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Esotericism 
 

What Does “Esotericism” Mean? 

The term “esotericism” conjures many meanings. Lexical definitions tend to stay close to its 

etymological roots in the Greek esōterikos, denoting that which is “within” and contrasted 

with that which is “outside” (exōterikos). The Oxford English Dictionary defines the adjective 

“esoteric” as something “intended for or likely to be understood by only a small number of 

people with a specialized knowledge or interests.” In current academic work, however, the 

noun “esotericism” has a more specific usage, referring to a historiographic category that 

covers a great variety of religious, intellectual, and artistic currents, from antiquity to the 

present day. In this sense it includes, notably, the “occult sciences” (alchemy, astrology, 

magic), hermetic and neoplatonic cosmologies, Rosicrucian initiatory societies, aspects of 

Romantic Naturphilosophie, nineteenth century occultism, and aspects of contemporary 

alternative spiritualities.  

 

Sometimes these currents do revolve around secrecy (as in initiatory societies), an idea of 

“hidden doctrines” (as in the notion of a perennial philosophy), or a stress on interiority as a 

way to knowledge and salvation (e.g. accessing “the astral plane” or the “higher self”). Thus, 

Antoine Faivre defined esotericism as a mentality (forme de pensée), grounded in 

Renaissance humanism’s rediscovery of neoplatonic ideas and emphasizing, inter alia, the 

search for hidden correspondences, interactions with the anima mundi, and the imagination as 

a way to truth. Moreover, Kocku von Stuckrad has conceptualized the esoteric as an “element 

of discourse” centered on claims to “higher knowledge” and a dynamic of concealment and 

revelation that tends to follow.  

 

 

Esotericism as Rejected Knowledge 

By the late eighteenth century, if not before, a number of currents that we today associate with 

esotericism were connected in the public imagination as somehow “related” to each other. 

Contemporary research departs from this historical fact (the emergence of a concept of 

“related currents”) and asks why such a public perception emerged. The dominant view is that 

esotericism emerged and solidified as a form of “rejected knowledge,” produced first by 

theological exclusionary processes during the Reformation that sought to get rid of all 
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remnants of “Paganism” and “magic.” As protestant theologians were re-writing church 

history, intellectual currents tainted by “ancient sages” such as Hermes Trismegistus or 

Zoroaster (whom Renaissance Platonists like Ficino, Pico, or Agrippa had been fond of) were 

excluded and condemned as “errors.” Enlightenment philosophers and historians adopted and 

adapted this historiography, turning the theological errors of paganism into the intellectual 

errors of superstitious, obscurantist philosophy.  

 

When the noun “esotericism” was first used in German in the late eighteenth century, it 

already contained associations of a shared “deviance” relative to established opinion. In the 

nineteenth century, this oppositional spirit was embraced by the founders of “occultism,” who 

found esoteric ideas, myths, and practices useful for opposing what they saw as “religious 

dogmatism,” “scientific materialism,” and (often enough) “repressive” political structures. 

Due to a series of contingent historical processes, then, esotericism has come to include a 

specific set of mildly oppositional alternative spiritualities, rooted in neoplatonic ideas and 

often linked with new forms of rejected science, oppositional politics (across the spectrum), 

and non-Christian religious alternatives.  

 

 

Sociological Approaches to Esotericism 

Research on esotericism has been dominated by historical approaches, but there are obvious 

links with the sociology of religion. In the 1970s, the so-called “sociology of the occult” 

sought to explain the rising popularity of topics as diverse as astrology, parapsychology, 

UFOlogy, cryptozoology, and Wicca. While demonstrating that these interests grew 

particularly among educated, middle-class, urban populations, it understood “the occult” 

precisely in terms of “deviance” from authorized opinions. A fruitful concept to come out of 

this research was Colin Campbell’s “cultic milieu,” which suggested that the eclecticism of 

the occult can be explained by looking at how “deviant ideas” were distributed through 

networks of newsletters, magazines, workshops, lectures, and short-lived groups, unified by a 

shared opposition to “the establishment” and an ideology of individual seekership.  

 

Esotericism can be cast as the cultic milieu’s historical dimension. Research on esotericism 

explains why the content of the cultic milieu is not entirely random but tends to cluster around 

specific heterodoxies that have been funneled through nineteenth-century occultism, in 

particular Theosophy, Spiritualism, New Thought, and Hermetic ritual magic. Meanwhile, the 



Egil	Asprem,	“Esotericism,”	forthcoming	in:	SAGE	Encyclopedia	of	Sociology	of	Religion,	Adam	Possamai	&	Anthony	Blasi	(eds.)	

	

	
3	

cultic milieu model explains why the construction of rejected knowledge by establishment 

institutions would inspire social groups to form around the resulting heterodoxies. The focus 

on interiority in most esotericisms also provides a historical backdrop to seekership and the 

individualization of religion. 

 

Esotericism is also studied under the rubric of new religious movements (NRMs). Some 

scholars have focused on the uses of secrecy and initiation-based hierarchies as the mark of an 

“esoteric” NRM. A more historically based approach would instead focus on the broad range 

of movements and groups that have sprung from the pool of esoteric heterodoxies, especially 

through occultism. Esotericism has seeded a broad range of novel theologies that are 

organized in a variety of ways, from the tightly knit face-to-face networks of Wiccan covens 

to the hierarchical organizations of Rosicrucian and Martinist orders, to membership 

organizations like the Anthroposophical Society, to “client cults” focused on the distribution 

of products such as tarot readings, mediumistic guidance, or shamanic workshops. Finally, 

esotericism is shaping contemporary religiosity on the individual level through popular 

culture and occulture.  

 

Conclusions 

Conjuring notions of the hidden and the forbidden, the history of esotericism provides 

historical depth to the study of contemporary “alternative” spirituality. It not only explains 

how religion/spirituality is being reshaped by an infusion of predominantly Platonic 

cosmologies of late-antiquity; it also provides important historical contexts for understanding 

how constructions of alterity, and particularly stigmatization, can lead to the production of 

new religious identities.  
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