first century and continued through the Valentinian 
school, among many others.282 This artificial inclusiveness 
of the term gnōstikos was later repeated in Henry More’s 
coinage of the modern term Gnosticism, which was 
derived from gnōstikos as we have seen. It is this historical 
trajectory firstly that has produced the notion of a variety 
of religious groups being much more homogeneous than 
they actually were and secondly done so in a highly 
polemical or negative light. 

The original homogeneity of Gnosticism construed by 
Irenaeus and continued by Henry More continues to exist 
as a concept today, even though its contents have changed 
several times, and it has become somewhat secularised. 
Today, although the usefulness of the term has been 
deeply challenged, as will be shown below, there is still a 
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general consensus about what texts are included in the 
study of Gnosticism.283  

- Gnosis 
Another word related to Gnosticism, and often confusingly 
so, is the Greek word gnosis which roughly means 
“knowledge.” Contrary to gnōstikos, gnosis was an 
ordinary part of the Greek language in both daily life and 
religious practice, including the religious practice of 
Christianity and Judaism. The most common example of 
what type of knowledge gnosis originally designated is the 
distinction between propositional knowledge and 
knowledge by personal acquaintance. This distinction can 
be expressed in the following two sentences: “I know that 
Paris is in France” and “I have been to Paris and know the 
city very well.”284 The second sentence designates gnosis; 
the ancient so-called Gnostics thus claimed to have 
personal acquaintance or gnosis of  

                                                
283  For useful text compilations, see The Nag Hammadi Library in 

English, ed. by James McConkey Robinson (Leiden: Brill 
Academic Publishers, 1997); Layton, The Gnostic Scriptures; 
The Nag Hammadi Scriptures, ed. by Marvin Meyer (New York: 
HarperOne, 2007) or The Gnostic Gospels: The Sacred Writings of 
the Nag Hammadi Library, The Berlin Gnostic Codex and Codex 
Tchacos, ed. by Meyer; G. R. S. Mead, Fragments of a Faith 
Forgotten (London and Benares: Theosophical Publishing 
Society, 1900). 

284  See Layton, The Gnostic Scriptures, p. 9. 
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who we were, and what we have become; where we were... 
whither we are hastening; from what we are being released; 
what birth is, and what is rebirth.285 

In this sense gnosis signifies a knowledge that has 
been realised, a knowledge where the object of knowledge 
and the subject/knower have been united through the act 
of knowing or inner experience, in contrast to 
propositional knowledge where the object of knowledge is 
unexperienced and thus outside the subject’s acquaintance. 
This form of knowledge is, of course, also deeply related to 
the subject of mysticism and mystical experiences.286 

Like Gnosticism the term has come, however, to have 
many different nuances throughout Western history. 
Gnosis was, as mentioned above, a common part of the 
Greek language and it was used in various contexts. Apart 
from what are commonly called Gnostic texts, we find the 
first polemical use of the word in the Pastorals as “science 
falsely so called” (1 Tim. 6:20, KJV). We also find it used 
loosely by Saint Paul as either “knowledge” or 
“knowledge of God”(1 Tim. 6:20; 1 Cor. 13:9; 2 Cor. 2:14). 
The word can also be found in the hermetic texts,287 where 
it often is used to indicate a spiritual knowledge or a first 

                                                
285  The statement was made by Theodotus the Gnostic 

teacher in Asia Minor (ca. 140-160 C.E.), originally cited in 
Clemens of Alexandria, Excerpta ex Theodoto, 78.2. The 
above quote is from Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels 
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980), p. xix. 

286  See chapter 1.6. on mysticism in the present book for more 
details. 

287  Hermetica: The Greek Corpus Hermeticum and the Latin 
Asclepius in a New English Translation, with Notes and 
Introduction, trans. and ed. by Brian P. Copenhaver 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), IV, 9; VII, 
2; XIII, 8. 
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state or step on the spiritual path, which is related to the 
praise of God, ethical purity, and the dispersal of 
ignorance. 

To give a modern example of the use of gnosis, Carl 
Gustav Jung (1875-1961) will serve as an illustrative case. 
Jung, who to a large extent laid the foundation of modern 
depth psychology, wrote “Gnosis is undoubtedly a 
psychological knowledge whose contents derive from the 
unconscious.”288 This quote clearly demonstrates how, what 
in an earlier context was a personal acquaintance or 
unification with the divine became with Jung a 
psychological form of knowledge stemming from the 
unconscious. This might, of course, simply be word 
variations of the same ideas, yet the term gnosis is at least 
given a fresh nuance by Jung in its new context. Although 
Jung generally attempted to distinguish gnosis from 
Gnosticism289 that was not the general trend in scholarship 
and especially not in German scholarship—in the period 
between 1850-1970. 

Much confusion regarding the two terms arose, 
however from the unspecified and often synonymous use 
of the two terms, as exemplified by A. D. Nock’s (1902-
1963) famous quotation, “I am left in a terminological 
fog.”290 This confusion later resulted in the first colloquium 

                                                
288  C. G. Jung, Aion: Researches into the Phenomenology of the 
Self (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1978), p. 
223 [§350]. 

289 C. G. Jung, Psychology and Religion: West and East 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1977), p. 45n, 
74 [§127]. 

290  A. D. Nock, Essays on Religion and the Ancient World, 2 vols 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1972), I, 444. 
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on Gnosticism in Messina 1966. The aim of the conference 
was to clarify the definitions of both gnosis and 
Gnosticism. The proposal, which conformed more or less 
with Hans Jonas’s (1903-1993) seminal study (The Gnostic 
Religion 1963) and the opinion of the Bultmann school of 
New Testament Theology, was that the term Gnosticism 
should be used to signify “a certain group of systems of 
the Second Century AD” and gnosis as “knowledge of 
divine mysteries reserved for an élite,” that is, something 
into which one had to be initiated because it was esoteric. 
Furthermore, it was emphasised that  

Not every Gnosis is Gnosticism, but only that which 
involves ... the idea of consubstantiality of the spark that is 
in need of being awakened and reintegrated. This Gnosis of 
Gnosticism involves ... the idea of the divine identity of the 
knower (the Gnostic), the known (the divine substance of 
one’s transcendent self) and the means by which one knows 
(Gnosis as an implicit divine faculty that is to be awakened 
and actualized).291 

Needless to say, this specification of the two terms did 
not obtain complete consensus within the academic world, 
but it was perhaps the first collective step toward 
specifying the terms in modern scholarship. 

Quite a few scholars in the field of Western 
esotericism have continued to use the notion of gnosis 
somewhat in line with the Messina definition, that is, as a 
higher form of knowledge, which is to be experienced. 
Gnosis has, for some, become a sort of “consort” term to 
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1966, ed. by Ugo Bianchi (Leiden: Brill, 1967), pp. XXVI-
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the notion Western esotericism. 292  Whereas Western 
esotericism is most often used as a general term for the 
entire field gnosis is most often used as a term for the 
special knowledge that esotericists seek to acquire or have 
acquired. The ongoing debate is whether or not Gnosis is 
the primary defining term of Western esotericism.293 

In sum: The above presentation of the terms 
Gnosticism, Gnōstikos and Gnosis has shown that the 
word Gnosticism has a relatively recent history, only being 
coined in the seventeenth century, and based on Irenaeus’s 
inclusive notion of Gnosticism as a homogeneous tradition 
of heresy. The term gnōstikos was originally a Platonic term 
for a subjective faculty, but it was in late antiquity applied as a 
self-designation by a few religious groups. The term Gnosis has 
often been confused with Gnosticism but can be regarded as a 
more universal concept often used for direct divine insight or 
divine knowledge. 

The academic study of Western esotericism has made 
the term gnosis one of its primary “tool-box concepts.” It is 
therefore provisionally suggested here that Gnosticism 
should generally be used as a heuristic construct that 
encompasses a variety of groups both inside and outside 

                                                
292  This is for example evinced in the title of the standard 

Dictionary of Gnosis and Western Esotericism. 
293  See Antoine Faivre, ‘Questions of Terminology Proper to 

the Study of Esoteric Currents in Modern and 
Contemporary Europe’, in Western Esotericism and the 
Science of Religion: Selected Papers presented at the 17th 
Congress of the International Association for the History of 
Religions Mexico City 1995, ed. by Antoine Faivre & Wouter 
J. Hanegraaff (Leuven: Peeters, 1998), p. 10. See also book 
two in the present book series. 
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early Christianity that practised gnosis or cultivated 
esoteric and spiritual knowledge by experience. The term 
gnosis can simply be used as a heuristic “ideal-type” of 
experiential knowledge that phenomenologically can be 
found independent of any specific historical period.  

