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Abstract

The debate initiated by Segal's "defense of redoisin” has produced a polarization
between the theoretical positions of reductionismd aeligionism, suggesting that no
alternative exists. This is unfortunate, for emgati research is neither reductionist nor
religionist. The article discusses this neglectaetpiical option. Empirical research must be
based on methodological agnosticism with regardrebgious and philosophical "first
principles ", and must fully recognise the histdsicof religious phenomena. This empirical
perspective is applied to the newly emerging acaddieid of esotericism. Antoine Faivre's
definition of esotericism as a historically recoggible "form of thought" leads to a discussion
of the empirical status of the history of (religi)udeas, especially in the tradition of Arthur
O. Lovejoy. This is followed by a discussion ofithplications of empirical method for the
diachronic and the synchronic study of esotericigns argued that the latter pursuit entails
a fundamental questioning of conventional distmsi, particularly between "gnosticism®
and "mysticism".

1. Introduction

The debate over reductionism vs. religionism isngpally concerned with defining the
proper method for the academic study of religiomosived as an autonomous or semi-
autonomous discipline. In its most recent episadigiated by Robert Segal's "defense of
reductionism” via his attack on Mircea Eliade (Set283; 1989a; Pals 1986; Idinopulos -
Yonan 1994), one misses the realization that, wieatenethodology one may consider
appropriate foReligionswissenschafit does not follow automatically that this metotmyy
[100] will be appropriate equally and in precistig same way for all more specialized fields
of study. Furthermore, the possibility cannot bleduout beforehand that the preference of
certain authors for certain general methodologmraiciples may be largely determined by
the specific requirements of thearticular field(s) of study in which they happen to
specialize. In order to stimulate creative progresshe debate - to move it beyond the
essentially static situation of battle cries exadehfrom entrenched positions (Elzey 1994:
82Y - | suggest it might be wise temporarily to deffastn the focus on "religion" as such
and the way to study "it", and focus on specifieaa and the appropriate methods for
studying them. At first sight such a strategy magrs to ignore what is arguably the very
raison d'etreof the debate, i.e., the wish to define the stafuReligionswissenschaitithin
academic institutions. However, if there are sigas | believe is the case - that the apparently
straight road actually moves in circles, a seendapur may prove the quicker way to the
goal.

In this article | will concentrate on some methadptal problems proper to the
academic study of esotericism, a newly emerging¥istill very much in the process of self-
reflection regarding its own definition and promeethodology. The study of esotericism has
been dominated by religionist and, to a somewhailsmextent, reductionist approaches. My
main argument implies that this dominance (not sg@ely the research itself!) has hindered



rather than stimulated the progress of understgndiargue that a third, empirical alternative

opens as yet largely unexplored perspectives.llidghtify some central problem areas in the
systematic study of esotericism in relation to varam empirical perspective is likely to prove

fruitful. In that connection | suggest that a prefece for certain empirical approaches over
others may often result not from general theorktomasiderations, or from the biases of

individual scholars, but simply from the specifemjuirements of particular areas of study.

2. Tertium datur: Thereductionism debate and the empirical option

One of the most surprising facts about the curteeductionism debate" is the almost total
neglect of the empirical alternative to theologiaigionisf [101] and reductionist
approaches. Reading the material, one is temptedrtdude that this is not just the result of
a reasoned rejection of empiricism, but of a praftly nonempirical attitude on the part of
the main protagonists. This suspicion arises b&causn a cursory examination of the actual
state of research furnishes abundant evidence tthataraphrase the title of one of Segal's
articles, "historians of religion aret necessarily believers" (Segal 1989&nd since Segal
regards "historians" as concerned with other ptgsban the explanatory reductionism which
he believes to be the distinguishing mark of th@adscientific alternative, it is obvious that
many historians cannot be accommodated in his régth&amework. Of course, one might
object that Segal's dichotomy is analytic rathemtldescriptive; but then the fact that he
applies it exclusively to Eliade, whose represeavitgitas an "historian™ of religion is doubtful
to say the very least (Rudolph 1989), leaves I8g censubstantiated.

The basic perspective of empirical research, asindisshed from "positivist-
reductionist” and "religionist” pursuits, has rettgibeen reformulated by Jan Platvoet (1990).
Believers always see religion, analytically spegkiftom the perspective of what Platvoet
calls a "multiple tier cosmology”. This means thaeir world-view encompasses an
empirically perceptibleand one or more meta-empirical realms (or, it might dsded,
experiential dimensions). In studying religion, sleins are dependent on believers expressing
their awareness of a meta-empirical reality in efogily perceptible ways (words, images,
behaviour etc.) butqua scholars, they do not themselves have direct actteshe meta-
empirical. Because they can thus neither verify fatsify its existence, or any claims made
about it, methodological agnosticism is the onlpgar attitude. To the empirical/meta-
empirical distinction Platvoet adds a further, amdcial, one: both "cosmologies" may be
held either axiomatically or nonaxiomatically. Rpdinists sometimes mistake empirical
researchers for positivist reductionists becausg thisconstrue this distinctiSnActually,
empirical researchers do not limit themselves &dmpirical because they wish to claim that
it is the only reality (privately [102] they may |e the opposite), but simply because it is
the only one accessible to them for investigatibimey hold to their "one tier cosmology"”
nonaxiomatically while positivist-reductionists hold to &xiomaticalty,i.e., as an ideology
(Platvoet 1990: 186). | would argue that from anpgital perspective this reductionist
ideology must be dismissed as unscientific bec#usdaims more than it can prove without
self-contradiction: it treats the meta-empiricalifags existence has been falsified, while in
fact such falsification would require the meta-emnagil to be empirical. Religionism - which
axiomaticallyholds to a plural tier world-view - is properlyitarized not for claiming more
than it can prove but for blurring the distinction between empiricahd nonempirical
knowledge, incorrectly claiming "scientific" valigi for the latter. It is clear, therefore, that
empirical research cannot accapiy axiomatic beliefs about the ultimate nature ofitga



This formulation suggests a further corollary, whis not mentioned by Platvoet and
has perhaps received too little attention gener&ligpiricism, | would argue, cannot afford to
take sides in the philosophical debate over whay rbeoadly be called idealism vs.
materialism. | will take this debate to encompakbgjaestions of whether the purportedly
"higher" causes (determines, produces, conditithres)lower" or the reverse, and submit that
the dimension most relevant for the study of religiis the relation between human
consciousness and society. Implicit or explicitipgophical presuppositions in this domain
inevitably exert a decisive influence on any intetation, let alone explanation, of religious
phenomend.One only has to read an introduction to the amiagy of religion such as
Brian Morris' brilliant Anthropological Studies of Religiofi987), to realize how strongly
[103] research may be dependent on a philosoph&capriori. Morris makes his
Vorverstandnis/ery clear: "The essential Marxist premise, Letra8ss remarked, is that 'the
way people live conditions the way they think'. §8sue is perhaps the only guiding thread
of the present study ..." (Morris 1987: 3). The aripnt thing to notice is that this
philosophical position, although its influence iedepervades the book, is nowhere defended
or accounted for. It is presented axiomatically,saf-evident and not in need of prdof.
Actually, however, empirical evidence suggests d¢inét ideas and social circumstances (such
as matter and consciousness) are intimately integwan ways that are as yet insufficiently
clear. It is true that the idealist view (which, stronger versions, apparently conceives of
ideas as abstract entities capable somehow to ‘&gatt" from their manifestation in social
contexts) is even totally unsupported by empiriealdence, but the conclusion that this
proves the truth of materialism is an obvimes sequitur® The primary empirical fact is that
ideas and society seem to influence each otheratytd’o decide whether one direction of
influence may be eliminated as illusory or perigtherequires an axiomatically held
philosophical position. Perhaps (I would say, ptipathe question is entirely unsolvable on
non-axiomatic, empirical grounds. To conclude fritis that it is legitimate to [104] make an
arbitrary-choice betrays, however, a "failure ofueg vis-a-vis the perplexities of human
knowledge'!

