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Editor’s Note Regarding This Edition
The Fall of Spirituality is a translation of Julius Evola’s Maschera e volto dello spiritualismo contemporaneo (Mask and Face of Contemporary Spiritualism), which appeared in its third version in 1971, only a few years before the author’s death. The text presented here contains updates based on the corrected fourth edition of 2008,*1 including the introductory essay by Hans Thomas Hakl, “Julius Evola and Modern Spirituality.”
For this English edition, names of persons mentioned in the text have been expanded to their full form, and more complete bibliographic citations have been provided in the notes. Whenever possible, corresponding English bibliographic references and sources have been given. All explanatory translations of foreign terms (e.g., from Latin, Greek, or German) that appear in square brackets within the text itself have been supplied by the editor; all footnotes in square brackets are likewise the editor’s work.


JULIUS EVOLA AND MODERN SPIRITUALISM1
HANS THOMAS HAKL
 
1. THE DEVELOPMENT
The question of how one might distinguish “authentic” schools of wisdom—those with “real” access to “transcendent forces”—from the schools that are merely pseudo-organizations has always been a highly contentious topic among esotericists. For Julius Evola, this question was one of central importance from an early point in his life. At the beginning of the 1920s, in the midst of his so-called philosophical phase, Evola came into contact with the teachings of Count Hermann Keyserling and his School of Wisdom (Schule der Weisheit) in Darmstadt, Germany. Even by that time, Evola had already developed serious demands when it came to esoteric groups. Above all, he required that genuine training had to take place in the form of self-realizations (autorealizzazioni) that have their basis in the absolute autonomy of the personality, as opposed to their being accomplished in a participation mystique (Levy Brühl). Evola’s requirements in this regard can be traced back to the situation of his deceased friend Carlo Michelstaedter2 and, as Evola clearly stated, Keyserling’s School of Wisdom did not live up to them.3
Evola’s verdict on the teachings of Rudolf Steiner and the Anthroposophical Society at this time was even more harsh.4 
He specifically attacks Steiner’s clairvoyance, which he contrasts with the 
intellectual intuition of Scholasticism. Unlike Steiner’s “spiritual science,” intellectual intuition concerns not only “psychic” regions but also penetrates into the highest, purely spiritual realm of ideas. Evola further criticizes the anthroposophists’ 
belief in progress, their ideology of reincarnation and karma, and their concepts of morality, humility, and grace, which are related to Steiner’s Christocentric worldview.
As the result of the adaption of the Tao Te Ching that he published,5 Evola also became acquainted in about 1924 with Decio Calvari, who was the head of an independent Theosophical lodge in Rome. In Calvari 
he definitely found an interesting conversation partner, and one who introduced him to Tantrism, but the Theosophical Society itself did not escape Evola’s criticism, although some years would go by before he fully formulated his critique in a comprehensive way.6 Instead of a genuine teo-sofia (wisdom of god), Evola found Theosophy merely to be a “system of intellectual concepts and imaginations” (un sistema di concetti e imaginazini). Moreover, he condemned the mediumship of Madame Blavatsky, the society’s founder, as well as the conceptions that theosophy promoted of karma and reincarnation.
Evola’s rejection of the Theosophical Society was reinforced by his reading of René Guénon’s very sharply worded book Theosophy: History of a Pseudo-Religion,7 wherein Guénon leveled the accusation that the teachings of Helena P. Blavatsky were devoid of any coherent doctrine whatsoever and had simply been constructed out of smoke and mirrors, so to speak.
Another book by Guénon, The Spiritist Fallacy,8 was particularly important for Evola’s efforts to determine convincing criteria for authentic spiritual groups. In this book Guénon very clearly laid out the danger that emanated from spiritism, especially since it presented itself as being “scientific” and experimentally verified. For Guénon, however, spiritism was just as much of a “pseudo-religion” as theosophy. In The Spiritist Fallacy, Guénon uses the term neo-spiritualism, which Evola also adopted, in reference to what the French esotericist termed the “pseudo-religious” worldviews that emerged in the first half of the nineteenth century in the United States and subsequently spread into Europe. He saw them as errant religious endeavors that received their main impetus from the modern faith in science and not from any inwardly experienced spirituality. Guénon’s touchstone for a genuine spirituality was the “pure metaphysics” that he had derived from his own study of Eastern religions, together with what he would have received directly from his esoteric teachers.
It was these and similar criteria that Evola firmly had in mind when he and Arturo Reghini founded the magical order known as the UR Group in 1927. In his editorial preface to the first issue of the journal UR, which featured monographs by members of the group, Evola already made clear what, in his view, is the crucial matter for those who would involve themselves in authentic esoteric groups. This concerns the “problem of all problems, and the anguish of all anguishes: What am I?”
In this search for the innermost core of the I, however, one must renounce all of the “false” consolations of philosophy and religion. One can no longer play hide-and-seek with oneself or in front of oneself, for the imperative is much more “to expose the game and no longer play it; to foil the lure, give up the illusion; shatter the compromises and be at daggers drawn with oneself . . . with nothing to lean on, nowhere to go. And a chilling breath speaks the hard words: ‘Do not believe, do not love, do not hope.’”
Evola then goes on to speak of the
absurdity of claiming that the anguish that is tormenting you can vanish while you remain what you
