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Post-Secular Esotericism?

Some Reflections on the Transformation of Esotericism

In the last fifteen years the study of Western esotericism has become 
an academic discipline in its own right. The vast majority of research 

conducted within the field is focused on older, historical developments, 
with recent expressions of esotericism receiving far less attention. This 
has a bearing on the conceptual and methodological tools used in the 
field as well. The dominant definition of Western esotericism developed 
by Antoine Faivre might not be entirely suitable when looking at its con-
temporary expressions. In the late twentieth and early twenty-first cen-
turies Western societies have undergone major processes of transform
ation, resulting in what many sociologists variously term late modern
ity, liquid modernity, post-modernity, high modernity (and so forth). 
Naturally, these transformations affect esoteric spiritualities as well. In 
this article I will discuss late modern societal transformation and relate 
this to Western esotericism.

Western Esotericism

There have been many different scholarly conceptions and definitions 
of what esotericism actually is. In this context I will only provide a brief 
discussion of two theoretical models. Further information on other in-
terpretations can be found in, for example, Hanegraaff 1998, 2001 and 
2004, and Granholm, forthcoming.

In 1992 Antoine Faivre formulated a characterization of Western eso-
tericism which has become very popular among scholars of esotericism. 
It can even be regarded as one of the central factors leading to the study 
of esotericism as a discipline in its own right. Faivre posits Western eso-
tericism as ‘an ensemble of spiritual currents in modern and contem-
porary Western history which share a certain air de famille, as well as 
the form of thought which is its common denominator’ (Faivre 1998: 
2). This collection of spiritual currents is furthermore characterized by 



Post-Secular Esotericism?

51

four intrinsic and two extrinsic features. The intrinsic characteristics 
consist of the ideas of correspondences and living nature, the primacy 
of mediation and imagination as paths to spiritual insight, and the goal 
of transmutation. The secondary, non-essential elements consist of spe-
cific modes of transmission and a view of the concordance of religious 
philosophies (Faivre 1994: 10–15). Furthermore, Faivre determines that 
Western esotericism proper came into existence during the Renaissance, 
when different religious practices and traditions were combined under 
a common frame of reference (Hanegraaff 1996: 386–8). The problem 
with Faivre’s model is that it is presented as strictly prescriptive, where 
all the main characteristics need to be present in order for something to 
be defined as belonging to esoteric thought. As the definition is based 
on a historically limited source material, Renaissance esotericism will 
easily appear to be more truly esoteric than later (or earlier) expressions 
of esotericism.

In 2005 Kocku von Stuckrad presented an alternative view of eso-
tericism, although he did not present it as a definition per se. Here eso-
tericism is regarded as a structural element in Western culture, consist-
ing of discourses of ‘higher knowledge’ and ‘ways of accessing higher 
knowledge’, including mediation by higher beings and personal experi-
ences of the divine. Stuckrad furthermore suggests that esoteric world-
views are often based on ontological monism (Stuckrad 2005a, 2005b). 
An important point is that no strict list of necessary attributes is pre-
sented, and this discursive approach to esotericism therefore makes it 
easier to discuss esotericism of various historical periods. The problem 
with Stuckrad’s conception is that it easily becomes all too inclusive. 
Nonetheless, these two models of esotericism are not in absolute op-
position. The idea of ontological monism in von Stuckrad’s conception 
is similar to the characteristics of correspondences and living nature in 
Faivre’s model. Mediation and personal experience/imagination are 
regarded as important ways of accessing esoteric knowledge in both 
conceptions.

In my opinion it would be beneficial for the study of esotericism in 
different epochs to assume a more inclusive model, such as the one pre-
sented by von Stuckrad. More strictly delimited models can be used for 
specific historical periods.
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The Transformation of Esotericism

While Antoine Faivre’s typology of esotericism has been much used, it 
has also been criticized by a number of scholars (e.g. Hanegraaff 1998: 
46–7 and 2004: 508; McCalla 2001; Stuckrad 2005b: 5). The main reason 
is that Faivre’s definition is derived from a historically limited source 
material, and that the field under study easily appears static and un-
changing due to this. The Faivrean conception of esotericism is most ap-
plicable to the Renaissance period: esotericism in other periods will di-
verge from his model. For example, Wouter Hanegraaff proposes that as 
the Enlightenment may be said to have brought with it big changes for 
esoteric worldviews, these changes need to be properly reflected upon 
(Hanegraaff 1996: 406–10 and 2003). Naturally the transformation of eso
tericism did not start or stop with the Enlightenment. It is problematic 
to directly apply concepts developed on the basis of Renaissance esoteri
cism on contemporary esotericism. Some re-interpretations are needed. 
I will briefly discuss some of the central changes in esotericism since the 
enlightenment, as documented by other scholars, and then focus on the 
present day situation.