Both corollaries of empirical research (methodatagjagnosticism with respect to the
"meta-empirical” and with respect to the idealisatenialism debate) do not yet amount to
more than an indirect definition: empirical resdmis characterized by theejection of
metaphysical axioms (either in the religious or pihdosophical sense) as a valid foundation
of scientific knowledge. It implies a "criticism afleologies” which severely limits the
domain in which science may legitimately speak wvethhority. A third and final corollary
adds goositivequalification: empirical research of religions mtecognize that we only have
access to religions as human events in space avst, importantly, intime. The historical
character of religious phenomena is what is emmgdlgicgiven; any "transhistorical" or
otherwise unchanging dimension it may possess itoies a secondary interpretation.
Although empirical research may (or may not) commterpret some elements of religions as
universal through time, it does not permit suchoactusion to be the starting point of
investigation. This historical orientation constitsi a furthemprima facie criticism of both
religionism and reductionisnBoth have shown a characteristic tendency to impostein
material "immutable" laws and principles, oftenthé expense of historical contingency
(which is feared by both for its relativistic imgditions)™? Eliade's "terror of history" is the
most obvious religionistic exampté As for social-scientific reductionism | can do better
than quote the lines of Dan Merkur:



Social scientific explanations are regularly synchronic, when yediite history - is diachronic. Just as, in the
life sciences, a variety of synchronic modes of analysis (orgemenistry, ecology, etc.) are ultimately
subservient to the diachronic framework provided by evailatip theory; so in the study of religion, social
scientific explanations can never be more than partial contrilsutiohistorical explanations; for the phenomena
of religion are inherently and inalienably diachronic. AccordinflO5] social scientific explanations of religion
are rightly criticized negatively for being "reductive”, to the ektbat they usurp the place of historiography.
(Merkur 1994:227f

It should be superfluous to add that this in no wayplies rejection of social scientific
methodologies as such. Cross-fertilization betwibensocial sciences and historical research
has proved to be a significant enrichment for Bo#md nothing which is said here should be
misunderstood as suggesting an anti-social scigiase

To finish this brief sketch | must mention threé@icisms which, if accepted, would
undercut my claim that empiricism is a valid antbaomous option: the religionist claim that
empiricism is in fact reductionist; the reductidnitaim that it is in fact religionist; and the
general claim that it is not scientific at all. Tretigionist complaint was mentioned already. |
argued that it is based on a confusion betweennatic and nonaxiomatic research
strategies. However, this will probably not dispeligionist objections altogether, and for
good reasons too. Admittedly the historical oriéinta of empirical research, which is
naturally interested in the historical "genesis'r@lfgious convictions, may have profoundly
reductionistic implications. Although historians ositd avoid the "genetic fallacy" of
assuming that to point out the (in this case hisady origin of a certain convictioprovesthat
the conviction cannot be true, the net effect afeaetic approach nevertheless may be to
"demythologize" certain convictions and render theghly, even intolerably improbabfé If
religionists reject empiricism for this reason,rtte® be it. The alternative is a fatal confusion
between mythography and historiography.

As for criticism from reductionist perspectivesalieady pointed out that Segal gives
neither evidence nor arguments for his statemeattthistorians of religions are necessarily
believers". A more explicit discussion is foundte work of Don Wiebe, who argues that the
appeal toepocheis "yet heavily influenced by a religious/theolcgi commitment” (Wiebe
1984: 409). This is of course correct if taken asofservation about the way in which
"bracketing" has actually functioned in old-stylaegpomenology and continues [106] to
function in various contemporary religionist appro@s. However, | do not see that
methodological agnosticisimplies religionism (cf. Wiebe 1983: 288).Wiebe argues that
epoche implies the "descriptivist doctrine” and must #fere reject all attempts at
explanation. | quote Wiebe (1984: 409-410):

"To explain' is 'to explain away' and that, it appears, meistvioided at all costs. But to avoid that possibility
altogether is to assume that it can never be 'explained' away'.aTabri exclusion, | suggest however,
indicates a religious/theological bias, for it presumes ais celity for religion that it may not really have.

It seems to me that Wiebe here confuses the (oelgf) statement that a reductionist
explanation iswrong with the (empirical) statement that such an exgi@n cannot be
demonstratedo be true. The latter may be hard to acceptdductionists, but | cannot see
how they can prove their case without having actess priori metaphysical assumptions
themselves.

Finally, both religionists and reductionists reglylaclaim that empirical research
simply does not qualify as science. If this claimrevtrue, Segal's either/or framework could
perhaps be saved. grima facie objection to Segal would be that if this is thasen for
ignoring the empirical option, then the fact tha thoes not accept religionism either as



science makes it difficult to understand why heuaggyagainst it at all. If, on the other hand,
he considers it worthwhile to argue with unscieatparties, the purportedly nonscientific
character of empiricism would be no reason to ignorWhatever may be the case, it seems
that both religionists and reductionists reject migm as nonscientific because its
methodological restrictions preclude the possipiitreally understanding what religion is all
about. This is probably true, but I doubt whetherisi an argument for disqualifying
empiricism as scientific. Religionists argue thanpgicists cut themselves off from
appreciating precisely what is most essential abeligion, namely itsui generischaracter.
Empiricists are bound to reply that if this is tthen it only illustrates thacientificresearch
has its limits. A "higher science" based on religionsights may be a wonderful ideal, but
one which will create not a scientific buteligiousworld-view, i.e., acceptable only by prior
acceptance of a meta-empirical reality. Sciend®isd, for better or worse, to the empirical.
If religionists claim that science should be metgpeical, then it is clear that both parties are
operating with mutually exclusive definitions anck anot, in fact, talking about the same
thing.

[107] As for the reductionist alternative, the margument here is that empirical
research is bound to a pure "descriptivism" whiejeats attempts at explanation. Because
explanation is the essence of the scientific ensFpor so it is argued, mere descriptivism is
not scientific (Wiebe 1975: 33; 1983: 295; 198491 10f course, however, description and
interpretation are intimately interwoven and theurdary between “interpretation” and
"explanation” is notoriously vague (cf. Clarke -rBg 1993: 29-32). Therefore, historians can
- and frequently do - claim to give explanationdeatst in some senses of the word. They
certainly offer interpretations, and charging thenth "pure descriptivism" (or, for that
matter, with a naive belief in pure objectivity) ynbe dismissed in most cases as attacking
caricatures. The real issue is over the statusdital explanation, i.e., explanation which
uncovers thereal foundation of religion (Clarke - Byrne 1993: vk;i28-75). The main
argument against radical explanation is the oneadly formulated above. Such an
explanation may or may not be true, but its truéimrot bedemonstratedvithout having
recourse to axiomatic metaphysical assumptionshiff argument is accepted, the logical
corollary is obvious: if it is still to be claimethat (radical) explanation alone defines
"science", then it follows that science is and d$tiobe based on an axiomatically-held
metaphysical ideology. Its possible conclusiond thién be conditioned prior to all empirical
investigations by the requirements of that ideojagypirical disconfirmation of the latter is
excluded a priort® However, to accept this argument means underguitie very foundation
of the scientific enterprise, because it makesnseiea matter not of empirical demonstration
but of adherence to and promotion of metaphysiehdéts. We can only conclude that, in this
sense, "reductionists are necessarily believers".

We end up, then, with several mutually exclusiveasl about what it means to be
"scientific". If the empirical perspective rejedt®th the religionistic project of a "higher
science" and the reductionist vision of radical larption, it might itself be suspected of
espousing "naive realism". However, empiricism aialy does not imply the simple belief
that "things are just as they seem". | would artha it suggests something far less com-
fortable: that, if we are radically honest, we madiit that none of us has a clue about what
is really going on around us (and especidilyw, and for what reasons, it is going on). More
precisely, the clues we have managed to invent tver all fail to produce a picture that is
radically convincing, complete, and irrefutabletiéy did, the debate would have ended long
ago. If empiricism has any "hidden premise”, | sggt is that to admit the grave [108]
inadequacies in our knowledge and understandirigeadity” is more scientific than to fool



ourselves about them. Neither need empiricism Ingena the sense of ignoring the many
practical and theoretical problems related to itigating "the evidence". The hermeneutical
problematic, in particular, arises as an obviouxlpct of all serious empirical research. Far
from being an argument against empiricism, it msthing to be recognized and dealt with as
adequately as possible. The problem, of courséhas nobody can be completely certain
about what is to count as "adequate". This, in bydtself, is sufficient to conclude that
empirical research is extremely unlikely ever teegus "the truth about religion(s)". Instead,
we may expect it to produce a many-voiced and prlgbandless debate, in which the
dialectics ofemic evidence ancetic scholarly discourse may nevertheless produce valid
knowledge. If any rule of thumb exists to judget thaidity, | would suggest It will have a lot
to do with the willingness of its author(s) to rgoe it agrovisory.