are. . . .
You must be transformed. You must be integrated and elevated. What really faces the I is not a “problem” but a 
task. The solution is strictly identical to a state to be realized by transforming your being. “Know yourself” means “Realize, create yourself.”
This “realization” is then understood as radically positive—nothing conceptual, moral, or sentimental about it, utterly independent of any specific human belief, faith, or philosophy—and a pure matter of experience.
But this is an experience that radically alters the I, because the I becomes one with the experienced object, and thus it becomes wisdom and creates power. And for this “way of metaphysical accomplishment, this self-realization above all that is proper to man,” there is a “science, precise, rigorous, methodical, transmitted as one flame to another, from initiate to initiate in an unbroken chain.”9
This “science” must also lead to (high) initiation, which according to Evola 
brings with it a complete transformation of consciousness and of state, creating 
something out of the human being that goes beyond the human. This also entails 
the achievement of a continuum of consciousness beyond sleep and even beyond (bodily) death. What becomes Evola’s actual criterion for the authenticity of an esoteric group, then, is the spiritual power necessary to prepare the way for such an initiation and to transmit it.
Evola had become acquainted with Guénon’s conception of the Integral Tradition in the early 1920s through Arturo Reghini, and he felt an increasing connection with it. It was therefore within the context of the Integral Tradition that the concept of initiation began to take on a more concrete shape for him. In his primary work on the traditional worldview, Revolt Against the Modern World, Evola devoted a chapter to this topic, although he shifted his emphasis to the subject of royal initiation.10 Now Evola regards only traditional schools of wisdom as being authentic, and it was only within such schools that an effective initiation could take place. By the same token, wisdom schools that do not represent a traditional ideology automatically become neospiritual pseudo-organizations for him.
In 1928 the UR Group changed its name to KRUR for legal reasons, and it dissolved entirely in 1929. Evola then founded the magazine La Torre, which published ten issues between February 1 and June 15 of 1930. Although La Torre was more politically and culturally oriented than UR had been, Evola nevertheless published three essays in it dealing with the general situation regarding “spiritualism” in Italy, spiritism,11 psychoanalysis, and theosophy.12 Evola had originally planned to write a total of seven essays on this theme, but since the magazine barely lasted for six months, four of those essays had to be canceled. The most important of the essays that did appear is the first one, which discusses spiritualism in Italy, because it most clearly expresses why Evola repeatedly warned so vehemently against modern esoteric currents.
Above all, Evola was aware of the spiritually dissatisfied state of modern people, for whom materialism and rationalism are insufficient but can also no longer believe in the salvation promised by traditional religions. As a result, they turn, far too trustingly, toward anything that sounds plausible and promises a “new spirituality.” This was all the more true with respect to the modern esoteric or occult currents—spiritism 
being a prime example—that claim to be based on new scientific findings and 
refer to experimental evidence in their bid to attract seekers. But instead of 
finding any genuine spirituality in such groups, the seekers end up in a mixture 
of materialism, religious longings, and notions of progress, all of which is further elevated by the conviction that some personally experienced “scientific” evidence has proved the veracity of the new faith. In Evola’s 
view, however, everything remains fully in the tangible material realm, without a trace of transcendence to be found. There is also no real support, but at best the feeling of belonging to the group.
For Evola, though, the real danger lay somewhere else entirely—and was all the more threatening because it remained largely unrecognized. It arises in the unsuspecting game one plays with the “supernatural,” because, as he says, “The evocation of the supernatural is dreadful. It works destructively. And the preferred object of its destruction is the I.”13 Evola even considers the labeling of this destructive force as “diabolical,” as the Catholic Church does, to be entirely appropriate, just as he sees a real and present danger that “the soul could be lost.” The locus of attack for these forces is the personality as a physical and spiritual unity of the person, which can easily split apart and fragment. Evola further emphasizes that people in the modern world usually lack a unified and clearly structured personality in the first place, which only heightens the danger of an ultimate fragmentation. After such a disintegration it is almost impossible to reconstruct an integrated personality. And without that integrated personality, there can be no initiatic training.
As Evola writes, the situation is exacerbated by the enormous thirst for sensations and sheer desire for the supernatural, which are hallmarks of our age. Should the opportunity arise to experience the supernatural, a genuine enthusiasm would immediately surge through people, and they would surrender to the phenomena with utter naïveté and abandon, clueless as to what actually lies behind it all. Here Evola is referring to an aspect of nature that is completely ignored today. Nature is not just beautiful scenery and something that science measures and weighs; there is also an occult background to nature that consists of forces, against which we moderns are defenseless. The ancients called these forces genii, elementals, nature deities, demons, and so on. Although they are indeed invisible, they are nevertheless a part of nature. Their opportunities for gaining access to the human personality come most easily when the threshold of consciousness is lowered, as in a trance state.