Enlightenment Influences

The Enlightenment brought with it great changes in many areas of 
human life. Anthony Giddens identifies Enlightenment ideals, in con-
junction with the industrial revolution, as the main driving forces be-
hind the modernization of the West (Giddens 1990: 5, 1991: 55). Reason 
and scientific rationality were introduced as the ideals of the time, and 
were set in opposition to the ‘superstitious, dogmatic, and barbaric’ reli-
gious imperative of old. Thus, processes of secularization, where religion 
gradually came to lose institutional power, gained a strong foothold in 
Western societies. These processes did not, however, entail the death of 
religion and spirituality. Rather, new forms of religiosity—and esoteri-
cism—emerged, forms that strived to comply with the new rationalistic 
ideals and that consequently drew heavily on concepts derived from the 
sciences. In Wouter Hanegraaff’s terms, disenchanted forms of esoteri-
cism followed. In his article ‘How Magic Survived the Disenchantment 
of the World’ Hanegraaff makes use of Lucien Lèvy-Bruhl’s notions of 
participation and instrumental causality, and defines disenchantment 
as: 
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. . . the social pressure exerted upon human beings to deny the spon-
taneous tendency of participation, by accepting claims of a cultur-
ally established ideology according to which instrumental causality 
amounts to a worldview capable, in principle, of rationally explain-
ing all aspects of reality (Hanegraaff 2003: 377).

Another general change was the diminishing influence of Christianity, 
and a consequential increasing interest in non-Christian religious tra-
ditions and non-Western cultures. Esotericists had earlier been forced 
to legitimate their practice as genuinely Christian, in the face of accu-
sations of operating with demonic powers. With the Enlightenment 
they increasingly started to argue for the compatibility of esoteric and 
scientific worldviews (Hanegraaff 2003: 369–71). The interest in non-
Christian cultures included ancient Egypt, India, native cultures, and 
pre-Christian Europe. Darwin’s theory of evolution was one of the most 
important scientific fads of the late nineteenth century. This was incor-
porated in views of spiritual evolution, evident in the Theosophical 
Society’s understanding of reincarnation. A development gaining much 
influence in the twentieth century was the use of the new discipline of 
psychology, where esoteric elements were now re-interpreted in psy-
chological framesets, in what Hanegraaff calls ‘the psychologization of 
religion and sacralization of psychology’ (Hanegraaff 1996: 482). The 
Enlightenment, and modernity in itself, also saw the rise of individual-
ism, which resulted in distinct forms of doctrinal and social organiza-
tion (Hammer 2001: 51–2).

Hanegraaff identifies two major strands of post-Enlightenment eso- 
tericism; Romanticism and Occultism (Hanegraaff 1996). In his dis
cussion of the post-Enlightenment change in esotericism, in the West, 
Wouter Hanegraaff relies strongly on Isaiah Berlin’s work on the En-
lightenment and counter-Enlightenment (Hanegraaff 1996: 411–15). It is 
important to note, as Hanegraaff and Berlin do, that the Enlightenment 
was not essentially anti-religious per se. It included strong sentiments 
about the possibility and indeed necessity of arriving at absolute knowl-
edge about the world through reason, rationality, and a recourse to es-
sentially unchanging and definitive natural laws. Thus, the form of re-
ligiosity mostly attacked by Enlightenment philosophy was traditional, 
dogmatic Christianity. The Enlightenment tendencies naturally had 
their counter-forces, discussed by Berlin as the counter-Enlightenment. 
Where Enlightenment thinkers emphasized universality, objectivity, 
and rationality, counter-Enlightenment thinkers relied on the particular, 
on subjectivity, and on the irrational (or supra rational). In Hanegraaff’s 
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understanding of Berlin the counter-Enlightenment comprises two main 
developments: the rise of ‘historical consciousness’ as a result of the re-
jection of the universal, and sceptical and relativistic attitudes towards 
universal knowledge. 