3. Thestudy of esotericism

The problems of defining "esotericism" are similarthe well-known problems of defining
“religion”. In both cases the term is vague andigodws in ordinary usage, has emerged in a
western context and gone through shifts in meadur@g its history, and has frequently been
used to serve the particular purposes and prejsiditendividual scholar$’ The prima facie
reason for attempting to define "esotericism" aseparate field is the impression that there
exist certain religious phenomena which have somgthin common, and that this
communality is sufficiently characteristic to speak a distinct complex or field. This
impression is liable to criticism for reasons sanito the case of "religion™: attempts to
construe "esotericism" as aui generis phenomenon may be inspired by apologetic
considerations, operational definitions may relyguestionable premises and fail to account
for all members of the purported class, and sdroseeking to defend its relative autonomy,
then, the study of esotericism obviously faces lasimproblems as the study of religion
generally. Recognizing this, | will for the momentt attempt to defend more than an
essentially pragmatic approacurrently accepted fields of study have failedd¢oanmodate
certain western traditions, and still tend either éxclude these from study altogether or
reduce them to already existing but inappropriategories. "Esotericism™ is an appropriate
label for characterising these traditions and makithem available fof109] research.The
first concern of the study of esotericism is withe tsyncretistic "hermeticism” of the
Renaissance, and the various traditions which eaderfjom that synthesis, such as
rosicrucianism, Christian theosophy, nineteenthggnoccultism, and so on. By extension,
students of "esotericism" may include as part efrtfield the older historical phases of those
currents which were assimilated into the Renaissaoempound, currents such as astrology,
alchemy, magia, kabbalah, etc. This last tradition entered Remaiss hermeticism in
Christianized shape, but to mention it means togeize a further legitimate extension which
would encompass parallel "esotericisms" belongimghte worlds of Judaism and Isl&fh.
Recognition of these parallels, finally, inevitaldyokes questions about how to conceive of
the relation between esotericism on the one hamtijrgysticism and gnosticism on the other.
The above suggests that at least three theorgtiohlems should stand high on the
agenda of a systematic study of "esotericism". st ambitious but (as we will see)
problematic concern would be with a synchronic, parative study of esotericism(s) within
the scriptural religiond: More modest, and of more immediate importancéhésdiachronic
study of historical development within single esitetraditions. Both kinds of study
presuppose a clear position on a third count, ae.operational definition of esotericism
which takes into account the complicated relatioithwsuch bordering domains as



"mysticism™" and "gnosticism" (both synchronicallydadiachronically). | will concentrate on
this last question first and make some suggestbosit the two others later.

The dominance of religionist presuppositions in shely of esotericism has not been
congenial to the critical enterprise of definitiand classification theory. The reason is simply
that "esoteric religionists”, like religionists geally, have a natural tendency to emphasize
transhistorical unity over historical differencehel perception of differences, however, is
what necessitates the enterprise of definitiomenfirst place; whoever wishes to demonstrate
the unity of esotericism should explicithccount forthose differences rather than start from
the comfortable assumption that they are "secofid@ihjs orientation toward unity is closely
related to the preference of religionists for "@sgevs. manifestation” schemes which, while
allowing for the essence to clothe itself in cogént cultural shapes, presuppose that the
former somehow transcends the latter and remainguely sui generis.In the case of
esotericism, the essence is called "esoteric" nehanifestation "exoteric". As for the nature
of that esoteric essence itself, esoteric religisnwill usually [110] defend a variation on
Rudolf Otto's well-known position vis-a-vis the nmous: you need some kind of intuitive
access to it in order to understand it, becausbowit such privileged understanding your
research will be fatally inadequate. All these agstions are carried to an extreme in the so-
called "perennialist” school (Ananda CoomaraswaRgne Guenon, Frithjof Schuon, and
their followers), which has largely been ignorec@ademic circle® but enjoys considerable
support among students of esotericism. This suppamuld argue, is extremely unfortunate.
Even leaving aside the question whether perenmals a scholarly methodology at all
(which | would contest}® it is obvious that its idea of "esoteristhhas no clear connection to
whatever can be regarded as "esotericism" in anirealphistorical sense. The first is a
metaphysical concept referring to the supposecstandent unity" of all great religious
traditions; the second refers to quite specifiddnisal currents in western traditions. Most
significantly, the founders of the perennialistgmactive have themselves largely ignored the
latter?® Therefore a first necessary step towards estamdjstne study of esotericism as a
serious academic pursuit would be to demarcatkedrly from the perennialist perspective.
This still leaves room for free competition and cdission between (other kinds of)
religionists, reductionists and empiricists. My g@pt [111] contribution to such a discussion
is to defend the merits of the empirical option.

The most authoritative proposal for a definition"e$otericism" has been formulated
by the French scholar Antoine Faivre (1992a: 323Fgivre correctly points out that, from an
empirical/historical perspective, there can be neesgjon of discussing the nature of
esotericisman sich?’ Accordingly, he is critical of that kind of religiis universalism which
discerns "esotericism" in all religious tradition$ the world (Faivre 1992a: 7. To the
historian, the term refers to a western phenomewbich has ancient roots (Faivre 1992c),
but becomes visible as a relatively autonomous @memon only in the modem period (since
the end of the fifteenth century). Faivre descrilbsstericism as an identifiable "form of
thought” or "ensemble of tendencies" (Faivre 1993a:7, 12) on the basis of six
characteristics. The first four are intrinsic te thefinition of esotericism; they are more or
less inseparable, but should be distinguished fatysical purposes. The two last ones are
called relative or nonintrinsic; they are frequgnitesent but need not be. | will outline these
characteristics very briefly, referring the reatteFaivre for a more extended discussion.

(1) CorrespondencesCorrespondences, symbolic or real, are believedexist
between all parts of the visible and invisible @mse. "These correspondences are considered
more or less veiled at first glance, and they heedfore meant to be read, to be decoded. The
entire universe is a great theater of mirrors, teobdieroglyphs to decipher; everything is a



sign, everything harbours and manifests mystergivfie 1992b: xv). A distinction may be
made between correspondences between visible aigibie levels of nature, and between
nature (the cosmos) and history as exemplifieg@wealed textg2) Living nature.The vision

of a complex, plural, hierarchical nature permedigdpiritual force(s) is exemplified most
clearly in the Renaissance understandingagia. The perception of nature as a livinglieu

- a dynamic network of sympathies and antipathiiesnishes [112] a theoretical foundation
for concrete implementation: various kinds of magigractice, "occult” medicine,
theosophical soteriologies based on the framewbr&lanemy, and so or(3) Imagination
and mediationsThe idea of correspondences implies the possilmfimediation between the
higher and lower worlds, by way of rituals, symbolatermediate spirits, etc. The
imagination, far from being mere fantasy, is regdrds an " 'organ of the soul' by means of
which a person can establish cognitive and visipnapport with an intermediary world, with
a mesocosm" (Faivre 1992b: xvii), mundus imaginalis. Imaginatis the main instrument
for attaininggnosis;it is "a tool for the knowledge of the self, of therld, of myth; it is the
eye of fire penetrating the surface of appearancesder to make meanings, "connections”,
burst forth, to render the invisible visible ..Fajvre 1992b: xvii-xviii).(4) Experience of
transmutation.This alchemical terminology is perhaps most appatg to define the concept
of an "initiatic path of development”. The esotmtigains insight into the hidden mysteries of
cosmos, self and God, and undergoes a procesgibtaion on all levels of his beind5)
The practice of concordancd@he practice of concordance involves "a markedi¢any to
seek to establish commonalities between two or nddfferent traditions, sometimes even
between all traditions, with a view to gaining ination, a gnosis of superior quality"
(Faivre 1992b: xix)(6) TransmissionTransmission refers to the flow of esoteric teaghi
"from master to disciple following a channel alrgadug, abiding by a course already
charted" (Faivre 1992b: xix). This element invohmxh the idea of an historical filiation of
"authentic" spiritual knowledge (a "tradition” o$aeric truth), and of esoteric initiations in
which a spiritual master imparts his knowledge thsziple.

Faivre emphasizes that these characteristics doef@tto doctrinal content but serve
rather "as receptacles within which we can orgard#érent kinds of experiences or
imaginings" (Faivre 1992b: xx). As such, they setwedemarcate a distinctive "form of
thought”, the historical manifestations of whichyntee widely divergent.