With regard to demons, Evola refers directly to the ideas of the well-known German Protestant theologian and religious scholar Paul Tillich, who was also a friend and colleague of Mircea Eliade. Already in the third issue of La Torre,14 Evola had selected, translated, and published some characteristic excerpts from Tillich’s book Das Dämonische (The Demonic).15
Tillich views the demonic as a force that is both creative and destructive. If the creative aspect is victorious over the destructive, then the outcome bears a “divine” stamp. If, by contrast, the destructive aspect is victorious, then the demonic aspect has succeeded.16 A few lines from the Tillich material published by Evola will attest to how forceful and direct the influence of this Protestant religious scholar was on Evola’s ideas about contemporary “spiritualism.”
The demonic is accomplished in the spirit, but the destructive forces that dominate in the demonic are directly visible in the sub-spiritual. . . . The demonic achieves plenitude only in the spiritual personality, and thus the latter is the object most chosen for demonic destruction And the state of “obsession,” with which the demonic quality realizes itself in the person The “obsession” is the attack on unity and liberty, against the center of that which is personal.
And here is another statement from Tillich, one that Evola printed in italics and therefore seems to have identified with: “Against the demonic heteronomy, there is the heroic autonomy.” And further: “The psychic place from which the demonic erupts is the unconscious.” The following thought from Tillich also seems to have been tailor-made for Evola: “Demonry is not the simple awakening of the will to power or the erotic energies, but an ecstatic eruption of them that transports, constricts, and destroys the spirit.”
And as a surprising conclusion to these Tillich excerpts, I would like to quote the following passage: “In the practical sphere two demonries surpass all others in their significance and symbolic force, and constitute its appearance in our time. One is the demonry of the autonomous economy—capitalism—and the other is the demonry of popular sovereignty—nationalism.” In light of this, one might even wonder whether Paul Tillich’s influence on Evola extended into the political sphere.
When Evola warns against “spiritualistic” organizations and currents, then, he does so expressly because it is the unity of the personality for each of their followers that is at stake. This is the reason why he repeatedly puts emphasis on the work toward a superconsciousness, which is anchored in the higher-than-human realms, and why he warns of the uncontrolled opening of the subconscious, where the aforementioned dark, natural forces are active in subhuman realms.17
This brings us straight to the second essay in La Torre, which contains Evola’s first comprehensive critique of psychoanalysis. Some might be surprised that Evola counts psychoanalysis among the neo-spiritualist currents, but the categorization is thoroughly understandable. Like such neo-spiritualist currents, psychoanalysis can be seen as a path to “perfection,” whereby the person undergoes a self-analysis and through doing so makes subconscious processes conscious and usable. The analyst can also be seen as someone who takes over the role of the spiritual master.
This essay allows us to clearly see how Evola’s views changed over the years with respect to the doctrines of Freud and Jung. In the third edition of Maschera e volto dello spiritualismo contemporaneo (Mask and Face of Contemporary Spiritualism; retitled The Fall of Spirituality for the present English version), which Evola revised himself for publication in 1971, there is hardly a kind word to found about either of these famous psychologists of the unconscious. But in Evola’s 1930 essay on psychoanalysis from issue nine of La Torre, he took a somewhat different position. Although that earlier essay contains no shortage of critical commentary, Evola nevertheless seems to have still considered it possible that psychoanalytical doctrines could develop in a positive way. And if what Yvon de Begnac reports is true18—namely, that Evola was so enthusiastic about Sigmund Freud when he visited Mussolini in 1922 that he expressed his belief that Freud’s world should become the “true world of thought”—then indeed this enthusiasm must have cooled considerably by 1930. What is also astonishing to see on display here is Evola’s impressive level of erudition, for in 1930 there would have been very few Italians who have even heard of Carl Gustav Jung.
The critical positions that Evola takes against psychoanalytical doctrines are clear.19 First, there is the problem that psychoanalysis makes the subconscious paramount, thus severely restricting the developmental possibilities for the conscious personality. Second, through the artificial opening up of the subconscious, but without any concurrent strengthening of the I, there arises the danger that the “demonic” is allowed access to consciousness of the person. Already in his 1930 essay, Evola was further lamenting the fact that while psychoanalysis probed into the realm of the subconscious, it knew nothing of a superconscious and supramundane world. Another psychoanalytical premise that Evola found completely unacceptable was the claim that results originally obtained solely from investigating the psyches of sick people could then be used to shed light on the psyches of those who were mentally sound.
At the beginning of this introduction, I discussed the third essay that Evola wrote for La Torre, which contained his critique of the Theosophical Society. Incidentally, the topics that Evola addressed in the La Torre essays were discussed by him again, in an equivalent manner, a year later in the weekly paper L’Italia letteraria. All of this material appeared in essentially the same form—with some passages even verbatim—in the first edition of Evola’s foundational work on the topic of neo-spiritualism, Maschera e volto dello spiritualismo contemporaneo,20 which I will now consider in greater detail.