Romanticism developed in the clash of Enlightenment and counter-
Enlightenment philosophies and positions. According to Hanegraaff 
it arose within a stream which combined elements of enlightenment, 
historicism, and esotericism. Thus, romanticism is deeply indebted to 
Enlightenment positions, and does not involve a return to earlier, pre-
Enlightenment forms of esotericism (Hanegraaff 1996: 415). For example, 
while ‘the cosmic life-force’ was considered to be beyond the rational, 
and thus irrational, or supra rational, reason was considered the faculty 
through which it could be accessed (Hanegraaff 1996: 415).

Hanegraaff considers Romantic religiosity to be the product of eight-
eenth century esotericism and evolutionism. It has largely retained the 
four major characteristics of Faivre’s conceptualization of esotericism, 
but with a significant difference in the fourth one—the experience of 
transmutation. In Romanticism transmutation was reinterpreted within 
an evolutionist frame of reference, where the spiritual progress of both 
the individual and the world was teleological in nature, with both a 
beginning and an end (Hanegraaff 1996: 420–1).

Romanticism saw the emergence of Naturphilosophie, which entailed 
a new approach to nature. According to Antoine Faivre the Romanticist 
view of nature included seeing it filled with decipherable symbols which 
pointed to causes and factors outside nature, a readiness to regard na-
ture as an interconnected whole rather than as separated parts, and the 
view of spirit and nature as combined (Faivre 1994: 82–3). A logical out-
come of this philosophy was that knowledge of nature was thought also 
to be knowledge of oneself.

The idea of a Philosophia Perennis, the search for a unifying inner 
core of some or all religions, which would then be regarded as truth 
beyond history, also experienced changes in Romantic esotericism. 
During the Renaissance the search for an eternal philosophy had mostly 
been confined to the Mediterranean traditions and teachings. During 
Romanticism the scope of esoteric interest was broadened to include 
oriental cultures, which did in fact eventually become its primary focus 
(Faivre 1994: 86–7; Hanegraaff 2003: 377 and 2007: 44–5).

In addition to oriental traditions, interest in indigenous European 
pre-Christian traditions began to arise. These traditions were seen as 
more pure, authentic, and nature friendly than the Christian traditions. 
In 1891 the Christian apologist W. F. Barry coined the term neopaganism 
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as a critique of those showing an interest in pre-Christian pagan tradi-
tions (Hutton 1999: 19–20). 

The other major post-Enlightenment stream of esotericism Wouter 
Hanegraaff discusses is occultism. Whilst the application of the label 
of occultism has been objected to by other scholars, a general consen-
sus about the correctness of Hanegraaff’s characterization exists (see 
Hammer 2001: 5–7; Faivre 2005: 6781). Occultism, also termed ‘secular-
ized esotericism’ by Hanegraaff, entailed the reinterpretation of esoteric 
cosmologies in terms of the new scientific worldview. Hanegraaff terms 
occultism as ‘all attempts by esotericists to come to terms with a disen-
chanted world’ (Hanegraaff 1996: 422, 2005: 888). Of the characteristics 
listed by Faivre the ideas of correspondences and living nature were 
most drastically transformed. The pre-Enlightenment view of organic 
and divine forces imbuing the world re-emerged in the form of ideas of 
invisible, and impersonal, causal laws of nature. The esotericist now ma-
nipulated the mechanism by which nature (the world) was constituted. 
The adoption of pseudo-scientific discourse is one of the more impor-
tant rhetorical strategies of post-Enlightenment esotericism (Hammer 
2001). 

