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Fascist Scholars, Fascist Scholarship: The Quest for Ur-Fascism and the Study of Religion 

Elaine Fisher 

 

Fascist Scholars, Fascist Scholarship: An Intrinsic Connection? 

 In a journal entry dated November 8, 1959, Mircea Eliade writes of his Patterns in 

Comparative Religion: 

I wonder if the secret message of the book has been understood, the “theology” implied 

in the history of religions as I decipher and interpret it.1 

Considering the amount of ink that has been spilled over the past two decades on the subject of 

“crypto-theology” in the Chicago School history of religions, it is ironic that Eliade himself 

willfully admitted to a confessional agenda as early as 1959. It seems Eliade had little cause for 

concern; nearly fifty years later, few scholars of religion have failed to grasp his “secret” 

theological message, and fewer still are prepared to accept it. After all, by translating this 

theology into methodology, Eliade imports a number of problematic assumptions about the 

nature of religion as a well-formed object of scholarly inquiry. With good reason, the Romanian-

born scholar has often been impeached for his Romantic, ahistoricist morphology as well as his 

near ontologization of religion as a universal cultural category. What is more intriguing, 

however, is that—despite Eliade’s own statement to the contrary—a number of his critics persist 

in reading Eliade’s “secret message” not as a theological overture but as a covert political call to 

action. 

                                                
1 Mircea Eliade, No Souvenirs: Journal, 1957-1969, trans. Fred H. Johnson, Jr. (San Fransisco: Harper & 

Row Publishers, 1977), 74. 
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 By now, the “Eliade Scandal” itself is decades-old news, and the narrative of his life has 

effectively been rewritten to center on his formative political transgressions in Romania in the 

1930s. How Eliade’s political career should impact the History of Religions in its contemporary 

incarnation, however, remains a pressing concern. A recent, well-publicized trend in the critical 

literature traces the formative influences of Eliade’s “eccentric” scholarship directly to his 

checkered political history.
2
 Already infamous for his alleged associations with the Romanian 

Iron Guard, Eliade has come under renewed scrutiny not only on account of his methodology or 

his politics as discrete but objectionable matters. Rather, a veritable cottage industry has 

emerged, uncovering evidence that Eliade’s academic work in the History of Religions is not 

only methodologically problematical but fundamentally “tainted” by his political associations. 

 In their strongest forms, these critiques have tended toward outright polemics at the 

expense of any pretense to academic objectivity. According to Russell McCutcheon, Eliade’s 

fascination with primitive religions “is not so much evidence of an interest in such things as 

                                                
2
 Notable works include Daniel Dubuisson, Mythologies du XXe Siecle (1993); Robert Ellwood, The 

Politics of Myth: A Study of C. G. Jung, Mircea Eliade, and Joseph Cambpell (1999); Alexandra Laignel-

Lavastine, Cioran, Eliade, Ionesco: L’Oubli du Fascisme (2002); Russell McCutcheon, Manufacturing 

Religion: The Discourse on Sui Generis Religion and the Politics of Nostalgia (1997); Strenski, Ivan. 

Four Theories of Myth in the Twentieth Century: Cassirer, Eliade, Levi-Strauss, and Malinowski (1987); 

Wasserstrom, Steven. Religion after Religion: Gershom Scholem, Mircea Eliade, and Henry Corbin at 

Eranos (1999). 
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aboriginal societies as it is a codeword for his conservative world-view.”
3
 McCutcheon goes on 

to claim that in fact, “in a subtle way, all his writings in general seem to betray the familiar 

elements of at least a nationalist, if not fascist, ideology.”
4
 Adrianna Berger maintains that 

Eliade, “an active fascist ideologue,” was no historian at all but merely produced “camouflaged 

restatements of his earlier theories, which originated in the era of Romanian fascism.”
5
 Berger 

even goes so far as to locate a genuine threat to the American public in Eliade’s works: 

“nourished by a right-wing radicalism,” she contends, his theories are “dangerously reactionary 

and conservative ideas, which resurface not only in the post-Ceausescu Romania but also in the 

United States today.”
6
 

 A number of more subtle critiques nevertheless betray a similar subtext: some feature or 

features of Eliade’s scholarship is typologically, if not intrinsically, “dangerous.” Daniel 

Dubuisson, for instance, makes this assertion with unparalleled and uncharacteristic directness in 

his Mythologies of the Twentieth Century. Eliade, he claims, showed a persistent fascination with 

                                                
3
 Russell McCutcheon, “The Myth of the Apolitical Scholar,” Queen’s Quarterly 100 (1993): 657. 

emphasis in original. 