II. THE MASK AND FACE OF CONTEMPORARY SPIRITUALISM
As we have seen, Evola had already done a considerable amount of preparatory work for his book on neo-spiritualist currents that would appear in 1932. With regard to the book’s contents, the first five chapters consisted of revised versions of his earlier essays on the demonic, spiritualism, psychoanalysis, theosophy, and anthroposophy, all of which we have discussed above. In addition to this, several new chapters were included: one on “neomysticism” and Krishnamurti; one on the question of whether a return to traditional Catholicism was possible (taking into account the views of authors such as Henri Massi and René Guénon); and one on modern magical orders, which also discussed the occult ideas of Gustav Meyrink, Éliphas Lévi, and Giuliano Kremmerz. However, we need not discuss these chapters in any detail here, as they appear in the present volume in an essentially similar, albeit expanded, form.
In his intellectual autobiography, Il cammino del cinabro (The Path of Cinnabar),21 Evola discusses Maschera e volto in great detail, which is an indication of the importance that he attached to this particular work. He mentions two motivations that led him to write the book. The first—and less important—motivation was his desire to clearly establish once and for all that he was neither a theosophist nor a Freemason, as he had been wrongly accused for years by those who wanted to discredit him politically. His second motivation was by far the more important of the two. As we have already discussed, Evola wanted to warn people of the dangers that were present for anyone who carelessly engaged with the “supernatural” and to provide them with criteria that would serve as a genuine orientation for such pursuits. With these goals in mind, Evola did something that was otherwise rare for him: he set aside his elitism and endeavored to write the book in a more accessible style. It was only in this way that he might reach a wider audience and enlighten them in regard to the “demonic” danger that is ubiquitous in neo-spiritualism.
Evola writes:
I drew on the doctrine according to which the human personality, with its normal faculties and their corresponding experience of the physical world and of nature, occupies an intermediate position; it is situated between two different regions, the first being inferior and the other superior to it: on the one hand, the subnatural and subpersonal; on the other, the truly supernatural and superindividual. But these domains should not be understood in merely theoretical and abstract terms, for they refer to real states and powers of being Hence the dual possibility of a descending self-transcendence (downward, toward the prepersonal, the subpersonal, and the unconscious) and of an ascending self-transcendence (upward, toward that which is effectively above the boundary of the ordinary human personality—which in some respects is also defensive and protective).
However, since the majority of the groups that fall into the category of contemporary spiritualism clearly evinced a “downward” tendency, and therefore one could only expect them to facilitate contacts to obscure forces that would further weaken the already frail spiritual cohesion of modern people, Evola felt compelled to write the book.
The fact that Evola revised and expanded the book for two subsequent editions (1949 and 1971) is a further testament to his commitment, but it also shows that the book must have met with sufficient interest from the reading public. This underscores the enduring practical value of the work, if only as a clear analysis by someone who understood the topic from more than just a theoretical standpoint.
For the 1971 edition Evola further expanded the book with a chapter on Satanism, which also contained a fairly positive assessment of Aleister Crowley. Since I have already published an article in 2005 on the relationship between Evola and Crowley,22 I will take the opportunity here to mention some interesting information that was not yet available to me at that time. In 1949 a German judge in Heidelberg by the name of Dr. Heinrich Wendt, who can be described as an extremely knowledgeable specialist in the “history of initiation systems, past and present”23 and also someone who kept in contact with numerous esotericists, sent a copy of Crowley’s Book of the Law to Evola and solicited the latter’s opinion on it. In a letter dated December 18, 1949, from Wendt to Dr. Herbert Fritsche, who had taken over the patriarchate of the Crowleyan Gnostic Catholic Church after the death of Arnoldo Krumm-Heller eight months earlier, Wendt reported that Evola’s reply had been as follows:
Regarding the “Book of the Law” my findings are not so favorable. If its origin story is true, then this is certainly not a matter of a conscious intervention from “above,” but rather concerns influences (wandering and even “syncretic” ones) from the intermediate world. Fifty percent of the text consists not of “mysteries” but of dross; in the remainder, various things are interwoven and Crowley’s personal “complexes” must themselves have played a role in it.24
At the conclusion of the lengthy section that he dedicates to the book in The Path of Cinnabar, Evola laments that his intention to present clear criteria for discrimination in the field of neo-spiritualism had not met with success. He had hoped to establish his position once and for all. But “the exponents of profane culture had not the faintest idea of the essential difference in rank” and were unimpressed by his arguments. Moreover, he had made new enemies; namely, among the theosophists, anthroposophists, spiritists, as so on, whom he had criticized so severely. But, as he remarks sardonically, they lacked the intellectual level necessary to understand him; they were too accustomed to the trivialities of their own beliefs. “The right way—keeping one’s distance both from spiritualist meanderings and from the trivia and conventionalities of official culture, while following the method and criteria of serious information and objective criticism thereof—was the least one could expect.”25 Unfortunately, this had the consequence of limiting the circulation of his text.
The first edition of Evola’s Maschera e volto was also read and reviewed by René Guénon, the founder of the Integral Tradition.26 Guénon describes the book as one of Evola’s best and praises the author’s objective in writing it. But in doing so he also remarks that Evola had tried more to draw attention to the psychological dangers of neo-spiritualism and did not go into the falsity of the corresponding spiritualistic theories enough. Guénon also emphasizes that Evola “agrees almost completely” with what he himself wrote on the subject. He does not, however, consider Evola’s views on the “magical” schools to be justifiable—which is not surprising given Guénon’s negative attitude toward anything connected with magic.27 Guénon also finds himself unable to concur with Evola’s “mild” assessment of Rudolf Steiner.
On the other hand, Guénon was quite pleased with the chapter on the esoteric significance of Catholicism, especially since Evola had shown a contempt for Christianity in his earlier writings. In Guénon’s opinion, the fact that current representatives of the Christian Church deny any higher meaning to their own faith should not be grounds for others to do the same. Despite Evola’s reservations about the original Christianity, which he saw—à la Nietzsche—as being only characterized by humility and an expectation of Grace from above, he nevertheless referred to Guénon’s views on the subject. According to Guénon, all higher religions in their esoteric aspect come from the same transcendent root. Christianity must therefore also have a traditional core, even if this is no longer visible today.
On the occasion of the publication of a recent French translation of Maschera e volto by Philippe Baillet,28 the prominent Guénonian journal Études Traditionnelles published an extensive review of the book.29 The reviewer, A. Delarocque-Colombière, only agrees with Guénon’s positive assessments with respect to some individual chapters and has a major objection to Evola’s central concept of the “personality,” which he regards as too vague and therefore at risk of being confused with the everyday self. Similarly, he reproaches Evola for always referring to the I (Moi, in the French translation) rather than to the Self (Soi). He is also dismayed that Evola does not—like Guénon—simply dismiss psychoanalysis as a “satanic fallacy” but manages to find “something positive” there, if one could just make a few corrections to it. The fact that Delarocque-Colombière adopts the same negative attitude of his master Guénon concerning magic is only to be expected.