Even though Hanegraaff’s discussion of the effects of the Enlighten
ment imperatives of reason on esotericism is sound, his use of the term 
secularization is more problematic. He details occultism as a secular-
ized form of esotericism and secularization not as the disappearance of 
religion, but as ‘a profound transformation of religion’ (Hanegraaff 2003: 
358). In Hanegraaff’s opinion ‘secularized religion’ is both religious and 
secularized, and ‘the only thing it is not is “traditional”, in the sense 
of resting on presuppositions which are unaffected by secularization’ 
(Hanegraaff 1996: 409). While agreeing that the Enlightenment caused 
significant transformations in the European religious field, Christopher 
Partridge is highly critical of Hanegraaff’s understanding of seculari-
zation. According to him it leads into ‘a thicket of terminological and 
theological problems’ (Partridge 2004: 40). He feels that this profound 
transformation must be termed something other than secularization, 
and that the conception of ‘secularized magic’ is highly problematic. 

In the final decades of the twentieth century scholars of religion 
identified the emergence of novel forms of loosely organized and indi-
vidualistically focused spiritual ideas and practices. As scholars felt that 
there were significant similarities in the various manifestations of these 
ideas and practices, although they often exhibited much variation and 
diversity, they were gathered under the umbrella term of ‘the New Age 
Movement’, at times expressed as ‘New Age spirituality’, ‘New Age re-
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ligion’, or simply ‘New Age’. The term ‘New Age’ was chosen due to 
the fact that early proponents of the identified milieu were expressing 
the idea that humanity as a whole was on the verge of shifting from the 
‘Age of Pisces’ to the ‘Age of Aquarius’, and that a ‘New Age’ was thus 
dawning. The roots of the ‘movement’ were traced to the New England 
transcendentalists and a subsequent American metaphysical tradition 
(York 1995: 33), the Californian alternative spiritual and mind-expand-
ing drug-taking milieu of the 1940s and 1950s (Heelas 1996a: 49–50; 
Hammer 1997: 69–79; Aadnanes 1997: 202), as well as the American 
counter-culture of the 1960s and 1970s (Lewis & Melton 1992: xi; Ahlin 
2001: 16–19). Wouter Hanegraaff discusses the connection between tra-
ditional Western esotericism and ‘New Age Religion’, and even though 
he states that these are ‘worlds apart’ (Hanegraaff 2007: 49) he also ac-
knowledges the roots of the latter in the former. ‘New Age Religion’ is a 
prime example of what Hanegraaff identifies as secularized esotericism, 
as it consists of Western esotericism interpreted from ‘distinctly mod-
ernist and secular frameworks’ (Hanegraaff 2007: 49). 

While most scholars have wholeheartedly embraced the concept 
of the ‘New Age movement’, there are those who acknowledge the 
problematic nature of this academic construct (see e.g. Sutcliffe 2003: 
21–5). Scholars have been unable to present a convincing and compel-
ling definition of the ‘movement’ in question, often simply presenting 
very inclusive lists of elements that may or may not be part of a par-
ticular ‘New Age’ phenomenon, discussing their linkages in terms of 
Wittgensteinian ‘family resemblances’ (see e.g. Lewis 1992: 7; Hammer 
1997: 18–19; Chryssides 1999: 315). George Chryssides attempts to de-
fend the continuing usage of the term by comparing it to other theor
etical constructs such as Hinduism. He writes: ‘Scholars continue to 
write about Hinduism, for example, usually in the full knowledge that 
the term is a western, etic piece of vocabulary. . .’ and goes on to say that 
the term is useful as it ‘has become so embedded in western thinking 
that it would be difficult to change it’ (Chryssides 2007: 13–14). I am 
unconvinced by this line of argument, and I am not even sure that this is 
sufficient reason to continue using the term Hinduism. In regard to the 
term ‘New Age’, however, certainly it cannot be as deeply imbedded in 
Western thinking as the term ‘Hinduism’. It has been used in scholarly 
contexts for less than twenty years. 

Another problem is that it is becoming increasingly difficult to find 
‘New Agers’ who actually define themselves as ‘New Agers’, as propon
ents of the continuing use of the term readily agree (see e.g. Chryssides 
2007: 12; Hanegraaff 2007: 29). One of the more influential pioneers in 
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the study of the phenomenon has even discussed the ‘Death of the New 
Age’ (Melton 2007: 89–91). While it can be argued that there did exist a 
short-lived, loosely organized spiritual movement focused on the dawn-
ing of a New Age for humanity, this movement no longer truly exists. 
Thus, it would, in my opinion, be prudent to forgo the term ‘New Age’ 
as a denomination of the ‘post-New Age’ spiritual milieu. 