1.8.1. Gnosticism as heresy 
It was shown above that gnōstikos, as an inner faculty, 
originated with Plato and that gnōstikos as a form of self-
designation originated with a few groups during late 
antiquity. The idea that a great variety of groups all were 
Gnostic and thereby heretic or distinct from (orthodox) 
Christianity was, however, a polemic conception or 
construction produced in the Roman empire by a group of 
theologians between the first and the fourth centuries CE. 

The primary theologians or Church fathers involved 
in the construction of gnōstikos were Justin Martyr (ca. 
100-165), Irenaeus of Lyons (second century - ca. 202), 
Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150-215), Origen of Alexandria 
(ca. 185-254), Tertullian of Carthage (ca. 160-220), 
Hippolytus of Rome (ca. 170-236), and Epiphanius of 
Salamis (ca. 310-403). 

Among these Church fathers, Irenaeus’s work Against 
Heresies (ca. 180 C E ) was perhaps especially lethal in the 
way it construed the so-called Gnostics. In short, it focused 
on Simon Magus (first century CE) as the arch-heretic from 
whom Gnosticism originated. 294  The work furthermore 
constructed a genealogy tracing the major later Gnostic 
groups back to Simon Magus, whereby Irenaeus was able 
to put all “heretics” into the same category, that is, the so-

                                                
294  Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, 1.23.2-4, see also 4.33.3. 
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called Gnostics. John Henderson has argued that this 
“genealogy metaphor,” to use Karen King’s formulation,295 
“gave order and coherence to a very puzzling and diverse 
set of phenomena by linking them together in a chain of 
succession.“ 296  As has been mentioned earlier, it was 
exactly this construction that was used effectively by 
nearly all, later, polemists. Finally, Irenaeus attempted to 
show how varied and inconsistent the various Gnostic 
doctrines were in order to exclude them from genuine 
Christian tradition.297 

It is important to note that for the most of the time the 
entire study of Gnosticism has been based on the polemics 
against Gnosticism and the few quotes the polemists 
extracted from actual Gnostic texts. Until rather recently, 
almost none of the authentic Gnostic texts were known 
independently of these Church fathers. A few codices, like 
the Bruce Codex and the Berlin Codex, were found in the 
nineteenth century, but it was not until the significant 
discovery of the Nag Hammadi Library in 1945 (first 
published together in 1977) that a more “authentic” image 
of Gnosticism began to emerge. Furthermore, in the 
nineteenth century the human sciences were undeveloped 
in the sense of theoretical independence (from the natural 
sciences and theology). The modern discipline of the 
history of religions itself only dates back to the nineteenth 
century, not to speak of its slow and gradual 
“emancipation” from theology in universities, which also 

                                                
295  King, What is Gnosticism?, p. 32.  
296  John B. Henderson, The Construction of Orthodoxy and 

Heresy: Neo-confucian, Islamic, Jewish, and Early Christian 
Patterns (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1998), pp. 152-53.  

297  Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, 3.11.2, 4.6.4. 
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must be taken into account in the emerging secular study 
of Gnosticism. It is therefore perhaps neither surprising 
nor difficult to understand that the emerging secular 
studies of Gnosticism have been eager to abolish the term 
Gnosticism, as will be shown further below. 

Although, the writings of the Church fathers can be 
considered the initial fundament of Gnostic studies, it has 
been recently demonstrated by a few, influential, secular 
scholars of Gnosticism that this fundament is in no way 
neutral in the way it mirrors Gnosticism.298 

The Church fathers had their own specific agenda in 
constructing Gnosticism and for treating it the way they 
did. I am not suggesting, however, as many scholars 
inclined towards postmodernism often do, that the 
motivations of the Church fathers were only about power 
and winning the right to the status of orthodoxy through 
clever rhetorical strategies. Such considerations, of course, 
play important roles in most forms of human conduct, but 
it was presumably also a quest for meaning and religious 
truth that drove the Church fathers, a truth they strongly 
believed in at the time. 

Still, as Karen King has shown in What is Gnosticism? 
(2003), their construction of Gnosticism in order to 
produce self-identity has had several, subtle, long-term 
consequences, many of which tend to distort historical 
actuality: 

(1) the notion of a true Christianity (orthodoxy) versus 

                                                
298  For a more detailed exposition of the Church fathers’ 

readings or constructions of the Gnostics, see King, What is 
Gnosticism?, 2003. 
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a false Christianity (heresy).299 

(2) the notion of insiders versus outsiders, for example, 
were Judaism and Paganism distinguished from 
Christianity in ways that distorted their actual 
historical connections.300 

(3) normativity: true versus false traditions, the Church 
fathers argued that only the apostolic tradition with 
a pure origin in Christ’s revelation was true. The 
Gnostic traditions, they claimed, originated with 
Satan through demonic inspiration.301 

(4) theological differences, distortions and simplistic 
presentations, the reading or presentation of 
Gnostic texts by the Church fathers tended to be too 
narrow and simple, a tactic used in order to 
demonstrate the inconsistencies among the texts 
and how they deviated from the true Christian 
doctrines. Irenaeus, for example, focused on 
cosmology, salvation, and ethics. He thereby 
attempted to show how contradictory it was to 
deny the God of the Hebrew Bible, deny Jesus’s 
physical body and crucifixion as the Gnostics did, 
and to only claim salvation for a small, spiritual 
elite, as all of this would undermine the need for 
the appearance of Christ and the practice of good 
deeds.302 

(5) the notion of contamination from outside, the 

                                                
299  King, What is Gnosticism?, pp. 30, 33, 53.  
300  King, What is Gnosticism?, pp. 38-52.  
301  King, What is Gnosticism?, pp. 36-37, 54.  
302  King, What is Gnosticism?, pp. 26-27, 53.  
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Church fathers were keen to argue that Gnosticism 
was corrupt because it was contaminated with 
elements from Paganism or Greek philosophy, 
which did not belong to true Christianity.303 

These elements of the early construction of the 
Gnostics as a category survived in one form or another 
throughout Western intellectual history and have had 
serious consequences for the way in which Gnosticism has 
been viewed. Even in the nineteenth century, several 
prominent modern theologians and Church historians 
were eager to locate the essence of Christianity and, in so 
doing, repeated to a large extent the Church fathers’ 
constructions of the Gnostics. This can be seen in the 
influential works on Gnosticism Das manichäische 
Religionssystem (1831) and Die christliche Gnosis (1835),304 by 
the famous leader of the Tübingen school Ferdinand 
Christian Baur (1792-1860). These studies were followed by 
Adolf von Harnack (1851-1930) who in his quest for the 
true essence of Christianity regarded Gnosticism as an 
over-Hellenization of Christianity, the true essence of 
which he regarded as transcendent to history.305 

1.8.2. Gnosticism in light of the History of Religions  
When the history of religions emerged as a serious 
academic discipline in the nineteenth century,306 one of its 
primary tasks was to genealogically trace religion back to 

                                                
303  King, What is Gnosticism?, p. 33. 
304  For useful information on the importance of Baur for the 

study of Gnosticism see Marjanen, ‘Was There a Gnostic 
Religion? From the Pastorals to Rudolph’, pp. 31-33. 

305  King, What is Gnosticism?, pp. 55-67.  
306  See chapter 1.4 in the present book for more details on this. 
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its origin and from that point to follow its subsequent 
sequential development through history. This diachronic 
endeavour equally influenced the study of Gnosticism. The 
great question was, what is the origin of Gnosticism? 

It was briefly mentioned above that the great 
theologian and religious scholar Adolf von Harnack 
viewed the origin of Gnosticism as an invasion of Greek 
thought from outside Christianity, the confluence of which 
resulted in the development of Gnosticism or Gnostic 
groups within Christianity. Significant scholars of the 
Religionsgeschichtliche Schule, such as Wilhelm Bousset 
(1865-1920) and Richard August Reitzenstein (1861-
1931),307 however, argued that Gnosticism originated in 
ancient Persian/Iranian traditions and that it therefore was 
both extra-Christian and pre-Christian in origin.308 

This idea that Gnosticism was a religious tradition 
alongside Christianity was a serious break with the older 
theological view of Gnosticism as heresy, in the sense of 
distorted Christianity, and thus opened up the secular 
study of Gnosticism. 