III. EVOLA’S LATER WORKS ON NEO-SPIRITUALISM
Evola’s efforts to draw attention to the problem of neo-spiritualism were not limited to the essays collected in 
		Maschera e volto. In addition to writing a considerable number of newspaper and magazine articles,30 he also returned to the subject at various times in his later books. At least three of these instances are worth mentioning.
As the first example, I would like to refer to a substantial and extensive essay that Evola contributed to the second revised edition of the UR/KRUR monographs, which deals with the question of the unconscious and looks at the analytical psychology of C. G. Jung in particular.31
In the essay Evola very sharply attacks this “pseudo-spiritual variety” of psychoanalysis because it also engages with issues that, in his view, belong exclusively to the sphere of the “initiatic sciences.” The very concept of the “unconscious” is completely opposed to that sphere, because psychoanalysis has endowed the unconscious with the traits of an “autonomous being” that stands in contrast to the conscious personality. Jung teaches that the conscious personality emerged from the unconscious in an evolutionary process. Evola is unwilling to accept such a notion, which echoes the biological theory of evolution that he fully rejects. For Evola, the “development” of the personality could only have originated from a spiritual impulse, born of the highest consciousness that has sunk into deeper, ever more unconscious layers of matter. The individual personality of the human being should therefore be placed hierarchically above the subconscious (Evola’s preferred term) and not the other way around.
For Evola, however, the worst aspect of Jung’s doctrine is that he draws conclusions from the dream images of psychotic people—images that spring up from the unconscious—based on symbols and myths that belong to the superconscious realm, such as can be found in texts of ancient wisdom like the Tibetan Book of the Dead. It is therefore misguided to equate Jung’s process of individuation, which allows a psychologically unstable person to become healthy, with that of initiation, which implies a complete transformation of being away from that of the ordinary person. A successful individuation is merely the prerequisite for being able to set out on the initiatic path in the first place.
As a second example, I would like to refer to an essay that appears in Evola’s book L’arco e la clava (The Bow and the Club), in which he deals with the concept of high initiation from a theoretical standpoint.32 As we have seen, Evola was firmly convinced that initiation was the most essential criterion for an authentic school of wisdom. This is why he is concerned in this essay with pinpointing the differences between the concept of initiation as understood by himself and the Integral Tradition versus the way in which it is understood by theosophists, anthroposophists, and other neospiritualist groups, as well as in academic disciplines such as ethnology and religious studies. The basis for this essay was an earlier article of his from 1965, “Über das Initiatische” (On the Initiatic), which appeared in the German journal Antaios, published under the nominal (but not actual) editorial direction of Mircea Eliade and Ernst Jünger.33
In the second edition of L’arco e la clava, Evola added an essay on “Initiatic Centers.”34 In it he emphasizes that an initiation is usually given by a master in a hidden and inaccessible initiatic center. Evola does not claim that such centers no longer exist in Europe, but he stresses that they have become increasingly rare over the course of history and it is almost impossible to come into contact with one today. He adds anecdotally that he once had a friendly argument with the well-known Swiss traditionalist Titus Burckhardt about this topic. Burckhardt, who was initiated into a Sufi order, said that for an honest seeker there were still ways open to a traditional initiation, whereby he was alluding to Sufi lineages in North Africa. These traditional schools allegedly had the potential for powers that went far beyond the merely human. Evola then asked him, somewhat polemically, why such schools had not intervened in situations like that of Tibet, where Communist China was destroying the old traditional monasteries. Could they do nothing to stop the general process of involution?35
Perhaps this is also the place to point out the differences between Evola’s views and those of Guénon (which were also echoed by the latter’s students Frithjof Schuon and Titus Burckhardt), with respect to what constitutes a “regular” initiation. For Guénon and his students, this is only possible if the student also lives exoterically within the framework of one of the major world religions and strictly adheres to its tenets. Esoteric training on its own is inadequate. Evola is much less strict and even sees the possibility of a self-initiation outside of any affiliation to a group or religious community as conceivable, although such an achievement would be extremely rare.
As a third example, I can refer to Evola’s book Ride the Tiger, which is intended to provide a “guide to life” for those people who, although tradition-bound themselves, have to live as “uomini differenziati” (differentiated men) in a modern world devoid of tradition.36 Chapter 29 of the book is titled “The ‘Second Religiosity,’” a phrase that derives from Oswald Spengler and his famous work The Decline of the West.37 Spengler understands this as a characteristic phenomenon that occurs time and again in dying cultures, manifesting in the form of mysticisms, irrationalisms, and quasi-religious currents; it is thus parallel with what we have described here as “neospiritualistic.” Spengler and Evola do not interpret such phenomena as the beginning of a return to any original and genuine spirituality but rather as the symptoms of a final dissolution. In this context Evola quotes Guénon, who states that the ways upward (to transcendence) were first blocked by positivism and materialism, whereas now, with the neo-spiritualist movements, the ways downward into the subhuman (or in Paul Tillich’s terminology, “demonic”) realm are opened as well.
Guénon specifically dealt with this question in his book The Reign of Quantity and the Signs of Times, devoting an entire chapter to it titled “The Fissures in the Great Wall.”38 He understands this great wall as the spiritual one that surrounds people and protects them from destructive, demonic forces. This wall, which naturally also represents a kind of “prison,” would, however, already have some cracks in it. Man could escape from it, but then he would be confronted with powers against which he is entirely unsuspecting and knows no way to defend himself. These are all points with which Evola is in full agreement.
A very important component of this chapter from Ride the Tiger is Evola’s clear treatment of the topic of initiation and the present-day possibilities (or lack thereof) for attaining it. He writes:
[O]ne must assume a priori that [initiation] is not even a hypothetical possibility in an epoch like the present, in an environment like the one we live in, and also given the general inner formation of individuals Anyone who sees things differently either does not understand the matter, or else is deceiving himself and others. What has to be negated most decisively is the transposition to this field of the individualistic and democratic view of the “self-made man”; that is, the idea that anyone who wants can become an “initiate,” and that he can also become one on his own, through his own strength alone, by resorting to various kinds of “exercises” and practices. This is an illusion, the truth being that through his strength alone, the human individual cannot go beyond human individuality, and that any positive result in this field is conditioned by the presence and action of a genuine power of a different, nonindividual order.39
Finally, a brief remark based on Evola’s last major interview, which was conducted by Gianfranco de Turris and Sebastiano Fusco on December 27, 1973. Here Evola confirms once again that he sees hardly any opportunities for initiation at the present time.40 Thus, he has no desire to stir false hopes.
As a conclusion to the forgoing survey of Evola’s nearly lifelong literary efforts to warn of the dangers of neo-spiritualism and to indicate other ways to transcendence, I will attempt to summarize below the characteristic standpoints of Evola and the Integral Tradition, versus those of neo-spiritualism.
	Evola / Integral Tradition	Neo-spiritualism, New Age
	