There certainly did exist a New Age movement, and this movement 
was a very significant factor—if not the most important—in the mass-
popularization of esotericism. Approaching the New Age movement 
in this fashion has the benefit of escaping the often cumbersome lists 
of ‘family traits’. Naturally, not everything which is labelled under the 
concept ‘New Age’ will fit into the concept of ‘mass-popularized eso-
tericism’ and at the same time some elements not included in the former 
might be included in the latter. In my opinion, this is not a problem. 

Late Modern Societal Change

Both the Renaissance and the Enlightenment were periods of great 
change in the West, significantly transforming esoteric philosophies. 
While not downplaying the impact of these transformations, it can be 
argued that Western societies are currently undergoing processes of 
rapid societal change. Sociologists use varying terms to describe the 
present condition, including the Risk Society (Beck 1992), High or Late 
Modernity (Giddens 1990, 1991), Liquid Modernity (Bauman 2000), 
and Post-modernity1 (e.g. Bauman 1992, 1997; Crook et al. 1992), and 
while there are some differences in the accounts, the following can be 
asserted as a general depiction: Late modernity is characterized by an 
ambivalent attitude towards ‘the institutions and self-evidents of mod
ernity’ (Giddens 1991: 27–8). The ideologies of reason and rationality; 
the benefits of technological and scientific progress, and institutional or-
der—which became hegemonic in Enlightenment developments—have 
been questioned (Giddens 1990: 10). While modernity brought with it 
an increased freedom for the individual to affect the course of his/her 

1	 It should be noted that there is a difference in the content of the term post- 
modernity in the use of Bauman and in the use of Jean-Francois Lyotard (1984) 
(and others such as Francis Fukuyama) who popularized the term. While 
Bauman seems to regard post-modernity largely as a phase of modernity, Lyo
tard and Fukuyama seem to regard it as all-together different from modernity.
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life, this also introduced new uncertainties. The multiplicity of possi-
bilities and the necessity of making choices that may have far-reaching 
effects may be experienced as stressful and risk-filled (as every choice 
could be the wrong one!). 

Many scholars regard the changing dialectic of differentiation and 
de-differentiation as a central theme in the various stages of modernity 
(see Crook et al. 1992; Heelas 1998). With the modernization of Western 
societies, previously connected spheres of life were increasingly differ-
entiated and relegated to their own separate domains. Thus, divisions 
between home and work, private and public, high and mass culture, 
as well as concepts of race and national identity, became influential 
social realities. In late modernity the differentiation of social and cul-
tural spheres has intensified to the point of fragmentation, and this has 
paradoxically led to a form of de-differentiation, where various cultural 
forms co-exist side by side and flow into each other (Crook et al. 1992: 
36–7). 

Globalization has been one of the buzzwords in sociology during 
the last two decades. Scholars disagree on the extent of the connection 
between modernity and globalization, as well as on the timeframe of 
the latter (see Giddens 1990: 53; Pieterse 1995: 46–7; Robertson 1995: 30), 
but generally agree that globalization has accelerated in recent times 
(Waters 1995: 4; Martikainen 2004: 41). Roland Robertson, one of the 
central theorists in the field, defines globalization as the compression 
of the world and the increasing awareness of the world as one intercon-
nected place (Robertson 1992: 8; see also Waters 1995: 3; Friedman 1995: 
70). In late modernity, both of these aspects are accentuated due to ad-
vances in communication (e.g. the internet and e-mail) and transporta-
tion technologies (e.g. faster and more affordable travel and transporta-
tion of goods) (Friedman 1995: 70; Waters 1995: 33–6). 

Transnationality is another central term in sociological discussion of 
contemporary social relations. Ulf Hannerz criticizes what he regards as 
the use of globalization for ‘just about any processes or relationships that 
somehow cross state boundaries’ (Hannerz 1996: 6). Instead he suggests 
the term transnational in reference to social relations and connections 
which are not necessarily global in context, but nonetheless transcend 
the boundaries of individual nation states. A benefit of choosing the 
term transnational over global is that the former highlights the locality 
of social relations, something which is often not sufficiently treated in 
theories on globalization (Smith 2001: 2–3). According to Michael Peter 
Smith, theories of globalization often dichotomize the global and the 
local in ways that make the two appear essentially distinct (Smith 2001: 
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157). Smith uses the concept translocality to denote the connections be-
tween various localities in transnational networks (Smith 2001: 169). In 
essence the different localities in a transnational network will affect and 
be affected by all other localities.