Faivre's definition was developed against the bemkyd of detailed historical
research into specific movements and persons. Ghisnundisputed expertise in these
generally under-researched areas, critics are elglito challenge the validity of Faivre's
characteristics as adequate generalizations abeuplenomena in question. They might,
however, question his conception of esotericisna &rm of thought”,particularly if the
latter is used to legitimate the view of esoteritiss a religiousradition. The combination of
both implies that the study of esotericism focuseshe historical emergence and subsequent
development of a specific mode of thinking. Thiscourse, makes the study of esotericism
into a subfield of what is usually referred to he history of ideas. It follows that we can
accept Faivre's definition [113] as a starting p&an an empirical study of esotericism if, and
only if, we accept the history of (religious) idemsa legitimate part of the empirical study of
religion. This legitimacy, however, is not undispait In the next section | will argue against
the not uncommon suspicion that the history of sd@sts on presuppositions that aneriori
incompatible with empirical research. If accepteny, argument will imply not only that the
study of esotericism is a valid field within theademic study of religions (because it has an
identifiable object connected with a valid methadpl), but will also serve to illustrate my
suggestion at the very beginning of this artickee suggestion that specialized fields may



require specific methodologies in order to be adégjy studied or even to become visible as
a "field" at all. What goes for one such field nfjuiry does not necessarily go for another, let
alone for the study of religions as a whole.

4. Anempirical history of ideas

| intend to discuss the history of ideas not dsg often been practised, but only asoiild be
practised. Surely it would be pointless to disctlss subject in the abstract; too many
different approaches claim to study the "historydefas” in some sense. | will therefore take
as my point of reference one prominent example,nie¢hodology proposed by Arthur O.
Lovejoy (1873-1962F° This seems an appropriate choice for several nsadmvejoy is
unquestionably among the most influential proposeot the history of ideas, and his
methodological proposals have remained the sulgkéatigorous debate until the present
day>® Nevertheless, it seems to me that the full paaénfihis theoretical vision has not been
explored as thoroughly as it would deserve.

Most of the criticism that has been leveled at joys methodology concerns his
concept ofunit-ideas.His suggestion that complex systems of thought begnalyzed into
their basic elements by a procedure similar to yditachemistry (Lovejoy 1964b: 3), is
problematic for several reasons (Mandelbaum 19&®-205; Mink 1968-1969a: 9-13;
Wiener 1968-1969; [114] Mink 1968-1969b; Skinne69910-12; Bredsdorff 1975; Kvastad
1978; Gram - Martin 1980; Wilson 1990: 167-177)r Bar present purposes this discussion,
although important in itself, can be disregardedwill simply accept as valid Daniel J.
Wilson's conclusion, based on a thorough discussidhe debate, that the unfortunate term
"unit-idea” can be successfully reformulated imtgrof Wittgenstein's concept of family
resemblance: "It is the term 'unit-idea’ which reetmibe abandoned, not the methodology of
identifying families of closely related key ideas western thought and analyzing the
continuation or recurrence of those ideas with ghtened sensitivity to the multifarious
influences on the expression of the idea in a @adr context by a particular thinker.”
(Wilson 1990: 176)

| would suggest, with Louis O. Mink, that the lagtimportance of Lovejoy approach
lies not in his "doctrine of elements” (i.e., thetion of unit-ideas) but in his "doctrine of
forces™ (i.e., his perspective on the dynamicgtdllectual change [Mink 1968-1969a: 9; cf.
Bredsdorff 1975: 16]). These can be brought ungerieads. First, Lovejoy emphasizes "the
logical 'pressure’ of ideas, by which logical inspions tend to be expressly drawn by
someone as inferences" (Mink 19681969a: 14). Adnghyl the historian's task involves
more than just description; (s)he needs "a cedptitude for the discrimination and analysis
of concepts, and an eye for not immediately obvioggal relations or quasilogical affinities
between ideas" (Lovejoy 1940: 4). In particulae thistorian should attempt to uncover the
ambiguities implicit in particular ideas, which éxim how one basic idea may be developed
into very different and often logically contradiggadirections. This characterizes the history
of ideas as a combined enterprise of empiricalrifegmn and conceptual analysis. Analyzing
the logical structure of ideas provides a theoabtitamework which is essential for
understanding their explicit, historical developmeBecond, Lovejoy has emphasized the
paramount importance of nonlogical factors in tkeeedopment of ideas. Chief among these
are, in his words: "implicit or incompletely exgti@ssumptionspr more or lessinconscious
mental habits ..which are so much a matter of course that theyather tacitly presupposed
than formally expressed and argued for" (Lovejoyodl® 7); characteristidialectical
motives,such as the almost instinctive predilection otaierindividuals or schools for "one



or another turn of reasoning, trick of logic, methtmgical assumption, which if explicit
would amount to a large and important and perhagisiyndebatable proposition in logic or
metaphysics" (Lovejoy 1964b: 10); and, perhaps nmagbrtant, susceptibilities to diverse
kinds of metaphysical pathosa term newly invented by Lovejoy and referring "tmy
description of the nature of things, any charazégion of the world to which one belongs, in
terms which, like the words of a poem, awaken tghotheir associations, and through a sort
of empathy which they engender, a congenial [116bdnor tone of feeling ..." (Lovejoy
1964b: 11). One example is "the eternalistic patines aesthetic pleasure which the bare
abstract idea of immutability gives us" (Lovejoy6i®: 12). Another is the "monistic pathos",
exemplified for instance in the observation thah&w a monistic philosophy declares, or
suggests, that one is oneself a part of the ural€seness, a whole complex of obscure
emotional responses is released” (Lovejoy 1964h: Ti# point is that the actual content and
precise meaning of ideas is only one factor amawvgral responsible for their appeal and
historical influence (or, we might add, the lackrof).

Now, the importance of this last category, in marar, has not been recognized as
widely as one would perhaps exp&ctindoubtedly this has a lot to do with a traditibna
tendency of historians to focus on "official* platiphy, treating it as an autonomous
intellectual tradition motivated and steered by themands of reason only. Lovejoy's
approach is incompatible with this naive but peesisview. First, as he repeats on several
occasions, conventional distinctions between "magod "minor” thinkers are irrelevant to
the study of the history of ideas. This broademsfigld of inquiry to the products of human
thought in the widest sense, including religiousutht (Lovejoy 1964b: 1920; 1938: 8).
Similarly, one of Lovejoy's central concerns istwihe "migration of ideas" between widely
different contexts such as philosophy, scienceyrdture, religion, art, or politics. This
interdisciplinary focus makes "official" philosophgto just one category of the history of
ideas, albeit a relatively important one. Finallpvejoy's approach inevitably results in a
rather sobering picture of the philosophical enieg "The susceptibility to different sorts of
metaphysical pathos plays ... a great part, bothenformation of philosophical systems by
subtly guiding many a philosopher's logic, and antially causing the vogue and influence of
different philosophies among groups or generatimgch they have affected” (Lovejoy
1964b: 1314). It is important to add that theseeolstions, with their obvious relativistic
implications for the rational authority of both f@sophy and science, come from a scholar
whoseoeuvreis motivated by an overriding wish for rationaldenstanding (Wilson 1980).
Several commentators have observed that it wasisptgcLovejoy's lifelong "quest for
(rational) intelligibility" which made him expose ertilessly the essentially nonrational
ideological mechanisniBredsdorff 19757 of human thought. It has been [116] suggested
that the very absence of ideological componentsowvejoy's approach (i.e., its empiricism)
may be a chief reason why his influence on twemosintury philosophy has remained small
(Feuer 1963: 505’

We are now in a position to decide whether a hystdrideas on (neo) Lovejovian
principles qualifies as a valid empirical methodplavithin the academic study of religions
(and thus, by extension, as a valid approach tetilndy of esotericism). As regards attitudes
towards the specificallyeligious, the issue is unproblematic. There is no reasasuppose
that a "(neo)Lovejovian" approach would be inconigatwith methodological agnosticism
vis-a-vis the meta-empirical or, for that mattdratt statements (religionist or reductionist)
about the "real nature" of the meta-empirical waadd something methodologically relevant.

As for the question gbhilosophicalmetaphysics, nothing in Lovejoy's methodology
implies a doctrine involving the causal primacyetther ideas/consciousness or society. On



the contrary, the defense of "epistemological dualliin his philosophicabeuvreis based
precisely on his rejection of both idealism andapgposite (discussed by Lovejoy under the
heading "absolute realism" [Lovejoy 1930; 1962])Consequently, Lovejoy explicitly
demarcates his approach from those "historiese#dgt of which thelefiniensturns out to be
not the subject matter (ideas), but some doctrfreansation (Bredsdorff 1975: 2). It cannot
be the business of the historian of ide@sa historian, to demonstrate or suggest the causal
primacy of either ideas or society (Bredsdorff 1923, 1415). Lovejoy thus excludes from
his methodology "external" theories of causatiooci@ogical, economic, psychoanalytic,
etc.),not for idealistic reasons (contra Bredsdorff 1975, bt because such theories rest on
metaphysical presuppositions which his methodologst regard as objects of, rather than
tools for, empirical research.In several places, it should be added, Lovejoygests that
[117] socialscientific methods (as long as they mwé dogmatically reductionist [Lovejoy
1940: 16; Wiener 1990: 88]) and the history of &leme complementary pursuifsThe
primary task of the historian of ideas is simplystady ideas, as it is of the social historian to
study social history. No conflict needs to exishdamuch may be gained from mutual
interaction, unless of course one party wishesdaapolize the research of the other.