It was also around this time in the late nineteenth 
century that early occultists and Theosophists attempted to 
revive Gnosticism as an ancient esoteric tradition in 
possession of true, uncorrupted wisdom or gnosis. H. P. 
Blavatsky (1831-1891) was one of the first in modern times 
to write sympathetically of Gnosticism in both her Isis 
Unveiled (1877) and the Secret Doctrine (1888), on the basis 
of material found in Charles William King’s (1818-1888) 

                                                
307  For useful details on Reitzenstein and Bousset, see King, 

What is Gnosticism?, pp. 84-90, 90-100. 
308  King, What is Gnosticism?, pp. 89-90, 99. 
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significant work The Gnostics and Their Remains (1864, 
second ed. 1887). The Gnostic scholar and one-time 
secretary to H. P. Blavatsky, G.R.S. Mead (1863-1933) also 
wrote several articles and books related to the Gnostics, 
among which the most significant was his Fragments of a 
Faith Forgotten (1900), the title of which exemplifies the 
idea that Gnosticism was a religious tradition in itself. In 
his book Mead portrays the first extensive, sympathetic 
image of the Gnostics as extracted from the sources 
available at the time (pre-Nag Hammadi). 

In a way both the history of religions school and the 
revival of occultism at the time broke from the category of 
heresy and moved towards a more secular or more open-
minded approach to Gnosticism.309  This was especially 
because many of the prominent scholars of the history of 
religions school considered Gnosticism a pre-Christian 
tradition and the occultists, as mentioned, concluded it 
was a part of the esoteric tradition. Although Gnosticism 
was no longer viewed as a distorted form of Christianity, 
scholars still treated it as something opposed to or 
different from historical Christianity. This distinction can, 
to some extent, be regarded as an implicit discursive 
inheritance from the polemics of the Church fathers. 

The history of religions stage in research on 
Gnosticism also saw the emergence of a typological study 
of the subject. Reitzenstein, in his Die Hellenistiche 
Mysterien-religionen (1910) for example, argued that many 
of the significant concepts from the pre-Christian mystery 
religions, such as Pneuma or spirit, Psyche or soul, and 
gnosis or experiential knowledge were transferred first into 
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Greek philosophy and Judaism, whence they finally 
circulated into Christianity or Christology. 310 The most 
influential “Gnostic” motif, however, was the notion of the 
Primal man, Anthropos, the Son of Man, or the Savior, 
which is also the soul. This idea was Iranian in origin and, 
together with the three above mentioned ideas, can be 
regarded as a form of pre-Christian Gnostic typology. The 
type of the Primal man was extended by Reitzenstein in 
his Das mandäische Buch des Herrn der Grösse und die 
Evangeliumüberlieferung (1910) and in “Iranischer 
Erlösungsglaube” (1921). Bousset also established a sort of 
typology consisting of: (1) a sharp dualism, (2) radical 
pessimism, (3) alienation or a sense of homelessness, (4) a 
theology of an alien God, (5) an elitist anthropology, (6) a 
radical religion of redemption, (7) salvation by nature, 
through revelation, initiation, and sacrament, (8) 
esotericism or secret revelation, (9) mythic components, 
and (10) docetic Christology311. 

Harnack, as noted by King also constructed a typology 
of Gnosticism consisting of eleven primary ideas in his 
significant work on early Christianity: (1) distinction 
between a supreme God and the creator God, (2) the 
supreme God is not the God of the Old Testament, (3) 
matter is independent and eternal, (4) the world is the 
product of an evil being, (5) evil is inherent in matter, (6) 
the absoluteness of God was dispersed in Aeons, (7) Christ 
revealed a previously unknown God, (8) Gnostic 
Christology distinguishes between Jesus and Christ, (9) 
humans are divided into three classes in relation to their 
embodiment of Spirit, Soul or matter, (10) rejection of a 
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final Judgment, and (11) ethics were framed in the contrast 
between the spiritual and sensuous elements in human 
nature.312 

Such proto-typologies, combined with the historical 
quest for the origin of Gnosticism in earlier traditions, 
marked a significant advance in research and many of the 
elements—especially the typological schemata—construed 
during this period are still with us today. The history of 
religions school did, however, not focus on the contextual 
shift of meanings of specific ‘types’ within different 
groups; 313  as this methodological maneuver was not 
introduced to the humanities until the nineteenth sixties 
with the advent of structuralism in the form of synchronic 
cultural analysis. Gnosticism thus remained a fixed 
category with a more or less static framework, the roots 
and formative matrix of Christianity itself, however, was 
opened up more widely than ever before placing 
Gnosticism on the map as an important field of study. 

1.8.3 The Typology of Gnosticism 
Even though several typological taxonomies of Gnosticism 
emerged earlier (as shown in the previous section), when 
one thinks of typology in relation to Gnosticism one 
automatically thinks of the German-Jewish scholar-
philosopher Hans Jonas (1903-1993) and his work entitled 
the Gnostic Religion (1958, third ed. 2001), which became 
perhaps the most influential work on Gnosticism in the 
twentieth century. The work is an excellent survey of the 
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Hellenistic period and of the main Gnostic systems in their 
relation to classical Greek thought and still serves as an 
important introduction to Gnosticism. As for the academic 
stance of the work and its typological method, its title is 
quite revealing because typology, as a theoretical strategy, 
has as a consequence the limiting of textual material into 
set categories. In other words, when one inductively sets 
out to find certain common types in various texts and 
religious groups, one automatically produces a unified 
common category or field, such as Gnosticism or the 
Gnostic religion, which in a sense delineates its own 
specific set of doctrines or “types”. 

This might suggest that the notion of a Gnostic 
religion was purely a construct. Although Hans Jonas was 
aware of many different Gnostic groups and texts, he still, 
with good reason, regarded Gnosticism as a specific 
religious tradition, which flourished alongside Christianity 
and Judaism as a third religion utilising Biblical myths. 

Michael Waldstein has remarked that Jonas’s construct 
of Gnosticism was “the expression of a unitary ‘Spirit of 
Late Antiquity’ defined by Entweltlichung (acosmism).”314 

The profound rationale behind Jonas’s construct was 
as follows: Even though Jonas’s approach to Gnosticism, 
its origins, and its typology was in part inspired by the 
earlier history of religions approach—which primarily 
focused on understanding and tracing the origins of 
Gnosticism in terms of geneaology—Jonas’s approach was 
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‘Hans Jonas’ Construct ‘Gnosticism’: Analysis and 
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also quite distinct from it because it was grounded in 
Martin Heidegger’s (1889-1976) influential phenome-
nology and existentialism as expounded in Sein und Zeit 
[Being and Time] (1927).315 

Jonas innovatively argued that while Gnosticism 
historically is a syncretistic movement composed of a 
number of different religio-philosophical ideas, the tracing 
of those different ideas to their presumed origin will not 
tell us much about Gnosticism itself. In order to 
understand Gnosticism, or the unity that amalgamates the 
various components of Gnosticism we must understand 
the specific experience, mode of feeling or Gnostic mind 
that brings together the various elements and the specific 
cultural environment, which facilitated such an attitude 
towards existence.316 Gnosticism, according to Jonas, was a 
unique existential attitude produced by the cultural decay 
in late antiquity, which was especially characterised by a 
sense of alienation or homelessness in the world, combined 
with an urge to religious self-catharsis.317 This “acosmism” 
or anti “this-worldly-ness” had already been mentioned by 
Wilhelm Bousset318 as a feature of Gnosticism, but for Hans 

                                                
315  Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion: The Message of the Alien 

God & The Beginnings of Christianity, 3rd edn (Boston, MA: 
Beacon Press, 2001 [1958]), p. 335. In short, Jonas 
expounded on the idea that we experience our being 
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316  Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, pp. 325-27. 
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Jonas it became the primary unificatory and explanatory 
notion of Gnosticism, substantiated by and compared to 
the modern philosophy of existentialism. He therefore 
abandoned the search for origins in terms of genealogy 
because he considered Gnosticism the religio-philosophical 
expression of an existential situation that unified several 
disparate groups and texts. 