Secularization, defined by Paul Heelas as ‘the processes whereby re-
ligion (or spirituality) either disappears from the public realm of the 
institutional order, or disappears from the lives of individuals, or both’ 
(Heelas 2002: 375), was taken more or less as an indisputable fact by soci
ologists until the late 1970s. Even though some scholars still hold this 
view (e.g. Bruce 2002), the apparent resurgence of religion in the West in 
recent decades has caused most sociologists to drastically change their 
view on the matter. This renewed religiosity of the West does not, how-
ever, mean that processes of secularization never occurred (see Berger 
2002: 292). Rather, what we have been experiencing in recent times is 
‘de-secularization’ (Berger 2002) or ‘re-enchantment’ (Partridge 2004, 
2005) of a world which, for a relatively brief time, was dominated by 
secularizing processes.

As discussed earlier, Wouter Hanegraaff’s conceptualization of a 
profound transformation of religion (and esotericism) due to Enlighten
ment influences is basically sound, even though it should be termed 
something other than secularization (Partridge 2004: 40). A possible 
term for this ‘profound transformation’ could be detraditionalization, 
as discussed in the anthology of the same name edited by Paul Heelas, 
Scott Lash and Paul Morris (1996). On a general level, ‘tradition’ can 
be defined as ‘anything which is transmitted or handed down from 
the past’, and is manifested in the hermeneutic, normative, legitimat-
ing and/or identity-forming aspects of a culture (Thompson 1996: 91–
3). Detraditionalization can then be regarded as the process in which 
some or all of these factors lose their influence in human life. In regard 
to religion, Paul Heelas defines detraditionalization as ‘the decline of 
the belief in pre-given or natural orders of things’ where individuals 
‘are themselves called upon to exercise authority in the face of disorder 
and contingency which is thereby generated’ (Heelas 1996b: 2). Heelas 
names the two main scholarly approaches to detraditionalization ‘the 
radical thesis’ and ‘the coexistence thesis’ (Heelas 1996b: 2–11). In the 
former, detraditionalization is thought to involve the more or less total 
replacement of traditional values, beliefs and ways of conduct with new 
ones. In the latter, detraditionalization is considered to occur alongside 
tradition-maintenance, rejuvenation and tradition-construction, and 
does so in different ways (competition, dialogue, interpretation). 

Connected to the concepts of secularization, pluralization and detra-
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ditionalization, a central theme in the sociology of religion for the last 
decade has been the emergence of new forms of alternative spiritual-
ity at the expense of traditional institutional religion (see e.g. Heelas 
1996a, 2002; Partridge 2004, 2005; Vink 2007). Paul Heelas and Linda 
Woodhead, chief architects of this school of theorizing, have termed this 
the ‘spiritual revolution’ (see Heelas & Woodhead 2005; Heelas 2002). 
Heelas in particular dichotomizes traditional religion, characterized by 
a focus on external authority, with spirituality, in which the ultimate 
authority is attributed to the individual (Heelas 2002). Even though it 
can be argued that profound changes are occurring in the contemporary 
Western religious field, the doctrinal and practical components of these 
forms of religiosity (or spirituality) are not particularly novel. In many 
cases what is assumed to be ‘new’ in these forms of religiosity can al-
ready be found in Renaissance esotericism.