		elitist	
		open to all
	
		hidden	
		strong public presence
	
		belongs to a single tradition	
		eclectic
	
		origin largely unknown	
		origin largely known
	
		the spiritual path is consistently the same	
		the spiritual path can be very diverse
	
		traditional, unchanging, ahistorical	
		modern, progressive, evolutionary
	
		focus on superconsciousness	
		subconscious is also incorporated
	
		one should remain in a fully conscious state	
		trance states are also feasible
	
		spiritual knowledge comes via intellectual intuition	
		knowledge comes from beyond the rational, e.g., from the unconscious, the “astral” world, spirits, etc.
	
		initiation causes an ontological change of state	
		initiation leads the person “upward” gradually
	
		builds upon the foundation of a strong personality	
		the weak can also “join in”
	
		uniformity is paramount	
		multiform
	
		the path is amoral	
		the moral “good” is striven after
	
		ascesis and discipline	
		ideal of well-being
	
		spiritual growth through suffering	
		avoidance of suffering
	
		orientation is strictly toward transcendence	
		orientation is also toward the emotional realm and toward astral and other “higher” worlds
	
		self-made delusions must be dismantled	
		not necessarily the case; self-made delusions can also be intensified if they convey something “useful”
	
		high degree of personal commitment	
		not necessarily the case
	
		knowledge comes only through one’s own realizations	
		secret wisdom can also be taught
	
		opening is only toward the “above”	
		opening is also toward the “below”
	
		high initiation is exclusively for men	
		initiation is for everyone

While these classifications may not always be so clear in actual practice, this comparison provides enough reference points to make Evola’s ideas and concerns more perceivable.