This whole notion of a cultural situation influencing 
specific groups and their attitudes towards existence (and 
thus religious systems) inspired a few scholars to use what 
we might call the sociological approach to Gnosticism. 
This trend began in 1970 with the German sociologist of 
religion Hans G. Kippenberg. In his article, “Versuch einer 
soziologischen Verortungdes antiken Gnostizismus”319 he 
analysed the sociological origin of Gnosticism as a result of 
the frustration and alienation produced by the Roman 
rulers. Henry A. Green elaborated this thesis in the 
Economic and Social Origins of Gnosticism (1985). Antti 
Marjanen, however, has criticized this trend by pointing 
out that it is too difficult, precarious, and too narrow to 
reconstruct a social reality/situation and a social attitude 
based solely upon mythological texts, such as the Gnostic 
texts, because they have many other meanings and 
functions.320 

However, returning to Hans Jonas’s perspective this 
Gnostic religion, as an attitude, was expressed in various 

                                                                                              
Rudolph’, p. 37. 

319  Hans G. Kippenberg, ’Versuch einer soziologischen 
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related types, which can be identified as constituting the 
Gnostic system of thought in general. 

The following components of Gnosticism construed by 
Hans Jonas, is derived from the Gnostic Religion and his 
article ‘”Delimitation of the Gnostic Phenomenon—
Typological and Historical”:321 

(1) the idea of gnosis or saving knowledge 

(2) world history driven by a dynamic emanationism and 
crisis 

(3) the presentation of Gnostic thought in mythical 
discourse 

(4) a dualistic world-view or world-God opposition   

(5) aggressive polemics against other traditions 

(6) the artificiality of its myths 

(7) strong syncretism in its doctrines  

(8) a spiritual morality, which resulted either in 
asceticism or libertinism. 

                                                
321  See Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, pp. 42-47 and Hans Jonas, 
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Many of these types had already been identified in 
earlier typologies constructed by scholars of the history of 
religions approach, as evinced above.322 

Kurt Rudolph (1929-), the significant German scholar 
of religious studies who retired in 1996, has in many ways 
furthered Hans Jonas’s work by viewing it as a religion in 
itself. His own work, Die Gnosis: Wesen und Geschichte einer 
Spätantiken Religion (1977; Eng. trans. Gnosis: the Nature and 
History of an Ancient Religion, 1983), was furthermore the 
first systematic and comprehensive work on Gnosticism 
which integrated the texts discovered at Nag-Hammadi.323 

Birger Pearson (1934-), a Californian scholar of 
Gnosticism and early Christianity, is one of the active 
scholars in the field who, especially with his two articles: 
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phenomenological typology for Western esotericism along 
similar lines (see book two in the present book series). For 
further details on Hans Jonas and his work, see King, What is 
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“Is Gnosticism a Religion?” (1990) and “Gnosticism as a 
Religion” (2005), has continued along the lines of Jonas by 
arguing that Gnosticism is a religion in itself constituted by 
various dimensions or types. 

In 2005 Pearson wrote, “In what follows I shall 
attempt to mount a defence of the continued use of the 
term “Gnosticism” by historians of religions, and to arrive 
at greater precision in delimiting the boundaries of what I 
will continue to call “the gnostic religion”.”324 In so doing, 
he argues that we must use some categories in the study of 
religions; even “Christianity” is a category, so why not use 
“Gnosticism” for a religious tradition, which, in his 
opinion, is a tradition distinct from Christianity?325 

In his quest for “the gnostic religion”, he has in 
addition to Jonas, been especially inspired by the late, 
influential religious scholar Roderick Ninian Smart’s (1927-
2001) approach to, and framework for, understanding 
religion. According to Smart, religion can be identified, 
without being defined, as constituted by seven 
dimensions. Pearson has used and elaborated these seven 
dimensions in studying Gnosticism as follows:  

(1) The doctrinial/philosophical dimension 
- salvation by gnosis 
- theology 
- cosmology 
- anthropology 
- eschatology 

(2) The mythic/narrative dimension (sacred story)  
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- theosophy and theogony 
- cosmogony 
- anthropogony and soteriology 

(3) the practical/ritual dimension  

(4) the experiential/emotional dimension (mysticism, 
etc.) 

(5) the ethical/legal dimension 

(6) the social/institutional dimension (organizational 
structure) 

(7) the material dimension (iconography, etc) 

In addition to Smart’s taxonomy, Pearson has added an 
eighth 

(8) the syncretic / parasitic dimension326 

In the center of this identification of Gnosticism 
stands, according to Pearson, either the text known as the 
Apocryphon of John or an earlier version of the text, since it 
includes the most consistent, most used, and most basic 
Gnostic myths.327 

In addition to analysing the parameters of Gnosticism 
within the above phenomenological framework, Pearson 
argues that gnosis itself is the essential characteristic and 
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that gnosis as presented in the basic Gnostic myth is what 
makes Gnosticism a religious tradition in itself.328 

Pearson summarizes his thesis in the following 
manner: 

A proper assessment of our extant evidence allows the 
historian of religions to conclude that the Gnostic religion 
arose independently of Christianity [out of Judaism] and 
deserves to be treated as a discrete religion in its own right, 
even if its history has often (but not always) been bound up 
with that of the Christian religion.329 

He reached the same general conclusion in 2005: 

So, in answer to the question posed by the theme of this 
conference, “Was There a Gnostic Religion?” my reply is: 
Yes there was, and it still exists.330 

On a slightly different note, it is worth mentioning 
that in our secular, modern world it has become quite 
customary to treat Gnosticism and gnosis as specific fixed 
types in themselves. Gnosticism has often been related to a 
type, which implies a sharp dualism between this-
worldliness and anti-worldliness or the basic notion that 
this world is evil. Gnosis has often been used as a type for 
unreflective/irrational, direct knowledge or elitist 
knowledge. Both these notions are therefore often placed 
in contrast to the modern Western interest in the material 
sphere, regained curiosity about the world, and the 
                                                
328  Pearson, ‘Gnosticism as a Religion’, 2005, pp. 95, 100. 
329  Birger A. Pearson, ‘Is Gnosticism a Religion?’, in The 

Notion of "Religion" in Comparative Research: Selected 
Proceedings of the XVIth Congress of the International 
Association for the History of Religions, Rome, 3rd-8th 
September, 1990, ed. by U. Bianchi (Roma: "L'Erma" di 
Bretschneider, 1994), pp. 105-14 (p. 114) [brackets are 
mine]. 

330  Pearson, ‘Gnosticism as a Religion’, pp. 95, 101. 
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principles of democracy. This is especially seen in the 
influential philosophical-historical works of Eric Voegelin 
(1901-1985) The New Science of Politics (1952), Order and 
History (1956-1987), Science, Politics and Gnosticism (1968) 
and Hans Blumenberg (1920-1996) Die Legitimität der 
Neuzeit (1966) [The Legitimacy of the Modern Age, 1983].331 

1.8.4 Post-modern Approaches to Gnosticism 
In keeping with the rise of post-modern scholarship in the 
humanities the past forty years, Gnostic studies have 
recently taken some significant steps away from defining 
Gnosticism in terms of fixed abstract typologies, such as 
Hans Jonas did, and attempted to rid itself of inherited 
polemical/theological content. The focus has moved away 
from general structures and towards particular historical 
content in the hope that this will provide a clearer and less 
preconceived understanding of the actual Gnostics and the 
Gnostic texts.332 This move has also been prompted by the 
discovery of “new” Gnostic texts in December 1945 at Nag-
Hammadi. 

The pioneer scholar of Gnosticism Bentley Layton 
(1941-) was among the first to focus directly on the Gnostic 
texts and other ancient writings that describe the Gnostics 

                                                
331  For further usages of the concept Gnosticism, see Wouter J., 

Hanegraaff, ‘Gnosticism’, in The Brill Dictionary of Religion, ed. 
by Kocku von Stuckrad, 4 vols (Leiden: Brill, 2005), II, 790‐98; 
see also King, What is Gnosticism?, pp. 5-6 for popular usages 
of the term. 