Finally, the historical focus of empirical researofds in Lovejoy one of its most
outspoken defenders. Basic to his philosophy ahfteralistic realism” is the emphasis on
"the most indubitable fact of our experience, ngméhat experience itself is temporal”
(Lovejoy 1962: 87). Accordingly, a precise and dethgenetic method of analysis is
essential to the history of ideas (Lovejoy 1944; Bfener 1963: 481; Duffin 1990: 157).
Remarkably, it is precisely temporality (the "fietd fundamentaémpirical truth of which
philosophical speculation must take account” [Loye]962: 88]) which has again and again
been qualified or flatly denied in favour of somereal reality. This peculiar tendency of
human beings to circumvent what would seem to baoaks empirical facts is among the
most fascinating phenomena for the historian ofasdeAs, indeed, it should be for the
historian of religions.

5. Diachronic study of esotericism

From a (neo-)Lovejovian perspective we may intdrpi@vre's definition of esotericism as
referring to an "idea complex”, in the sense oluster of related ideas recognizable over time
by virtue of family resemblanc¥.

An esoterictradition, on this foundation, may be defined as a historcaitinuity in
which individuals and/or groups are demonstrabfiuénced in [118] their life and thinking
by the esoteric ideas formulated earlier, whicly thee and develop according to the specific
demands and cultural context of their own perioddiachronic study of such an esoteric
tradition, recognizing the irreversibility of histcal time, must begenetic. It traces the
filiation of ideas over timenot with the prior intention of demonstrating theiars- or
metahistorical similarity or unitif even less with the intention to demonstrate hisabr
"anticipations” of cherished ide&sbut with the intention of clarifying the complexays in
which people process - absorb, (re) interpret,c@egtruct, etc. - the ideas of the past
accessible to them. Such a genetic approach nelesthleaves room for the recognition of
relatively constant factors such as certain typeseligious experience, certain inferences
which are likely to be drawn from such experiengks,"logical pressure” of ideas and basic
assumptions, and various prerational factors preghdsy Lovejoy. The identification of
constants may give rise to theoretical typologid®se adequacy depends on the extent to



which they are able to "organize" historical matksriin such a way as to help explain and
render intelligible the "life of ideas®.

But, obviously, even if - by definition - ideasvd" in the minds of individuals, their
survival over time requires that they be "embodied" in @locontexts. Certainly, it is on the
basis of it9deasthat esotericism becomes visible to the histoaam separate field of study,
and it is their development over time which enalteshistorian to speak of a "tradition™ of
esotericism. But this in no way implies that thadst of esotericism should restrict itself to the
study of esoteric ideas. Once properly defined, rmade empirically available as a tradition,
esotericism appears to display all the dimensidnslmion as distinguished, for instance, by
Ninian Smart in his well-known exposition (1973pcgl, ritual, experiential, doctrinal,
mythic, ethical, and symbolic. Like in other rebgs traditions, then, any of these dimensions
may be singled out for special investigation, aagious methodological approaches [119]
may be brought to bear on them. Accordingly, th@aalimensions of esotericism are likely
to be studied by sociologists or social historidhs,ritual dimensions by anthropologists, and
so on. Furthermore, the "migration" of esotericagléo such areas as art, literature, music,
science, etc. may be studied by specialists iretfietds. None of this is incompatible with an
empirical approach, as long as reductionism andiogism are avoided and the primacy of
the historical framework is respected.

But, of course, such is often not the case. Perlia@anost important example of
reductionism in the study of esotericism is thecalded "sociology of the occult”. A few
words must be said about the contrast of this anadpursuit with the approach defended
here. In a well-known and influential volume editegg Edward A. Tiryakian (1974a),
Marcello Truzzi discusses "the occult" (or "occanti') as an area for sociological research.
The gist of his proposal is that occultism is cltgezed by its interest in "things anomalous
to our generally accepted cultural-storehouse raths™. Accordingly, the term occultism
refers to all those movements and tendencies whrehbased on the "contradiction of
accepted beliefs" in general, and particularly aejaction of modern rationality and science
(Truzzi 1974: 245-246). Similarly Tiryakian himselh the same volume, defines esotericism
and occultism entirely in terms of scientificallpuerified/unverifiable beliefs, and practices
based on those beliefs (Tiryakian 1974b: ZB5Roth approaches therefore define "the
occult” indirectly, i.e., as deviations from a giveorm defined in terms of modem scientific
rationalism®

That there is obviously a strong tension betweeniltistic and scientific world-views
is not the issue here. The point is that a "sogwlof the occult” on these (widely accepted)
premises is unhistorical, and therefore incompatibith a diachronic study of esotericism.
First, it simply ignores the abundant historicaldewice that occultism is not a reaction to
modernity but a modem continuation of traditionsickhfar predate the formulation of a
modernist world-view. Second, assuming an artificiaality between "science" and "the
irrational” it is bound to ignore the complicatetbgess by which hermeticism has actually
contributed historically to the formulation of thaame world-view (Yates 1967; Righini
Bonelli - Shea 1975; Merkel - Debus 1988). Finalty approach occultism only negatively
and indirectly (in terms of its contrast to "theientific and rational world-view) precludes
[120] any possibility of understanding it in its owerms and on its own premises. Implicit in
this is the barely hidden assumption that suchtmgt at understanding is futile. To define
occultism as irrational and unscientific is, givdre general perspective of Truzezi al.,
simply another way of saying that its beliefs aomsense. Why should one seriously study
beliefs that will undoubtedly turn out to be, sodpeak, "all sound and fury, signifying
nothing"? These comments add up to a perhaps simgonclusion: a sociological study of



occultism on the above premises - without inteedster in its beliefs or in its history - is not,

properly spoken, a study of occultism at all. JaiBeskford has explained why when he
argued that, actually, most sociologists are istex in the occult only as a convenient
illustration of reductionist theories pertainingdevianceor thesociology of error:

the notion ofdeviance, deviance-amplificaticand labeling already constituted a ready-made conceptual and
theoretical framework in which [occultistic groups] were readégduced to a matter of personal or social
problems. It is as if these movements simply flew into & géicky spider's web of concepts and assumptions
which immediately reduced their significance to an expressioriesfagion, anomie, relative deprivation or 'the
flight from reason'. (Beckford 1984: 260)

A diachronic study of occultism on historical-genepremises must proceed very
differently. It should notice, first, that the tetimccultism™ is a nineteenth-century neologism,
while the adjective "occult” can be traced at lestar back as H. C. Agrippdx Occulta
Philosophia,published in 1533 (Secret 1974; Blum 1989). Thertherefore ngrima facie
reason to speak of "occultism" prior to the ninathecentury** but it is very reasonable to
explore its connections with those traditions ttiadally known as the "occult sciences" (i.e.,
primarily alchemy, astrology, anchagig. A detailed analysis of occultist belief systems
makes it possible to trace the filiation of itsealeas backwards through history, though
to be sure, by merely recognizing that some ideas'smilar" to some earlier ones, but by
identifying precisely which sources (books, autharganized groups, etc.) have served as
mediating links, and why, how and under what cirstances they have influenced others.
For such research, an operational definition ofexgnsm like Faivre's is extremely useful as
a heuristic tool. Again, a serious diachronic stuayld not mean simply scanning occultistic
movements in order to find Faivre's four (or siXjaracteristics and, in case of success,
concluding [121] that therefore occultism and eso&m have the same world-view. To be
satisfied with such conclusions is the mark of peehistories of ideas. On the contrary, by
virtue of being a theoreticgeneralizationabout concrete historical ideas (not an attempt at
hypostatizing "esotericism"”) Faivre's charactarsstbeg the question ddifference and
historical change. Applied to occultism, the criicesk would be to demonstrate how the
original contents and associations of an idea cermfilat originated in the Renaissance are
changedunder the broad cultural impact of Enlightenmegiues and the rise of mechanistic
science. Such an approach is incompatible with Zisjzit cannot conceive of occultism as
the waste product of a rational and scientific weslew, but must interpret it as the product
of attempts (successful or not) to adapt a premodend-view to the modern world (Faivre
1992a: 88y?