While the specific elements of contemporary spirituality may not 
be new, it appears that esoteric components are becoming increasingly 
popular in the Western religious milieu (see e.g. Sjödin 1998; Partridge 
2004, 2005). Christopher Partridge identifies a shift away from Christian 
culture and towards ‘occulture’—i.e. ‘the spiritual/mythic/paranor-
mal background knowledge that informs the plausibility structures of 
Westerners’ (2004: 187). In his two-volume work, The Re-Enchantment 
of the West, he quite convincingly demonstrates the popularity of eso-
teric ideas in contemporary Western society, discussing ‘occultural’ 
influences in literature and film (Partridge 2004: 119–42, and in its ‘dark’ 
variants 2005: 239–46), popular music (2004: 143–84, and in its ‘dark’ 
variants 2005: 246–55), ecological concerns (2005: 42–81), internet spirit-
uality (2005: 135–64), UFO beliefs (2005: 165–2006, and in its ‘dark’ vari-
ants 2005: 255–76). At a number of conferences I have myself discussed 
how esotericism comes to expression in popular music, TV-series and 
comic books. Esotericism is used as a theme in cultural products be-
cause it sells, and it sells because somewhere it strikes a chord with the 
consumer. 

Post-Secular Esotericism?

In respect of the general processes of globalization, detraditionalization 
and re-enchantment certain assumptions can be made with regard to 
esoteric spirituality in the late modern West. 

As an effect of the ease of communication provided by the internet, 
the formation of transnational networks over vast geographical dis
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tances is made possible. For example, magic orders such as the Temple 
of Set and Dragon Rouge, neither with a membership of more than 500, 
have members throughout the Western world, and beyond. Both orders 
maintain members-only intranets containing extensive amounts of or-
der material in electronic formats and including the possibility of com-
municating via web forums. Naturally, this holds true for less organ-
ized communities as well. Many neo-pagan groups, particularly Wiccan 
groups, operate solely over the internet (see Arthur 2002; Lövheim 
2003). Translocal tendencies are likewise obvious in the transnational 
networks of contemporary esoteric movements. The fact that the web 
page of a relatively small organization such as Dragon Rouge is avail-
able in ten different languages displays the readiness to cater for differ-
ent nationalities and language-groups. Dragon Rouge also represents a 
good example of different localities adding to the whole transnational 
network. Lodges and ritual groups located in Poland, Germany, Italy 
and Finland have all disseminated distinctly local themes, such as treat-
ment of Old Slavic deities and the Finnish national epic Kalevala, in or-
der-wide forums. Some of these themes are then appropriated by mem-
bers in different localities, where they are transformed to suit their new 
context (see Granholm 2007). 

With increasingly accentuated globalization and transnational net-
working, the ‘Western’ aspect of Western esotericism becomes some-
what problematic. As Wouter Hanegraaff has shown, influences from 
eastern religious traditions, mainly Hindu and Buddhist elements, 
have become influential in post-Enlightenment esoteric spiritualities. 
However, he also notes that these influences ‘have only been adopted 
to the extent that they could be assimilated into already existing, west-
ern frameworks’ (Hanegraaff 2007: 45). However, I would question the 
definiteness of this seemingly one-way appropriation. In an interesting 
conference paper Gordan Djurdjevic (2007) has discussed the syncretis-
tic intermingling of eastern yogic philosophy and practices and Western 
esotericism. At the suggestion of the British magician Aleister Crowley, 
Lawrence Amos Miles travelled to India in search of occult wisdom. 
He was initiated into the tantric Ādi Nāth Sampradāya, as well as a 
number of other yogic traditions, and assumed the name Shri Gurudev 
Mahendranath Dadaji. Due to increasing contact with Western disciples, 
he decided to introduce his teachings to the West, and in doing so in-
fused them with concepts from Western esoteric traditions. In this case, 
and I would assume in many others in contemporary times as well, it 
becomes increasingly difficult to describe this simply as a case of Indian 
religiosity clad in the robes of Western esoteric discourse, or vice versa. 
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With the possibilities afforded by advances in communication technol-
ogy and the ease of travel, the mixing of Western and Eastern concepts 
and ideas will probably increase.