4
 McCutcheon, “Myth of the Apolitical Scholar,” 657. 

5
 Adriana Berger, “Mircea Eliade: Romanian Fascism and the History of Religions in the United States,” 

in Tainted Greatness: Antisemitism and Cultural Heroes, ed. Nancy Harrowitz (Philadelphia: Temple 

University Press, 1994), 51–52. 

6
 Berger, “Romanian Fascism,” 71, emphasis added. Compare with Allan Bloom’s argument that the 

value of system of the 1960’s represents a potentially threatening recapitulation of an inherently 

destabilizing German Romanticism in his Closing of the American Mind. 
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sacrifice, mythology, and esoteric religiosity, themes which also enjoyed a certain popularity in 

Nazi circles. Having situated them a shared discursive field, however, Dubuisson overextends 

the historical context of the Third Reich to arrive at an invariable concomitance: “It can never be 

repeated often enough that for many twentieth-century thinkers there is an indisputable affinity 

between certain political themes and a certain ‘Germanomania.’”
7
 By reducing an extensive and 

varied body of literature to a single strategically-selected descriptor, “germanomania,” 

Dubuission is able to interpret Eliade’s thematic interests as unqualified signifiers of his political 

beliefs. Moreover, for a number of scholars, these purported political beliefs are no matter of 

antiquarian or biographical curiosity: McCutcheon, for his part, undertakes his critical study of 

Eliade’s theory explicitly “to demonstrate that indeed Eliade’s texts do contain a particular 

political ideology and that their continued use may further support the propagation and 

establishment of certain aspects of that politics.”
8
 McCutcheon leaves his audience puzzled as to 

precisely what aspects of Eliade’s politics may reassert themselves on the contemporary political 

scene, but nevertheless is insistent that the study of Eliade presents a very real political danger. 

 I hope it will not be gratuitously banal to state that this paper, a contribution to a volume 

dedicated in part to interrogating the legacy of Mircea Eliade’s scholarship, is not ultimately 

about Mircea Eliade. My intention is not to rehabilitate Eliade’s theory of religion, nor do I deny 

that political associations may have exerted a formative influence on the later intellectual life of 

                                                
7
 Daniel Dubuisson, Twentieth Century Mythologies: Dumezil, Levi-Strauss, Eliade (Oakville, CT: 

Equinox Publishing, 2006), 224. 

8
 Russell McCutcheon, Manufacturing Religion: The Discourse on Sui Generis Religion and the Politics 

of Nostalgia (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 89. 
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a scholar such as Eliade. In fact, I echo McCutcheon in arguing that Eliade serves merely as a 

case in point to highlight a major trend in the academic study of religion.
9
 On the contrary, this 

paper explores a number of problematic maneuvers Eliade’s critics employ in order to correlate 

certain theories of religion—namely mythocentric and sui generis theories—systematically and 

intrinsically with fascist politics. More specifically, I intend to document an instance of 

rhetorical slippage prevalent in these critiques: the wholesale mapping of fascist philosophy and 

political theory onto Eliade’s scholarship on the basis of a limited number of associations, and 

the essentialization and unification of a certain body of discourse, concerned with mythology or 

religion as such, under the rubric of fascism because of a genealogical connection to the 

discursive field of early twentieth-century Europe. 