The case of occultism has exemplary value. A d@aabrstudy of esotericism would
have to consideany of its historical manifestations not in terms ohtinuation but in terms
of reinterpretation. As any interpretation necessarily presupposes rdegty a detailed
analysis of that context - in all its dimensiongeilectual, religious, social, political, etc.s- i
essential. There is no reason why any aspect démsdem, or any approach to its study,
should be exempted from these requirements.

6. Synchronic study of esotericism?

It may come as a surprise to some that the mefitsnoempirical,diachronic study of
esotericism have in fact been demonstrated by adamscholarlyoeuvre.l am referring to
the studies of Gershom Scholem. The title of hist-keown work Major Trends in Jewish
Mysticisn) appears to be [122] somewhat misleading, conigiglethat in his Hebrew



publications Scholem preferred to speak not of magdbut ofba'aley sod'esoterics’] (Dan
1993:62-63). It should also be remembered that IBohanterpreted Merkabah "mysticism”
as a species of Jewiginosticismand that, in discussing the Zohar, he preferredténm
"theosophy" over mysticism. Finally, he commentegeatedly on the striking similarity
between Zoharic speculation and the Christian thglog of Jacob Boehme (Scholem 1970:
255-256; 1984:15). Similarly Annemarie Schimmeihalgh she discusses Islamic Sufism as
"mysticism", specifies that much of it is in factmysticism of the gnostic type" (Schimmel
1975: 6) and mentions the prominence in Sufismldieany and theosophical speculation.
The French scholar Henry Corbin - inspired, to lne sby a religionist perspective bordering
on apologetics - seems to parallel Scholem's Helteeminology in referring to medieval
Sufism as Islamic esoterism (Corbin 1969: 77-1@1)this suggests strongly that the study
of esotericism may legitimately be extended, asrthér step, to the domain of all three great
scriptural traditions. This, however, has far-reaghmplications.

It is clear that if we consider the possibilityefotericism as a domain of study within
all three great scriptural traditions, Faivre's iniibn of "esotericism" - a theoretical
generalization abou€hristian traditions of a particular period - is no longahy applicable.
We would have to look for a more general definitadresotericism, which should be able to
incorporate Faivre's definition as referring tgpadfic, historically and culturally demarcated
subdomain. But if we do this, it is no longer imnagdly clear that the term "esotericism"
should have preference over such rival candidaégraosis” or "mysticism". | recall that my
original motivation for defining an area called de=icism" was to recover a neglected area
of study. If we extend the field beyond the sphefr€hristianity, however, we find that in
Judaism and lIslam the scholarly neglect of cormedpmy phenomena is somewhat less
serious, but that this fact is obscured becausg #ne referred to by other names. This
realization produces serious questions about theoloedical functioning of scholarly
"labeling”. Traditional distinctions between "gnog&m”, "mysticism", and "esotericism", as
well as the tendency of scholarship to concenteatgely on the first two while ignoring the
third, evidently have weak foundations in realfytually, | suspect that they amount to little
more than Christian polemics in a secularized §atbltimately, then, the [123] study of
"esotericism" as understood in this article wilvbao be regarded as part of a larger, more
complicated domain which includes so-called "esoian" together with so-called
"gnosticism" and so-called "mysticism". By what reame should refer to this general domain
remains a matter of debate. All the existing labejaosis/gnosticism, mysticism, esotericism
- are probably too much burdened by traditionaloassions. Furthermore, instead of
arbitrarily picking one of them to serve for thealdn field and discarding the others, it may
be more useful to retain all of them but use theridaal types’

Corbin, among others, believed that the recognitidnsimilarities between the
scriptural traditions called for a discipline ofotoparative esotericism”. Whether or not
"esotericism" would be the preferable term, thimpmsal seems reasonable enough in
principle. However, we should beware of the extentvhich an automatic preference for a
comparative instead of a genetic approach may Yefmaestionable religionistic
presuppositions about the "universality" of esaism. An empirical approach to the study of
esotericism has no reason to exclude the posgibilitindependent invention”, but | suggest
that it should consider this option only when thteraative of historical-genetidiffusionhas
been tried first, and failed. In this respect,ramiany others, | suggest that researchers should
take very seriously the recommendations made bgpfoBan in a recent, landmark article
about the definition of "mysticism". Being a spdista of Jewish "mysticism”, his
observations turn out to be equally relevant to dhely of esotericism. His "contingental”



approach (according closely with the empirical apgh defended here) rejects comparative
approaches which start from the assumption of gistiniversalism:

The key to a contingent approach to the study of mysticigheigoncept of beginning. The mystical unifying
attitude denies this concept: mystical truth must be univarsdlcomprehensive in the same way throughout
history; it is beyond the concept of time, and thereforeigibty. The very quest for a beginning indicates the
concept of change, and therefore of the contingencies of time ace, pif historical development, and almost
always also those of controversy, schism and differences. ®st fu the beginning of a religious or mystical
phenomenon characterizes the contingent, historical and philolagipedach, which seeks the creative and the
individual aspects, as opposed to the eternity of absolutbanging truth, which [124] negates all possibility of
creativity and annihilates the position of the mystic as auen@pntributor, as an individual, to the history of
human spirituality. (Dan 1993:89)

Dan defines "mysticism" as "the negation of theaegy of communicative language, and the
belief in a noncommunicative truth lying in a syrhbal fashion deep within revealed divine
language" (Dan 1993: 79-8(1 would suggest that this approach suggests twailples
alternatives to a crypto-religionist comparatividfrst, it is quite possible that the "esoteric"
traditions within the Jewish-Christian-Islamic damas a wholeconsidering the coexistence
of these traditions for long periods in roughly s&me geographical area, may be explained
by genetic diffusion based on inter-religious ceht&econd, it would be fruitful to explore
the option of (relatively) independent inventioasbd not on a universal mysticism but on the
logic(s) of monotheism and scripturalisrA. Lovejovian approach would be particularly
suitable to explore the possibility that the norreatabsoluteness of monotheism and
scripturalism would sooner or later lead - in certadividuals or groups, probably influenced
by certain "temperamental inclinations”, and undertain social circumstances - to the
emergence of structurally similar speculations. |&stpg such options first would avoid the
risk of putting the cart (of similarity) before therse (of influence).

7. Conclusion

The above was meant to demonstrate two thingsaahebst suggest two others. | hope to
have demonstrated, first, that "esotericism" ie@osis and important field of study, which
will likely lead to fresh perspectives on severaljagent areas and, second, that the
emancipation of the study of esotericism into anepted part of the academic study of
religion requires serious reflection on methodoldgyaddition, my discussion of esotericism
suggests that the general methodological debatheiracademic study of religion is very
relevant to sub-areas of that study, but that theciic methodology appropriate to such
subareas is at least as relevant to the generakalebhis last point, it seems to me, is too
often ignored. Finally, although | cannot possibbpe to have demonstrated the superiority
of an empirical approach, | believe at least toehauggested strongly both its theoretical
possibility and its intrinsic merits. | look forwdirto a lively and stimulating debate [125]
between students of esotericism about the presujgpasinforming their research into some
fascinating chapters in the human search for mganin
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Footnotes

1.

2.

3.

The research for this article was supportethbyFoundation for Theology and Religious Studies
in the Netherlands (STEGON), founded by the Ne#imel$ Organisation for Scientific Research.
See also the exchange between Donald Wiebéhet . Martin - Ursula King - Ninian Smatrt in
Method and Theory in the Study of Religio(1993: 47-61).

In recognition of this development, the nesxtefnational Association for the History of Religioon
congress (Mexico City, 1995) will devote a spesmnposium to "Western esotericism and the
science of religions".

| will disregard the problem whether this figgbup is in fact a compound. It could be argued th
"theological reductionism” based on religious egolism should be distinguished from
"religionism" proper, which is concerned with arlirsive "new humanism" (Platvoet 1994: 29).
Wiebe's recent distinction between "theology" amdligious thought”, if accepted, further
complicates the issue (Wiebe 1991).

Eliade, of course, is discussedass pro totain this article. Segal legitimizes his provocatiite
only by the gratuitous remark, "What is true ofafk is, | believe, true of other historians of
religions as well". He fails (1) to give reasons tiois belief; (2) to make clear whether he means
"some" or "all" other historians; (3) to attemptygroof of the radical claim implied by the word
"necessarily".