Detraditionalization is apparent in many forms of esoteric spiritual-
ity since at least the late nineteenth century. For example, the appropri
ation of Indian religious concepts by the Theosophical Society (found-
ed in 1888) and the inclusion of Egyptian mythology in the Hermetic 
Order of the Golden Dawn (also founded in 1888) were essentially sep- 
arated from their original, traditional contexts. In the process of re- 
embedding these elements into new contexts they were also signifi-
cantly transformed. In the late twentieth century the eclecticism and 
pluralistic ethos of occultism has been taken to new levels. Whereas the 
Theosophical Society was selective in its eclecticism, mainly borrowing 
from a limited number of Indian religious traditions, late twentieth cen-
tury esotericism commonly broadens its scope of influence to include 
every imaginable source. In a magic order such as Dragon Rouge, Old 
Norse mythology is effortlessly combined with Tantra, Kabbalah, East 
Asian religious notions, Muslim mysticism, UFO beliefs, and beyond 
(see Granholm 2005). In addition, academic studies in the fields of an-
thropology, sociology, history, religious studies, physics, and so forth, 
are becoming increasingly notable sources of inspiration. This is also 
apparent in mass-popularized esotericism, or ‘the New Age movement’, 
where elements from nearly all religious traditions, past and present, 
are explored for spiritual inspiration. This contemporary form of esoteri
cism also frequently displays an ambivalent attitude to modern science 
and the domination of reason and rationality.

From a certain perspective, many forms of contemporary esoteri-
cism could be termed ‘post-secular’. I have chosen this term, as it places 
the focus on late modern attempts to ‘re-enchant’ the human existential 
world, while at the same time engaging in a polemical dialogue with 
scientific rationality. I again call attention to Wouter Hanegraaff’s defini-
tion of disenchantment: 

. . . the social pressure exerted upon human beings to deny the spon-
taneous tendency of participation, by accepting claims of a cultur-
ally established ideology according to which instrumental causality 
amounts to a worldview capable in principle of rationally explaining 
all aspects of reality (Hanegraaff 2003: 377).

Put simply, participation can be understood as a tendency towards emo-
tive, analogical, non-reasoning thought and action, whereas instrumen
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tal causality can be understood as a tendency to seek the reasons for 
events in the world in terms of material causation.2 Re-enchantment in 
post-secular esotericism can be defined as an active effort to acknowl-
edge, embrace and seek affective and analogical thinking and action, 
while at the same time underscoring the insufficiency of rationality. 
A key point is the awareness of the ideology of instrumental causal-
ity. Post-secular esotericism is not traditionalist in character, or seeking 
to re-embody pre-Enlightenment esotericism, and it does make use of 
the faculties of rationality, scientific findings, and the offerings of con-
temporary society. The central idea is that when it comes to magic and 
esoteric practice, rationality is simply not the right tool for the job, and 
when scientific or pseudo-scientific discourse is used, care is taken not 
to overstress the importance of it. Post-secular esotericism could be 
termed ‘anti-modernist’, in the fashion of certain post-modern philoso-
phers. In certain ways this post-secular esotericism resembles the ‘ro-
mantic stream of esotericism’ as defined by Hanegraaff (1996: 409). 

In more detail, post-secular esotericism displays traits of both pre- 
and earlier post-Enlightenment esotericism. Both scientific and esoteric 
worldviews and explanatory models are combined. Nature is viewed 
as animated by active personal forces and correspondences are experi
enced through non-causal agencies, while at other times the rhetoric of 
impersonal causal forces is used. These are regarded as different, but 
not necessarily incompatible, models of explanation, and are both em-
ployed in order to achieve what is considered to be a total picture of 
existence. A collection of seemingly incompatible notions are glued to-
gether to form a functionalistic bricolage. (See Granholm, forthcoming.) 

In addition, the evolutionary discourses of earlier post-Enlightenment 
esotericism are abandoned in post-modern disavowals of ‘grand narra-
tives’. Instead progress is increasingly being sought and advocated on a 
purely individual level. 

The popularization of esoteric themes, apparent in the 1970s and 
1980s (The New Age Movement), has been capitalized on in a grand 
scale. Esoteric elements have an increasing presence in all forms of popu
lar culture. It is here in particular that new concepts and methodological 
tools need to be developed.

2	 In Hanegraaff’s text: participation is ‘an affective rather than rational stratum 
in human thought and action . . . analogical rather than logical, and is not re-
duced to primary reasoning’ (Hanegraaff 2003: 375). Instrumental causality, a 
spontaneous ‘tendency to suspect things that happen in the world to be the 
result of material causation, and to explain events in this fashion’ (Levy-Bruhl, 
quoted in Hanegraaff 2003: 376).
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