 In addition, I intend to explore how these rhetorical maneuvers are the legacy of a 

specific body of literature popularized by post-war critical theory. This is not to say that Eliade’s 

methodology is not genuinely problematical, as many of his critics have maintained. I will argue, 

however, that these critiques must be understood in light of their own discursive context—much 

as these scholars maintain for Eliade—and, consequently, in light of their own implicit political 

agendas. 

 

Codewords and Connotation: Does Eliade’s Scholarship Encode Fascism? 

 In dissecting the arguments of Eliade’s critics, our first task is descriptive: what exactly 

does it mean to say, as per McCutcheon, that Eliade’s scholarship “contains” a specific political 

ideology? Given postmodern concerns about the nature of textuality, the answer to this question 

                                                
9
 McCutcheon, Manufacturing Religion, 18. 
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is far from obvious. McCutcheon appears to be claiming that Eliade’s writing encodes a certain 

political ideology that thereafter inheres in the text itself, irrespective of his readers’ active 

engagement with the text. The same assumption tends to authorize Eliade’s critics to mark his 

works as contaminated by attributing certain descriptive labels to his scholarship as a whole. In 

fact, by and large, critics employ a number of consistently standardized epithets to signal the 

discursive authority of their commentary. Because of the widespread currency of these usages, 

Eliade’s methodology acquires an entirely new semiotic valence; that is to say, Eliade’s 

scholarship is effectively diagnosed as “totalizing,” “gnostic,” “esoteric,” “antinomian,” 

“aesthetic,” “elitist,” “syncretist,” “Nietzchean,” “Platonic,” “Faustian,” “neo-pagan,” “amoral,” 

“lawless,” “organic,” or “anti-modernist.” These terms are seldom defined and even more rarely 

is their hazardous quality justified. Nevertheless, this rhetorical strategy constructs a direct and 

unproblematized association with a specific body of social and political discourse: that of pre-

War fascist political theory and propaganda. 

 In short, what McCutcheon and company have successfully established is that Eliade’s 

writings share a number of linguistic features and textual practices with the literature of pre-War 

European academics and politicians. This conclusion is fascinating in its own right but hardly 

theoretically revelatory given that the historical situatedness of any discourse has become a 

truism in the scholarship on religion (and beyond) today. Much more striking are the categories 

that have crystallized around this laundry-list of adjectives, which, conforming to yet another 

popular truism, reveal as much about the scholars who develop them as they do about the object 

of study. In this particular case, Eliade’s scholarship is most often subsumed under the categories 

of mythocentric or sui generis theories of religion. In other words, Eliade privileges myth over 
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other features of religion such as ritual or ethics, and presupposes some unique feature of religion 

that cannot be explained away by psychological, sociological, or economic reductionism. 

 Ivan Strenski, the first scholar to unite these political and methodological critiques, aims 

to situate Eliade’s theories in their proper cultural context by emphasizing precisely these two 

qualifying traits: ontological presuppositions and a fascination with mythology. These interests, 

however, do not simply evince a predictable level of intellectual interchange within a 

geographical and temporal context, but are marshaled as direct evidence for the essentially 

fascist character of Eliade’s theories: 

 Eliade was not merely a passive spectator in these cultural movements, perhaps 

only ‘reflecting’ them in his thinking and deeds: he was an active, if troubled and later 

transformed, participant in the cultural projects of elements of the Romanian right 

between the world wars. His thinking about myth, in particular, is a species of this right-

wing political thinking, though for some time now it has been given to us in a 

universalized and at least avowedly apolitical form. Both Eliade’s religious vision and the 

political vision that influenced him share the same framework of a common human 

project, even if they render it in different ‘codes’. This common ‘code’ can, I think, be 

summarized as follows. 

 1. The radical traditionalism of the Romanian right becomes for Eliade not a mere 

political programme, but a sweeping ontological judgment upon the material, secular, 

modern world, asserting the value of nostalgia for the archaic, cosmic and telluric, 

understood as fundamental human categories. 