IV. SOME CONCLUDING REMARKS ON EVOLA’S ESOTERIC METHODOLOGY
In drawing the distinction between traditional, “authentic” spiritual orders and neo-spiritualist groups, Evola is never concerned with neutral criteria but rather with absolute valuations. His intent is to show what he thinks is authentic and correct, and what should be rejected, by referring to both ancient and recent wisdom literature of the East and West. This is what sets his work completely apart from modern academic research on esoteric groups.
Scholarly studies on this topic strive to be as neutral and objective as possible and to examine all groups in an unbiased way. Such investigations must therefore remain on an “external” quantitative and descriptive level; the groups under consideration cannot be interpreted in terms of a subjective or qualitative evaluation. The problem with this approach is that while a “seeker” may be provided all sorts of interesting information about a certain group, no answer with regard to the key question—the question of which specific esoteric group is capable of providing an “authentic” initiation—is forthcoming. The great success of scientific research in the modern age essentially rests on the fact that it strictly holds to a rational-empirical methodology; in doing so, however, it excludes from the outset any questions that go beyond this. As a result, the scientific approach also lacks the tools needed to comprehend or handle such questions. In addition, the problems that the esoteric and initiatic realms deal with cannot always be fully expressed in verbal or logical terms.
Religions and esoteric traditions, by contrast, have recourse to convey their “truths” through symbols and myths. The Integral Tradition, which assumes a common, transcendent origin for all high cultures and religions, also asserts that “authentic” symbols and myths are universal and are always understandable, independent of a given historical epoch. However, the prerequisite for such understanding is that the recipient of the symbolic message has developed the “correct” awareness to perceive it. Armed with such an awareness, he could also discern the original meaning and deeper spiritual background of symbols and myths from ancient or completely foreign cultures. Evola calls this the traditional method, and he applies it in his research and in his writings. The traditional method places less emphasis on historical facts than it does on spiritual content. It concentrates on the timeless, universal, and cross-cultural meaning, the “quod ubique, quod ab omnibus et quod semper” (that which is everywhere, by everyone, and always [true]).41 This method—which was also used to a certain extent by Giambattista Vico, Johann Jakob Bachofen, and Numa Denis Fustel de Coulanges—also enables one to apprehend the complexity and ambiguity of symbols and myths. Whereas the logical mind arrives at knowledge through a process of separation or division (i.e., analysis), the traditional method works “holistically.” A unified whole is grasped “all at once” as opposed to being understood slowly in a temporal and analytically sequential process. Since this whole extends beyond the logical-empirical realm, it can contain opposites within itself as well as “invisible” aspects that can be “sensed.” (Here one might draw an analogy to how a piece of music is perceived, although Evola would view the accessible meaning of myths and symbols as being much more precise.)
Nevertheless, the traditional method is neither irrational nor arbitrary. If one has the requisite “synthesizing” intuition (the requisite “consciousness”), it is just as “objective” as the scientific method. It thereby allows a clear evaluation of spiritual paths and groups. The knowledge gained through the traditional method is indeed a knowledge sub specie interioritatis (of an interior kind), yet it has a universal character since the gift of intuitive knowledge is “potentially” given to all people. It is also not the case that the individual symbols and myths must always exhibit an identical external form in order to betoken a certain “higher” truth. An intuitive knowledge grasps this truth even if it is clothed in different vestments. So long as those vestments are “consistent,” they awaken exactly the right associations that point to the “higher” truth.
Now it seems that one can, to a certain extent, “learn” to apprehend such “truths” and to “train” the intuition that is needed for that process. A decisive factor here may be a kind of “familiarization” process: through a recurring engagement with the aforementioned universal symbols and myths, their “inner” truth suddenly flares up, and from that point on they are “forever” understood. This understanding does not come in a logical-deductive sense but is instead borne of a deep conviction that one has recognized their innermost meaning. The previously unrecognized “truth” has suddenly become part of one’s own personality; one is identified with that truth and can therefore implement and “use” it in further cognitive processes. In comparison with such a dramatic experience, a logical-deductive conclusion seems but pale and superficial. The danger here, of course, is that the traditional method can easily lead to a sort of fanaticism.