332  Williams suggests ignoring the category completely in order 
to access the source texts without prejudice Michael A. 
Williams ‘Was there a Gnostic Religion?’, in Was There a 
Gnostic Religion?, ed. by Antti  Marjanen (Helsinki: Finnish 
Exegetical Society, 2005), pp. 55-79 (p. 79). 
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as a point of departure for defining/categorising these 
groups. Layton did not want to construct an abstract 
definition of Gnosticism or to set out to identify specific 
core doctrinal types. Instead, he has sought to determine if 
there actually were groups who called themselves 
“gnōstikoi” or “Gnostics” in contrast to the Church fathers 
who classified every and any group they saw fit under that 
designation. As has been shown above in the treatment of 
the meaning of the words Gnosticism, gnōstikos, gnosis 
and in the section on Heresiology (1.8.1.1)—which in part 
were based on Layton’s research—there is actually 
evidence or testimonia that there existed a group or groups 
who called themselves by that name. These groups were 
also known by the following names given by Irenaeus: 
“Knowledge-Supplying school of thought”, 333  the 
Carpocratians, 334  and the Barbelognostics. 335  In Origin’s 
Contra Celsum we find the following remark, “Let us admit 
that there are some too who profess to be Gnostics, like the 
Epicureans who call themselves philosophers.” 336  This 
group might have been the Ophites, who “called 
themselves Gnostics, claiming to be the only ones to know 
the depths,” according to Hippolytus. 337  Clement of 

333  Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, 1.11.1. 
334  Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, 1.25.6. 
335  Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, 1.29. 
336  Origen, Contra Celsus, V:61. 
337  Hippolytus, Refutation of all Heresies v, 6, 4, for an English 

translation, see The Ante-Nicene Fathers: Translations of the 
Fathers down to A.D. 325, ed. by A. Roberts and J. 
Donaldson, 10 vols (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm B. Eerdmans, 
1963), V. 
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Alexandria mentions Prodicus, 338  and Porphyry talks 
about certain “Gnostics”.339 

Therefore, when Layton makes use of the word 
Gnostic, it primarily refers to “a member of a distinct social 
group or professional school of thought, not a kind of 
doctrine.”340 A Gnostic text is thus Gnostic only as an 
artefact used by a so-called Gnostic and not because of its 
doctrines. 

The Gnostics, as an ancient social group, largely 
belonged to the more comprehensive social body of 
Christians and were not necessarily the distinct groups 
most theologians since Irenaeus have construed them to be 
in an attempt to define what was perceived as orthodoxy. 
Layton formulates it in the following manner: 

The Gnostic movement did not simply share in the 
culture to which early Christianity belonged. Gnostics 
in fact made up one of the earliest and most long-lived 
branches of the ancient Christian religion.341 

                                                
338  Clement of Alexandria, Stromata, 2.117. 5; see also Layton, 

‘Prolegomena’, p. 338. 
339  Porphyry, ‘On the Life of Plotinus and The Order of His 

Books’, 16. 
340  Layton, ‘Prolegomena’, p. 334; see also Layton, The Gnostic 

scriptures, pp. xii, 5, 6-7. 
341  Layton, The Gnostic scriptures, p. xi; see also pp. xviii-xxi. This 

observation had already been made by the German 
theologian Walter Bauer (1877-1960) in his Rechtgläubigkeit 
und Ketzerei im ältesten Christentum (1934) translated into 
English as Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity 
(Philadelphia, PA: Fortress, 1971). Reitzenstein also held the 
opinion that Gnosticism was an essential component of early 
Christianity. For further details, see Marjanen, ‘What is 
Gnosticism? From the Pastorals to Rudolph’, pp. 38, 39-40; 
King, What is Gnosticism?, p. 114.  
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Once the identity of so-called original Gnostic groups 
has been established it is possible, according to Layton, to 
establish the original Gnostic scriptures or what Layton 
has called the “Classic Gnostic Scriptures.”342 A distinct 
sectarian feature of these Gnostic texts is, according to 
Layton, “the Gnostic myth.” This myth is a “complex and 
distinctive myth of origins” by which the Gnostics 
constructed their sense of existence.343 Other distinctive 
features of the classic Gnostic texts are the use of 
specialised jargon, references to ritual baptism, and the 
attribution of the authorship of the texts to well-known 
mythic authorities, such as the biblical Adam.344 

According to Layton, the Gnostic myth or narrative 
drama consists of four acts and four sub-acts. The four 
main acts are, in short, about the creation of the universe 
from the highest principle down to Adam and the 
subsequent history of the human race. The sub-acts tell the 
story of man’s loss of divine power and the gradual 
recovery of that power.345 It is this myth that Layton traces 
through the core Gnostic scriptures in one form or another. 
He identifies the Secret Book According to John as one of the 
exemplary versions of the myth.346 Once the most complete 
versions of the texts have been identified, it thereafter 
becomes possible to trace the myth in other texts that are 

                                                
342  See Layton’s fivefold composition of his text collection 

published in 1987 under the title The Gnostic Scriptures. The 
five categories are as follows: (1) Classic Gnostic Scripture, (2) 
The Writings of Valentinus, (3) The School of Valentinus, (4) 
The School of St. Thomas, and (5) Other Early Currents. 

343  Layton, The Gnostic scriptures, p. 9. 
344  Layton, The Gnostic scriptures, pp. 7-8. 
345  See Layton, The Gnostic scriptures, pp. 13-17 for full details. 
346  Layton, The Gnostic scriptures, p. 23. 
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related to “classical” Gnosticism and include or associate 
them with the category of Gnosticism. 

While the aim of this approach is to avoid false 
constructions of Gnosticism by focusing on the groups 
who actually were Gnostics and not merely construed as 
such by others, Layton’s method has suffered some 
critique from other post-modern scholars of Gnosticism. 
Michael A. Williams, for example, argues in brief that 
Layton puts too much emphasis on the term gnōstikos: 
firstly because the term is not even found in what Layton 
identifies as the core texts of the group that, according to 
Layton, called itself the Gnostics and secondly because the 
term gnōstikos was actually used in antiquity in relation to 
many other groups who were not Gnostics.347 

Williams’s revolutionary book, Rethinking 
“Gnosticism”: An Argument for Dismantling a Dubious 
Category was published in 1996. In this seminal work he 
critically examines the term Gnosticism and what Williams 
argues are its many heuristic defects.348 For example, he re-
evaluates former approaches to Gnosticism, such as those 
of Layton and Jonas, by questioning why certain texts and 
spiritual groups, which usually are dealt with under the 
topic of Gnosticism, have actually been grouped together 
under this category. Williams acknowledges that there are 
many resemblances between the groups and texts in 
question and therefore does not question that a common 
category can be constructed, but he does simply not think 
Gnosticism is the most suitable category and strongly 

                                                
347  Williams, ‘Was There a Gnostic Religion?’, p. 75-76. 
348  Williams’s arguments have been followed up in a condensed 

form in Williams, ‘Was There a Gnostic Religion?’. 
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questions the existence of a Gnostic religion.349 He finds it 
a sign of disease that the category has become as blurred as 
it is today. 350  One of the causes of this, according to 
Williams, is that when modern scholars discuss Gnosticism 
it is not always clear if they use the term with regards to 
Layton’s “self designation” approach or Jonas’s 
“typological” approach. In other words is the term being 
used as something certain groups called themselves or as a 
modern classificatory construct?351 

Williams furthermore argues that both the self-
designation and the typological approach have failed to do 
justice to the texts they classify by trying to fit them into 
the underlying organizing structure and conception of 
their constructed category of Gnosticism. His main 
criticism of using the self-designation approach to classify 
Gnostic texts is that (1) the term Gnostic does not appear in 
any of the texts commonly classified as Gnostic and (2) the 
term was used more often in terms of a quality than for a 
group or groups. Furthermore, even though Layton and 
others have shown that some heresiological reports state 
that some persons or groups used the term to describe 
themselves, this is clearly not the case with all the groups 
classified by Layton as Gnostic.352 

Williams also argues that, especially since Hans Jonas, 
it has become an assumption that there once existed a 

                                                
349  Michael A. Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”: An Argument 

for Dismantling a Dubious Category (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University press, 1996), p. 3.  