For instance, Karen Voss, in a stimulating eeviof Eliade'soeuvre,seems to interpret J. Zwi
Werblowski's empiricist program as a defense ofitpi® reductionism (Voss 1985). These
confusions are all the more natural because ergtgithemselves may use the term "positivist” in
a limited and technical sense, while still rejegtipositivistreductionism(likewise in Platvoet
1990: 186-187). Given the fact that for most religsts the very term "positivism" (like
"reductionism") is an obvious "boo-word", such ueay add to the confusion. A similar effect is
created by Wiebe's characterization of Werblowgkitggram as a "positivist-sounding statement”
(1984: 407 n. 32).

A believer may be perfectly able to verify tieality of meta-empirical realities by nonempirical
means (for instance by employing spiritual techa&)u To deny that possibility is to impute to
him/her "irrationality” in the sense of acting ahelieving without sufficient reasons even
according to his/her owamic presuppositions. Platvoet unfortunately fails ltova for this in his
final definition of "religions”: "Religions consisif notions, attitudes and emotions, behaviour and
social organization in respect of beings and/oedlity, the existence and activity of which can
neither be verified nor falsified but which thetFdul believe to exist and to be active in therek
and/or to determine their future destinies.” (198®6) The failure to add the words "by empirical
means" after the word "falsified" unfortunately gegts (undoubtedly contrary to Platvoet's
intention) that the believers themselves do nowkntat they are doing and why.

It might be argued that many religionists (onttast to confessional theologians) are actually
concerned less with defending a "meta-empiricathdim in Platvoet's terms than with defending
the integrity of "mind" against the modernist tendg to reduce it to the status of an
epiphenomenon.

For instance, we read about Fustel de Coulamgsdist conviction that "ideas ... are the canise
social changes and the primary factor of sociahph®na". (Morris 1987:112) Morris adds that
"the reverse is true", but gives no reasons why ithiso. Discussing Durkheim, Moms contends
(1987: 119) that "few theories have been greetél svich widespread criticism, or, indeed, scorn.
... Yet few texts have had such a profound infleenc. Instead of arguing why he believes that
Durkheim was right and his critics were wrong, M®seems to assume that Durkheim's success
proves that he was right: "Who nowadays would geiltith Durkheim's contention that "religion
is something eminently social and that conceptmfrdivinity have a social origin?" | would. The
first of these last two contentions is certainlyetrfor large parts of the field but would lead to
exclusion of some phenomena usually regarded algitnes”. The second is simply a
reductionistic axiom; it is not, and cannot be,amausion from research. Moms (1987: 319)



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.
17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

criticizes Geertz for never fully exploring "thecsal forces thaproducedthe religious beliefs and
practices" (my emphasis). In these and many othsexNeedham's criticism of Durkheim/Mauss
(quoted by Moms [1987: 135]) seems correct: "thegume what ought to be proved by
subsequent analysis, namely the primacy of theaboci

It might be argued that as long as the casadscided, scholars are free to opt for the mkedyi
position. However, this warrants at most a prowistfr ... then" mode of reasoning. My point is
not that such an approach is undefendable, buitthas the logical status of a provisahpught
experiment."Experimental reductionism", in this sense, seemalid research strategy, but the
extent to which it "works" does not logically prottee extent to which it is true in an absolute
sense. A program based on the structifirave assume that X, let us see what happens" mé&y yie
important results not obtainable otherwise. X mtgnd for any metaphysical assumption, but
ultimately the question must also be ask&f,we now discard the assumption that X, what
happens to our results"?

Wiebe, at least in his earlier work, realizhe problem but concludes that philosophy must
therefore play a constitutive role in the studyreligion (Wiebe 1975: 47; 1983: 304-305). In
support of this, Wiebe quotes Brakenfield's crétddr an acceptable theory of religion, the first o
which states that such a theory should "build upomcceptable general philosophical view". | do
not see how this could possibly provide a "neugpaund" for discussion (Wiebe 1983: 305),
because it is not explained by what criteria thec&ptability" of such a philosophical view could
be decided upon without resorting to tautologicglianents (i.e., accepting the philosophy on the
basis of its own premises). In the practice of aes® "acceptable” means simply that some
scholars happen to like it.

For reductionists and religionists alike, tiglam functions like a "boo-word", for moral and
pragmatic rather than scientific reasons. For it critique of the "anti-relativistic" sentimgn
see Geertz (1984).

See Rudolph (1989: 7-8) on Eliade's "averdmrhistory, especially to 'historicism™, which
Rudolph calls remarkable for a man who would beeustbod as a "historian” of religions.
Emphasis in the original. Merkur adds thatshee argument applies to "most metaphysics and
theologies".

Cf. the issue "Anthropology and History in tt@80's" inJournal of Interdisciplinary History.2
(1981) (contributions by Bernard S. Cohn, John Wawks, Natalie Z. Davis and Carlo Ginzburg).
A prominent example of such cross-fertilization twibbvious relevance for the study of
esotericism is Thomas (1971). Carlo Ginzburg, in aqually imposing example of
"anthropological history", criticizes Thomas fosHunctionalist bias which ignores the symbolic
dimension beliefs (see Ginzburg 1991: 4-6).

Cf. Segal (1989d: 75-86). For the study oterstism, a very good example is De Camp (1970).

It may be true that attacks upon reductiomsay often be difficult to distinguish from "apolegi

for transcendence”, and there is no doubt thattndhing such attacks religionists may often pose
as empirical historians (either for strategic remsor because they do not see a difference
themselves). However, suampirical observations about the debate obviously do notepro
anything about théheoreticalpossibility of making the distinction.

It is not difficult to demonstrate that sucllesire to defend metaphysical axioms, rather than
understand religion, is the real motivation behadtinfluential attempts to formulate radical
explanatory theories. Clarke - Byme (1993) amotm&such a demonstration.

These "sources of doubt" about the possibilfta satisfactory operational definition of retigi
appear in Clarke - Byme (1993: 4-6).

For reasons that cannot be discussed herextansion beyond the sphere of the monotheistic
traditions is far more questionable.

I will follow Joseph Dan's suggestion (1993) éhat "scriptural religions" is more accurate and
expressive of the nature of Judaism, Christiawifyd Islam than "monotheistic religions”.

See Nasr (1986: 4, 17). The neglect is ngirging, given the wholesale rejection by the foensd

of the perennialist perspective of modernity in i&dl forms, including the academic study of
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religion which is scorned for promoting the evil relativism, reductionism, and historicism
(Nasr 1986: 3-4, 10, 17).

The fact that perennialism considers its owetaphysical framework to be the absolute truth
about the nature of religion logically precludeg thossibility of discovering anything new or
unexpected. Taking "the truth of religion" as therting point of "investigation" reduces the latter
to mere illustration. The implications of perenisal have been outlined with particular clarity by
Len Bowman. Any criticism of perennialist beliefs stopped dead in its tracks by a "no-win
logic™: "if you understood, you would agree; if yalisagree, obviously you don't understand"
(Bowman 1990: 12). Demonstrations that perenns&listnphasize unity at the expense of
differences fare no better: "the perception of aetéhces, you see, belongs to the lower,
theological/philosophical or exoteric level, whesdhe recognition of unity is metaphysical and
esoteric. Evidently, the person raising the cstiti... is operating on that lower level" (Bowman
1990: 11).

Perennialists usually speak of "esoterismhematthan "esotericism”. It seems useful to take
advantage of this in order to distinguish betwed®n gerennialist view on the one hand, and the
strongly different empirical view defended here fddtunately however, the distinction is difficult
to maintain in translations.

Guenon considered his beliefs to be embodiedt mompletely in Hinduism. He was not
particularly interested in the western hermetitistlition and seems to have known little about it.
Positive mention of Christian theosophy is limitedonly a few lines in his whole voluminous
oeuvre (Faivre 1993: 27). Similarly, Schuon wrigetot about "esoterism" in the great religious
traditions but almost completely neglects esotemicas understood here (cf. Nasr 1986: 19-20,
233-261).

Parts of this French publication are trandlateFaivre (1992b). A complete version has appegare
in Faivre 1994.

"Sans doute n'existe-t-il rien de tel" ['unbdtadly, no such thing exists'] (Faivre 1992a: 4).
"Certes, il existe ailleurs qu'en Occident dexts que 1'on a voulu faire correspondre plus ou
moins a celui-la; mais il sent charges de conraratidifferentes, ils renvoient a des sens trop
divers, conceptuellement trop restreints ou antlagpquement trop vastes, pour s'appliquer au
champ qui nous occupe ici. ... Disons-le plus nett® encore: 1'auteur de ces lignes n'a toujours
pas compris ce que serait un 'esoterisme univérgekrtainly, outside the West there exist words
which one would have wanted to make more or lesgspond with it [i.e., esotericism]; but they
are laden with different connotations, they refer meanings which are too diverse, too
conceptually restricted or too anthropologicallydut, to apply to the field which concerns us
here. ... Let us say it even more clearly: the @ud these lines has never understood what could
be meant by a "universal esotericism"."] (Faivré2# 7)

The most complete discussions can be foundoirejoy (1964b) and, applied to the study of
Romanticism, in Lovejoy (1941). Less complete expmss appear in Lovejoy (1938; 1940;
1948b).