One of the likely reasons for the relative success of Evola’s esoteric writings—also outside of Italy—is his skill in linking together universal symbols and myths in such a way that the requisite intuition for apprehending their inner meaning makes itself felt relatively quickly for perspicacious readers of his work. This may be an indication that Evola himself possessed this intuition to an extraordinary degree and also knew how to incorporate it into his writings. In particular when one reads a text of his several times over, the underlying “higher truths” seem to be “induced,” so to speak, in the reader. This is similar to the situation that one experiences with alchemical texts, which invite the reader to study them several times to understand them in the right way.
The question as to what extent this synthesizing knowledge may be related to the intuitive knowledge of antiquity, the “intellectual intuition” (intellectualis intuitio) of Nicholas of Cusa, or to Henry Corbin’s imaginatio vera (true imagination) and the Islamic ta’wīl (esoteric interpretation), is probably a matter best left to academic specialists; in any case, it falls outside the scope of this introduction.
I would also point out that the contrasting terms emic and etic, which are often used by sociologists and academic researchers into esotericism, do not apply here when we are speaking of the traditional method. An emic perspective is the view of a culture—or, in our case, an esoteric group—through the eyes of an “insider” who utilizes the special terms and symbols as they are understood and used within the group itself. An etic perspective, on the other hand, is the viewpoint of an observer from the “outside” who can only understand in his own “external” way the special terms and symbols used within this group. By contrast, the “traditional method” used by Evola is ahistorical, universal, and cross-cultural, and it is available as well to both “insiders” and to those who exist outside the group. However, it does require a “higher” intuitive knowledge. This, in turn, is not necessary for the emic view of internal symbols and terms within an esoteric group, since that view is based solely on familiarity with the respective customs. It remains at the level of normal internal group communication and specifically is not ahistorical, universal, or cross-cultural.
It goes without saying that it is impossible for academic esoteric research at universities to accept “higher” intuitive knowledge as a scientific instrument. Since the study of esotericism is a recent scholarly discipline, the methodological, philosophical, and sociological studies first have to establish a foundation. The rejection of the “traditional method” within the discipline is therefore justified. Evola himself would say that the scholarly efforts represent no more than a “horizontal” accumulation of knowledge, to which only a further vertical axis of transcendence is capable of giving meaning, value, and weight. For him, the research into and evaluation of esoteric topics and groups is in any case inconceivable in the absence of such “vertical” intuitive knowledge.
This is the reason why Evola dared to make unequivocal judgments in his research, even when he had only a small amount of reliable information, whether of an esoteric or historical sort, at his disposal. Yet even scholars working in the conventional academic contexts have conceded time and again that his intuitions have proved to be useful. One example of this relates his book The Hermetic Tradition,42 which, with its particular hermeneutics of specialized alchemical expressions, served as an inspiration to both Mircea Eliade and C. G. Jung. Other examples pertain to comparative religious studies. As Silvio Via, an orientalist at the University of Naples, puts it, Evola seems at times to have achieved “more reliable restorations of the message of Lao Tse” through “fortunate intuitions” than many academic translators of the Chinese wisdom classic the Tao Te Ching. Similar observations can be made with regard to Evola’s interpretations in the areas of Tantrism, early Buddhism, and Zen Buddhism. But in any case, Evola’s intuition seems to have been concentrated on areas whose spirituality corresponded to his own inner being. To return to the musical analogy we mentioned above, not every conductor can intuitively grasp and interpret every composer to the same extent.
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PREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITION (1971)
This book, updated and expanded in the current third edition, is written for all those interested in contemporary “spiritualism” or who wish to orient themselves to its principal currents. Precisely for this reason, the point of view adopted for the purposes of this orientation will not be as absolute as that which characterizes other works by the author. The defense of the human personality—a task, failing whose realization, any true “spiritualistic” aspiration will be lacking in its main presupposition—can be taken as the fundamental guiding principle of the present work.
Nonetheless, whoever knows how to see, to separate the essential from the accessory, will easily be able to recognize that there is no contradiction standing between these two points of view. The first—the point of view taken in the present critique—can indeed work to clarify the sense and the rightful place of the second one: that taken by works on specialized esoteric arguments or works affirming “integral traditionalism.” What is more, the very sequence of the present essays will furnish a natural passage from one plane to the other.
J.E.
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