350  Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, pp. 3-4. 
351  Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, p. 31. 
352  See Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, pp. 31-43, (pp. 41-43); 

Williams, “Was there a Gnostic Religion?”, pp. 72-76. 
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general Gnostic religion or Gnosticism among the ancients, 
but this post-modern stance is a distortion of history.353 
Furthermore, the root of the modern construct Gnosticism 
and its classification of Gnostics goes back to Ireaneus, but 
Irenaeus had a different agenda with his definition: it was 
not to explain the phenomenological meaning of religion 
but to show what heresy was.354 In order to expose the 
artificial nature of Gnosticism and the hindrance it is to a 
clearer conception of the subject, Williams extensively 
through methodical deconstruction shows how difficult it 
is to include all Gnostic textual material within the sphere 
of the common stereotypes with which Gnosticism has 
been associated. He asks (1) whether Gnosticism is to be 
viewed as a protest exegesis or as a reversal of values; (2) if 
the Gnostics were parasites or innovators; (3) if they 
fostered a hatred towards the body or focused on the 
perfection of the human; (4) if their attitude was anti-
cosmic or anti-social; (5) if they cultivated asceticism or 
libertinism; (6) if they were deterministic; and (8) whether 
they were inclusive or elitist.355 

By analysing these questions Williams shows that it 
simply is not possible to claim that all so-called Gnostic 
texts share the same positions, doctrines or attitudes. It is 
therefore not possible to speak about a common 
Gnosticism or a Gnostic Religion.356 

While he draws attention to the defects of the self-
designation approach and the phenomenological 

                                                
353  Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, pp. 43-44. 
354  Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, pp. 44-45. 
355  See Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, pp. 54-212. 
356  Williams extends this type of critique to Pearson’s approach 

in Williams, “Was there a Gnostic Religion?”, pp. 63-72. 
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approach, he does not deny that these approaches can 
have some usefulness and validity. What he does question 
is simply why they both have led to the category 
Gnosticism: 357  a category that he thinks should be 
dismantled. This does not mean that Williams argues for 
abandoning categories founded on either traditional 
relationships or typological similarities, but that new and 
better ones can be constructed about which no doubt exists 
as to their scholarly and ontological status.358 

Williams suggests, for example, the use of “Biblical 
Demiurgical Traditions” instead of “Gnosticism.” By 
“demiurgical,” Williams means traditions that hold that 
the creation and order of the cosmos is governed by a 
lesser entity or entities. By adding the adjective “biblical” 
the “demiurgical” is limited to the specificity of the Jewish 
and Christian scriptures.359 

This categorization has, according to Williams, at least 
three advantages over the others: (1) it is specific and thus 
easy to distinguish; (2) the category is easily recognised as 
a modern construct and will thus help avoid confusion; 
and (3) the category will help avoid stereotypical clichés, 
characteristics, and generalizations.360 

Based on thorough research, Williams concludes that 
there never existed a Gnostic religion as popularly 
claimed. The term Gnosticism was simply composed of 
clichés, all of which obscure the reading of the actual 

                                                
357 Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, p. 31. 
358  Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, p. 51. 
359  Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, p. 51. 
360  Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, pp. 52-53. 



Towards Secular Studies of Gnosticism 

 
193

sources.361 There were multiple traditions and it is true 
some of them shared common phenomenological 
elements,362 but the term Gnosticism needs rethinking, as it 
no longer serves as a practical tool for furthering research. 
As an alternative, Williams proposes “Biblical Demiurgical 
Traditions” as just mentioned, but this is not just another 
name for the same thing. It is centred on the common motif 
of a demiurge and specified to the biblical tradition. 
Furthermore, it dismantles the clichés, as it excludes the 
idea of certain attitudes towards the cosmos.363 However, 
employing the new label should permanently change the 
field of Gnostic studies, as texts that once were classified as 
Gnostic might no longer fit the category and new ones 
might be added.364 Williams thus sounded the note for a 
new beginning in Gnostic studies by calling for a new 
designation. 

Karen L. King is another important scholar who has 
argued along the same lines as Williams since the late 
1980s.365 In King’s 2003 major study of Gnostic scholarship 
What is Gnosticism?366 she however points out that since 

                                                
361  Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, pp. 78, 264. 
362  Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, p. 77. 
363  Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, p. 265.  This includes 

attitudes such as a negative view of the body or cosmos. 
364  Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, pp. 263, 266. 
365  Karen King, ‘Is there such a Thing as Gnosticism?’ [paper 

read at the Annual Meeting of the AAR/SBL in Washington 
D. C., Nov. 20–23, 1993] has been influential. See also King, 
What is Gnosticism?, p. ix for a list of other early studies by 
King related to Gnosticism. 

366  An alternate form of the first chapter of the book entitled ‘The 
Origins of Gnosticism and the Identity of Christianity’ can be 
found in Was There a Gnostic Religion?, ed. by Antti  Marjanen 
(Helsinki: Finnish Exegetical Society, 2005), pp. 103-20. 
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Williams’s book appeared scholars now simply put 
quotation marks around the term (“Gnosticism”) to mark 
its constructed and problematic nature and continue to use 
the term as before.367 She argues that one of the reasons for 
this response is that no real alternative has been proposed. 
King finds problems with Williams’s proposal of the 
“Biblical Demiurgical Tradition”, as it seems to privilege 
one mythic element, such as the demiurgical, over others 
and has done little to stimulate an alternative classification 
and reading of the texts.368 

King’s work What is Gnosticism? was the culmination 
of more than twenty years of work and represents a 
thoroughly researched companion-book to Williams’s 
book discussed above. As a part of the general post-
modern trend, King calls for a revisionist history of 
Christianity, including so-called Gnosticism in order to 
liberate the sources or actual texts from pre-conceived 
assumptions and fruitless discourses.369 

Like Williams, King concludes that the concept 
Gnosticism or the Gnostics originally sprang from 
orthodox polemics in their battle for identity against 
heresy.370 This means that the term was originally a part of 
a religious group’s rhetorical and strategic process of 
identity formation. King furthermore argues that this 
polemical origin of the term has continued to foster 
assumptions and rhetorical categories in modern 

                                                
367  King, What is Gnosticism?, p. 214. 
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369  King, What is Gnosticism?, pp. vii, viii. 
370  King, What is Gnosticism?, pp. vii-viii, 2-3. 
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scholarship that still plays a part in modern religious 
normativity and identity politics.371 

In her book she traces and analyzes the origin of the 
term within the set parameters mentioned above and 
follows the use of this nomenclature in modern 
scholarship.372 As the present chapter has already been 
informed by King’s work, this is not the place to follow all 
of her analyses of former Gnostic scholarship. Suffice it to 
say that after having addressed the issues raised by the 
most prominent scholars, many of whom have been 
discussed above, King asks whether all of this means the 
end of Gnosticism? 

King envisions either the eventual abandonment of 
“gnosticism” or a further specification, such as “sethian 
gnosticism” or “classical gnosticism.” She argues, 
however, that what is most important is to use the term 
correctly, free from the original discourses of orthodoxy 
and heresy.373 We need to rethink our methodology374 and 
histiorgaphy,375 by moving away from assumptions of an 
origin, essence and an original form of purity. Three terms 
that often are interrelated. King argues that we should 
make it clear that historical phenomena always are in media 
res, that they change, are diversified, and are never pure or 
free from interrelations. 376  She especially finds Michel 
Foucault’s and Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical observations 

                                                
371  King, What is Gnosticism?, pp. viii, 4. 
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fruitful, as they can help demystify the rhetorical elements 
and underlying structures.377 

1.8.5 Gnosticism and Western esotericism 
Gnosticism and gnosis are words that have become an 
integral part of the field of Western esotericism. This is 
clearly attested by the inclusion of both words and the 
traditions or forms of knowledge they signify in recent 
histories and dictionaries of Western esotericism. 

Antoine Faivre, for example, argued in Access to 
Western Esotericism (1994) that “Hellenistic Religiosity”, 
including Gnosticism, Stoicism, Hermetism, and Neo-
Pythagoreanism, has been a vital source for modern 
esoteric currents. 378  He also speaks of the 
phenomenological (re)emergence of “neognostic 
cosmology” and “neognosis.”379 

In Modern Esoteric Spirituality (1992), which Faivre co-
edited with Jacob Needleman, he wrote a chapter entitled 
“Ancient and Medieval Sources of Modern Esoteric 
Movements”, which included a brief discussion of 
Gnosticism. Here Faivre primarily made a distinction 
between gnosis and Gnosticism. Gnosis is a form of 
knowledge and can be regarded as synonymous with 
esotericism, whereas Gnosticism is strictly to be regarded 
as the so-called gnosis from around the beginning of our 

                                                
377  King, What is Gnosticism?, pp. 223, 239-47. 
378  Antoine Faivre, Access to Western Esotericism (Albany, NY: 

SUNY Press, 1994), p. 7. 
379  Faivre, Access to Western Esotericism, p. 275; for the term 

neognosis, see 291-96. 
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era. 380  Gnosticism has, however, influenced modern 
esoteric traditions, especially in terms of taking myths 
seriously.381 

In the more recent English edition of his work Western 
Esotericism: A Concise History (2010), he does not go into 
Gnosticism in any detail, but continues to regard it as a 
source of modern esoteric currents.382 

Kocku von Stuckrad also included a brief discussion 
of gnosis and Gnosticism in his Western Esotericism: A Brief 
History of Secret Knowledge (2005), thus continuing the 
practice of including it in the history of Western 
esotericism.383 Stuckrad’s discussion is informed by some 
of the problems, which have occurred in the field of 
Gnostic studies regarding the definition and specification 
of Gnosticism,384 but he does not try to separate the two 
terms in any strict manner, as Faivre and Versluis have 
done. 

Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke also regards Gnosticism as 
an “ancient Hellenistic source of Western esotericism” in 
his The Western Esoteric Traditions: A Historical Introduction 

                                                
380  Antoine Faivre, ‘Ancient and Medieval Sources of Modern 

Esoteric Movements’, in Modern Esoteric Spirituality, ed. by 
Antoine Faivre and Jacob Needleman, Word Spirituality, 21 
(New York: Crossroad, 1992), p. 7.  

381  Faivre, ‘Ancient and Medieval Sources’, p. 8. 
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(Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2010), p. 27. 
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Secret Knowledge (London: Equinox Publishing Ltd., 2005), pp. 
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(2008).385 In a brief section devoted to Gnosticism he gives 
a classic, typological presentation of Gnostic doctrines and 
emphasizes the gnosis or knowledge dimension in 
Gnosticism as a defining feature. 386  Goodrick-Clarke 
regards Gnosticism’s rich variety of spiritual 
intermediaries as the chief influence on later Western 
esoteric traditions.387 

Arthur Versluis, much like the above-mentioned 
scholars of Western esotericism, clearly makes use of the 
words gnosis and Gnosticism in his works. In his Restoring 
Paradise: Western Esotericism, Literature, Art, and 
Consciousness (2004), for example, he makes use of the 
word gnosis in a general sense, signifying a form of 
experiential and transformative knowledge.388 

In his earlier study Gnosis and Literature (1996), he 
distinguished between Gnosticism and gnosis in line with 
Faivre’s distinction,389 but he also found that many later 
authors, in terms of typology, were naturally inclined 
towards the world-view of Gnosticism that emphasized 
either the rebellious spirit of Gnosticism or its more 
pessimistic anti-cosmic outlook.390 
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Historical Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
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Literature, Art, and Consciousness (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 
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In his more recent historical study Magic and 
Mysticism: An Introduction to Western Esotericism (2007)391 
he specified his distinctions between gnosis, gnostic, 
Gnostic, and Gnosticism. Gnostic (with a capital g) refers 
to a group or to an individual in antiquity who often was 
regarded as heretical (in other words, the classical notion 
of Gnostic). Gnosticism refers to the religious thought of 
the Gnostics. Gnosis, on the other hand, refers to a form of 
direct spiritual insight that can be found in any time 
period and gnostic (non-capitalized) refers to someone 
who possesses gnosis.392 According to Versluis, gnosis is 
essentially synonymous with esotericism, as it is the 
esoteric or hidden dimension in historical forms of 
esotericism.393 Using this categorization, Versluis naturally 
does not endorse Michael Williams’s desire to dismantle 
the category on Gnosticism entirely.394 

In addition to the question of definition, Versluis gives 
the most extensive treatment of Gnosticism as a part of 
Western esotericism of all the authors mentioned above. 
He argues that the foundation of the Western esoteric 
traditions is to be found in antiquity395 and, like Faivre and 
Goodrick-Clarke, includes Gnosticism among the roots of 
the Western esoteric traditions. Versluis identifies these 
primary roots as the ancient mystery traditions, the ancient 
Greek and Roman magical traditions, Plato and Platonism, 
Hermetism, Jewish mysticism, Christian gnosis, and 
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394  Versluis, Magic and Mysticism, p. 28. 
395  Versluis, Magic and Mysticism, p. 21. 



The Academic study of Western Esotericism 

200 

Gnosticism.396 Versluis argues that Gnosticism continues to 
exist in Western esoteric traditions not through secret 
lineages as popularly argued but because the conceptual 
framework of a religious tradition contains a limited 
number of central ideas which means that, the same ideas 
will emerge from time to time.397 

The Dictionary of Gnosis and Western esotericism (2005) 
edited primarily by Wouter J. Hanegraaff includes 
“gnosis” in its title alongside “Western esotericism”, thus 
indicating the correlation between the two terms. 
Hanegraaff specifies in the introduction that the reason for 
including the word gnosis is to counter the false reification 
of certain words that has taken place since antiquity, as in 
the case of Gnosticism. Gnosis can, as a category, refer to a 
number of diverse traditions in antiquity and later times 
and is therefore included in the title.398 Hanegraaff finds it 
important, however, not to conclude that there exists one 
universal gnosis common to all the different people and 
systems of thought included in the dictionary.399 

The Dictionary also includes two comprehensive 
entries on Gnosticism by Roelof van den Broek entitled 
“Gnosticism 1: Gnostic Religion” and “Gnosticism 2: 
Gnostic Literature”. The first entry outlines the use of the 
word Gnosticism in modern scholarship and the second 

                                                
396  Versluis, Magic and Mysticism, p. 11. 
397  Versluis, Magic and Mysticism, p. 34. 
398  Wouter J. Hanegraaff, ‘Introduction’, in Dictionary of Gnosis 

and Western esotericism, ed. by Wouter J. Hanegraaff and 
others (Leiden: Brill, 2005), p. vii. 

399  Hanegraaff, ‘Introduction’, p. xiii. 
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the Gnostic texts.400 As a useful outline of Gnostic studies it 
does not include any new distinctions between gnosis and 
Gnosticism, but the inclusion of such an extensive 
treatment of Gnosticism shows just how closely related the 
fields of Western esotericism and Gnosticism have become. 
The slightly older standard dictionary of Western 
esotericism Dictionnaire critique de L’Ésotérisme (1998) 
edited by Jean Servier also included an entry on Judaic 
Gnosticism, an entry on Christian Gnosticism, an entry on 
ancient Christian gnosis, and one on modern gnosis.401 

This brief survey of recent scholarship in the field of 
Western esotericism illustrates that Gnosticism and gnosis 
are regarded as closely related. As mentioned earlier, the 
academic study of Western esotericism has adopted the 
term gnosis as one of its primary “tool-box concepts” and 
generally approaches Gnosticism as a part of the history of 
Western esotericism or at least recognises that it represents 
one of the primary sources of modern esoteric currents. 

Finally, it should be mentioned that, like the academic 
study of Kabbalah, recent studies of Gnosticism such as 
those of Jonas, Layton, Williams, and King have all 
influenced the academic study of Western esotericism. 

                                                
400  Roelof van den Broek, ‘Gnosticism 1: Gnostic Religion’ and 

‘Gnosticism 2: Gnostic Literature’, in Dictionary of Gnosis and 
Western esotericism, ed. by Wouter J. Hanegraaff et and others 
(Leiden: Brill, 2005), pp. 403-32. 

401  See Marie-Magdeleine Davy, ‘Gnose: Christianisme Primitif’, 
pp. 541-544; Françoise Bonardel, ‘Gnose: Occident Moderne’, 
pp. 544-48; Michèle Broze, ‘Gnosticisme: Christianisme 
Primitif, pp. 548-51; Maurice-Ruben Hayoun, ‘Gnosticisme: 
Judaïsme’, pp. 551-52, in Dictionnaire critique de L’Ésotérisme, 
ed. by Jean Servier (Paris: Presses Universitaires De France, 
1998).    
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Wouter J. Hanegraaff, in particular, has adopted some of 
the perspectives discussed by Williams and King in their 
attempt to either dismantle or transform the study of 
Gnosticism.402 

1.8.6 Gnosticism in conclusion 
The purpose of this chapter was to examine what 
Gnosticism actually is. The terms relating to the field were 
defined and it was shown that Gnosticism is a modern 
coinage first used by Henry More in the seventeenth 
century largely adopting the Church father Irenaeus’s 
rhetoric use of the term gnōstikos. The term gnōstikos 
originally belonged to the Platonist tradition in antiquity 
as a designation for a spiritual-intellectual faculty but was 
later used by certain Jewish and Christian groups as a self-
designation. Irenaeus used the word discursively to 
classify a large number of what he saw as Christian 
heresies, resulting in a reification of the term. It has, 
therefore, until recently been argued that there once was a 
Gnostic religion different from Christianity and often 
opposed to it. Modern studies of Gnosticism originating 
with the history of religions school in the nineteenth 
century thus sought to examine the origins of Gnosticism 
and how it was distinct from Christianity. In the twentieth 
century Hans Jonas famously defined Gnosticism in terms 
of a specific religion composed of various identifiable 
types, but lately, with the so-called post-modern study of 
Gnosticism, such an all-embracing set of types has been 
deconstructed. Layton has focused instead on the groups 
who actually called themselves Gnostics, and both 