For a very useful overview (based on artithed appeared in thiournal of the History of Ideas
between 1940 and 1987), consult Kelley (1990). Otimportant contributions about Lovejoy's
methodology and its philosophical presuppositiores Baumer (1949); Lovejoy (1962); Randall
(1963); Wiener (1963); Feuer (1963); McGill (196Bgrylis (1963); Mandelbaum (1983); Mink
(1966; 1968-1969a; 1968-1969b); Wiener (1968-1988)nner (1969); Tobey (1975); Bredsdorff
(1975); Kvastad (1978); Wilson (1980); Gram - Mait1980); Oakley (1984).

On the other hand, a methodology based orsdinge principles but - surprisingly - without
explicit reference to Lovejoy may be found in Jo(E373).

Note, in this connection, Bredsdorff's verieiesting suggestion about Lovejoy's conception of
"ideas™: "... in the definition of idea as used lbyvejoy, there is included ... an extra criterion
which has never been spelt out in the official destions of principle. In order to qualify as an
idea for a Lovejoviara notion must also be purportedly descriptive tHoug reality normative.
The more diverse the emotions carried and promipyetie normative use of the notion ... and the
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more deceptive the descriptive disguise of it, ¢fneater its chance of yielding results when
subjected to a Lovejovian study" (1975: 6). Accogly, Lovejovian history of ideas is "the
history of how descriptions are used for persudgiv875: 12).

"The language of philosophy is logical, batdbntent is ideological”.

According to Lovejoy, the belief that theraiphysical, external worlandthat we entertain ideas
(which are not physical and external) belongs tee "hatural and spontaneous epistemological
creed of mankind". Like the supposedly "mysteriodmlit actually commonplace notion of
intentionality, it is "obviously entertained by thdain man and by most philosophers in their
normal moments". Actually, Lovejoy suggests, thesiptent attempts by philosophers to deny
their own and others' normal human experience yettze presence of prerational motivations: it
is not reason but emotional susceptibility to theohistic pathos" which is the motor of such
speculation.

Of course, there have been several attempply Lovejoy's method to his owseuvre(Mink
1968-1969a; Bredsdorff 1975; Duffin 1990). Thesalgses have significantly clarified the
personal motivations behind his own thinking b&,far as | can see, they leave the essentially
non-ideological character of his approach unaffiectef course, "epistemological dualism” is
technically speaking a metaphysical position, bandjoy's opinion that the burden of proof is on
those metaphysicians who wish deny this "critical commonsensist" perspective (Feu@63t
494) seems completely valid.

Implicitly for instance in Lovejoy (1964b: 2the history of ideas can give only one contribaitio
among many). More explicitly in Lovejoy (1940: IThe history of philosophy assuredly is not
... an exclusively logical process ... ; its couisashaped and diverted by the intrusion of many
factors which belong to the domain of the psychislogr the sociologist. ... But since this aspect
of the matter is now in so little danger of beinigréigarded, it is more to the purpose to dwell
upon the residuum of truth in the older view."). frially Lovejoy (1941: 270-271; 277-278).
However, it would be important to reflect hat on the question whether Faivre's definition
concerns an idea complex, or a theoretipaheralization about certain idea complexa#is
question is important in relation to Lovejoy's natblogy generally; arguably, a refinement of the
latter should accommodate temic/eticdistinction as used within the science of religion

Cf. Lovejoy's warning that the history of iddaas "its own characteristic excess ... it maylyeas
degenerate into a species of merely imaginativetiéal generalization” (1964b: 21; cf. Oakley
1984: 32-33). Such generalizations are congenialthie religionist tendency to stress
transhistorical unity. The combination of both lre tstudy of esotericism has produced not a few
popular expositions which perceive "the universagis" within the most diverse contexts.

Cf. Skinner (1969: 11). In the study of esetem, one instructive example is Jacob Boehme, a
major figure in western esotericism, who has beésinterpreted for generations as a kind of
prefiguration of Hegel (see the refutation of féspective by Deghaye [1985: 19-20; 1992: 239-
240]).

| have attempted such a typology elsewheradbiaaff 1992a). Important in this typology are the
identification of a "latent gnostic disposition“irtslar to Lovejoy's prerational factors) and a
logical-conceptual analysis of the ways in whichtaia kinds of religious experience give rise to
particular ideological structures (Hanegraaff 19%)a

See the criticism of both Truzzi and TiryakiarGalbreath (1983).

It should be noted that Truzzi speaks of "aal@®" in relation to generally accepted scientific
and religious knowledge (1974: 246). This is not sigipg: doing otherwise would lead to the
absurd result that large parts of modem Chrisfahéive to be called "occult"! In practice,
however, Truzzi concentrates entirely on the cahtb@tween occultism and modern science (see
his discussion of "the authority of occult claini$974: 249-250, and the closing paragraph]).

For the sake of argument | have replaced "NRiWs"occultistic groups". Beckford's comment
applies equally to the sociology of both domainsjcl (in the western context) are usually
treated as largely overlapping if not nearly symaoys. Cf. also Beckford (1985:73),



44. | do not claim that such a use should be awbideall cases; the term "esotericism”, after all,
emerged around the same time as "occultism".

45, "Generalement les occultistes ne condamneniearogres scientifique ou la modemite, qu'ils
cherchent plutot a integrer dans une vision glohaiepre a faire apparaitre la vacuite du
materialisme." ['Generally, occultists do not comdescientific progress or modernity. Rather,
they seek to integrate it within a global visionitable for demonstrating the emptiness of
materialism."] (Faivre 1992a: 88) A logical anatysilong Lovejovian lines would, | believe,
suggest that this original occultist project wasutmb to fail intellectually (but not necessarily
practically) because it attempted to combine inhiyegncompatible world-views. Following the
historical thread into the twentieth century, ormug have to take account of new developments -
particularly the impact of Freudian and Jungianchsjogy on occultism - which may perhaps
solve some of these incompatibilities (cf. Hanetird@92b: 17-19). Such differences between
nineteenth- and twentieth-century occultism arearaither argument against a sociology which
dogmatically assumes the existence of some vagili@morphous entity called "the occult". This
mainly suggestive term, loaded as it is with obscaffective connotations, should better be
discarded from scholarly debate altogether, in @avof the far more concrete terms "occult
sciences" and "occultism" (Hanegraaff 1992b: 12).

46. | mean that the terms of the debate have doggtic background. Crudely put: gnosticism is bad,
mysticism is OK. The neglect of esotericism asrdsdiby Faivre is probably due to the fact that it
emerged too late to become a separate issue thebiogical debate. When attacked or defended
by theologians, it was either interpreted as "negdti or "gnostic". For the rest, Christian
theologians were more than occupied with reactinthé new rational spirit. When the latter had
finally prevailed, modern historians perceived plast in terms of another two-sided polemic: the
one between religion and reason. Conceptualizedapily as the process of science progressively
emancipating itself from churchly authority, thisol@mic could conveniently ignore the
complicating (because ambiguous) factor of esagenicThe recent academic rediscovery of the
latter cannot be separated from the increasing faratew and more sophisticated interpretations
of the genesis of modernity.

47. See, for instance, my ideal-typical distinctimetween gnosis and mysticism (Hanegraaff 1992a:
17) or Faivre's distinction between esotericism igygticism (1992b: xvii).

48. Compare my typological approach based on d¢ineapt of "gnosis" as the assertion of ineffable,
nondiscursive "truth" (Hanegraaff 1992a). Whethean® definition would hold outside the
context of the scriptural religions seems somevguaistionable, but does not have to concern us
here.
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Other articlesof related interest

Closely related to the subject matter of the abartiele is Hanegraaff's "Some Remarks on the Study
of Western Esotericism" published in Theosophicataty VII/6 (April 1999): 223-232. Its publisher,
James Santucci, thinks that both articles would gthe most complete explanation of the academic
approach to this area of study" and should be bgaghyone venturing into this discipline. An aricl
reflecting on these methodological issues, andhtpiis cue from Hanegraaff, is K. Paul Johnson's
"Historian as Heretic: Conflicting Perspectives ©heosophical History,"” which is a thoughtful
assessment of his own experiences in investigétegsophy.
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