                                                
402  This will be discussed in more details in volume 2 of the 

present book series. 
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Williams and King have shown that it is impossible to 
classify all so-called Gnostic texts within the stereotypes 
constructed by earlier and contemporary scholars 
following the typological school. Gnosticism was once 
constructed as a concept in the rhetorical battle for 
religious truth and has now been dismantled in order to 
allow the texts to speak for themselves to the extent that 
that is possible. There has thus been a movement from 
religious to secular terminology in the study of 
Gnosticism. Scholars of Western esotericism have however 
adopted Gnosticism both as a concept and as a spiritual 
tradition and made ancient Gnosticism a part of the history 
of Western esotericism. Western esotericism has also 
largely embraced the term gnosis to designate a form of 
spiritual knowledge independent of ancient Gnosticism, 
which thus can be used to describe a form of knowledge 
found in a number of spiritual traditions. In the future 
Gnosticism will presumably be incorporated more 
extensively into the history of Western esotericism and be 
regarded as a sub-discipline within the field. It is 
important, however, that scholars of Western esotericism 
do not neglect the extensive research that has taken place 
within the field of Gnostic studies, as well as the other 
fields outlined in this book, in order to avoid the more or 
less popular and superficial second-hand accounts of the 
subject that have already occurred.  





CONCLUSION 

The aim of this first book in the Introduction Series to 
Western Esotericism was to provide interested readers 
with a useful overview of modern developments prior to 
the construction, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, of a 
comprehensive framework for defining the academic 
study of Western esotericism au Antoine Faivre. Many of 
these scholarly developments and the terms associated 
with them, such as ‘the occult’, ‘esoterism’, ‘magic’, 
‘Hermeticism’, ‘mysticism’, ‘Kabbalah’ and ‘Gnosticism’, 
are now directly associated with Western esotericism and 
are important to a comprehensive understanding of this 
new research area. This book thus presented and discussed 
the main theories related to these areas and pointed to the 
emerging awareness among scholars, in each of these 
areas, of the existence and influence of alternative forms of 
knowledge throughout the history of Western culture, also 
commonly termed ‘the third other’. 

In the introduction, a brief overview of the original 
etymological meaning and context of the adjective 
‘esoteric’ was discussed, especially in relation to its use 
during antiquity when it was generally used to designate 
restricted or reserved knowledge in contrast to public 
knowledge. Thereafter it was shown how much later, 
during the eighteenth- and nineteenth-centuries, the 
adjective was transformed into a substantive (esotericism). 

In the first chapter, it was shown that while 
esotericism, or the knowledge traditions associated with 
esotericism, was in decline during the growth of secular 
culture from the time of the Enlightenment, esoteric 
knowledge at the same time underwent a revival and 



The Academic study of Western Esotericism 

206 

gained renewed interest among several groups of creative 
people during the latter part of the nineteenth-century 
when it generally came to be regarded as an ancient secret 
wisdom and therefore as something distinct from 
mainstream religion, philosophy and science. Esotericists 
themselves often defined esotericism as the unified truth 
common to all these forms of knowledge. This revival of 
esotericism, or the secret traditions of the ancients, 
facilitated by many skilful writers, is no doubt one of the 
causes behind the resurgence of esotericism in the 
nineteenth-century and one of the reasons why, more 
recently, it has come to be regarded as a topic that deserves 
closer analysis and scholarly attention. 

The second chapter traced how sociologists and 
historians during the 1960s and 70s became aware of the 
influence that the intellectual current, which began with 
the occult revival and later transformed into New Age 
culture, had at the time. It was shown that these scholars, 
for the first time within academia, began to analyse and 
categorise ‘the occult’. Among the more influential 
constructs of this period were the views of ‘the occult’ as 
(1) an underground current of unaccepted knowledge, (2) 
a form of irrationality that would sometimes erupt into 
mainstream culture, or (3) an esoteric culture that has been 
in interplay with exoteric or mainstream culture 
throughout Western history. 

The third chapter showed that out of the occult 
revival, an esoteric-intellectual movement generally 
known as traditionalism emerged, generally defining 
esoterism as a trans-historical, metaphysical or esoteric 
Truth to be discovered in the common symbols of the great 
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world religions. This essentialist definition of 
esoterism/esotericism, as something in itself, has 
influenced several scholars in the academic study of 
Western esotericism and religion from an early point but 
has also called for some critique from scholars who have 
made an effort to make way for a strictly historical study 
of Western esotericism. 

Chapter four discussed how anthropologists from the 
late 19th century increasingly became aware of other types 
of knowledge or ways of thinking by studying other 
cultures. Magic was here defined and discussed as 
something different from science and religion and at other 
times as something similar to it. It was also proposed that 
magic constituted a primitive form of mentality. In any 
case, these studies led to an awareness of other ways of 
thinking, other modes of knowledge, and to the awareness 
of the existence of the occult/magic and its relation to 
science and religion. 

Chapter five explored how scholars of the history of 
science became aware of the presence of the so-called 
‘hermetic tradition’ and its many-faceted influence on and 
interconnections with science in Western history. The 
excavation of the ‘hermetic tradition’ in Western thought 
and culture has been one of the main factors making the 
establishment of an academic study of Western esotericism 
possible because it proved the existence of this otherwise 
largely unexplored, yet very influential current in Western 
thought and culture. 

In chapter six, the academic study of mysticism, from 
its early beginning in the 20th century, was outlined and it 
was shown how the subject of mysticism is closely 
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connected to the study of Western esotericism because it 
deals with many of the same texts, subjects and people, 
only in a slightly narrower or more specific sense relating 
to mystical experiences. 

In chapter seven the academic study of Kabbalah, 
often defined as a form of Jewish mysticism, was outlined. 
The subject matter of Kabbalah is not only directly related 
to the study of Western esotericism—as Kabbalah to a 
great extent is a part of and thematically similar to Western 
esotericisms—but the establishment of Kabbalah as a 
serious, historical, academic discipline has been a model 
for the academic study of Western esotericism. 

In the most comprehensive chapter, chapter eight, the 
meanings and definitions of the terms ‘gnosis’ and 
‘Gnosticism’ were discussed and it was outlined how the 
study of Gnosticism gradually became defined in terms of 
secular scholarship and thus was studied in new light. The 
important theoretical discussion of whether Gnosticism is 
a specific something, a specific religion or a scholarly 
construct was also given attention and it was shown how 
Gnosticism has become an important aspect of the 
academic study of Western esotericism. 

All the academic developments dealt with in this book 
have in their own right produced expert knowledge and 
have shed new light on hitherto misunderstood or 
forgotten currents of Western culture, but recently they 
have also come together in the academic study of Western 
esotericism because all these disciplines have, in one aspect 
or other, disclosed the presence in Western history of what 
is now generally referred to as esotericism, the third other. 
In the specific areas dealt with in this book, it was shown 
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(1) that esotericism was regarded as secret wisdom among 
the esotericists; (2) that the occult was construed as a waste 
basket or a form of irrationality or as an esoteric culture; 
(3) that, among the traditionalists, esoterism was viewed as 
a trans-historical wisdom that can be discovered in the 
symbols of the great world religions; (4) that magic was 
either a primitive mentality, an early form of science or an 
irrational form of knowledge; (5) that the hermetic 
tradition was discovered and viewed as a unified tradition 
that had shed immense influence on Western culture; (6) 
that mysticism was defined and discussed in terms of a 
common experience, or as context-dependent experiences, 
or again as a linguistic form of discourse; (7) that the 
Kabbalah became a respected field of research; and (8) that 
the study of Gnosticism emancipated itself from its former 
definition of heresy. All of these definitions have 
contributed to the terminological developments and 
specifications important to the study of Western 
esotericism and all of these important areas can in certain 
respects be viewed as significant sub-fields of Western 
esotericism. 

Finally, it can be concluded that without these many 
significant developments and the pioneering research into 
otherwise forgotten aspects of Western culture, or the 
‘third other’, the need for the establishment of Western 
esotericism as an academic field might not have come 
about at the end of the 20th century. 
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