2. The profound mythico-religious, Romanian Orthodox, cum ‘Volkish’ feelings 

of the Romanian right become for Eliade the basis of his dominant religious viewpoint 
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and of the  particular sort of universal religious vision he embraces--archaic, cosmic, and 

telluric.
10

 

 

 One year after Eliade’s death, Strenski already exhibits an unexplained antipathy toward 

mythology and ontology, an outlook that remains largely unchanged to this day. Daniel 

Dubuisson, another foundational figure in the debate in question, subsumes Eliade’s worldview 

under a similar typological model, emphasizing not only Eliade’s self-professed concern with 

religion as such, but also attributing a “fundamental” conservative and elitist social program not 

only to the man but to his scholarship as well: 

Would it not be wiser to ask whether, between [Eliade’s] metaphysical postulates and the 

totalitarian and aristocratic regimes [he] dreamt of, there existed an ensemble of 

constituitive affinities? Now, not only must we answer this last in the affirmative, but we 

must also add that this coherent ensemble translates into a fundamental ideological 

scheme.  This scheme contains, as a constant, the following three characteristics: 

 a) an ontological caesura and the priority of Being; 

 b) the spiritual superiority of the elite over the popular masses; and 

 c) a pessimistic conception of history seen as a decline, from which follows a 

general decadence – hence the necessity for a renovatio conducted by the best and aimed 

at a return to the Origin (that is, to point [a] above).12 

                                                
10

 Ivan Strenski, Four Theories of Myth in the Twentieth Century: Cassirer, Eliade, Levi-Strauss, and 

Malinowski (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1987), 102. 

12 Daniel Dubuisson, Twentieth Century Mythologies, 235. 
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 These classificatory mechanisms are not as straightforward as they appear. Strenski in 

particular describes Eliade’s theory as a species of a larger genus of politically motivated 

discourse, but his interest is not the typological categorization “genus” and “species” evoked in 

the context of the natural sciences or even of Aristotle’s categories, and it would be a stretch 

even to argue that he intended this genus of discourse as a Weberian ideal type. To the contrary, 

the salient features of Eliade’s textual artifacts do not simply associate them with a category of 

discourse but encode a meaning, intention, or “human project,” in Strenski’s terms. Dubuisson, 

for his part, claims that Eliade “translates” a pre-existing ideology into his work, thus implying 

that it can be unproblematically recovered by the enterprising scholar. Interestingly enough, 

Strenski and Dubuisson are not alone in their pretensions to cryptology (accusations of crypto-

theology seem to have been taken quite literally here). McCutcheon, as we have seen, also 

accuses Eliade of encrypting a political message through certain codewords: accordingly, he 

advises us to jettison the literal or “academic” meaning of Eliade’s theories in favor of a single 

univocal political subtext.14 

 Hermeneutically speaking, this approach requires a considerably greater degree of 

substantiation than it has been accorded. At best one might advance the more theoretically lucid 

argument that the texts in this genus share a common subtext, a tenuous reading if based solely 

on the frequent occurrence of shared motifs. At worst, however, Strenski’s classification is no 

more than a simple association fallacy: a logical error in which the features of one object are 

mapped directly onto another by virtue of their association or proximity. Accordingly, if fascist 

                                                
14 McCutcheon, “Myth of the Apolitical Scholar,” 657. 
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theorists such as Spengler drew on mythological rhetoric in support of their ideology, interest in 

mythology as a whole must necessarily be symptomatic of fascist tendencies. Given the 

emotionally charged nature of the current debate, it typifies a specific version of the association 

fallacy, a term first coined by Leo Strauss: the reductio ad Hitlerum, or argumentum ad nazium.15 

This fallacy not only erroneously transfers the properties of one thing onto another, but succeeds 

in doing so by inspiring fear of associating even indirectly with something as repugnant as 

National Socialism. This fear factor, nevertheless, does not remedy the obvious fallacy involved: 

if Hitler enjoyed watercolor painting, then watercolor painting must be fascist. 

 To be sure, Strenski is not alone in his reliance on the reductio ad Hitlerum. McCutcheon 

presents a structurally equivalent, if more obviously fallacious, argument: 

 

Eliade’s fascist sympathies seem to saturate his later texts, as is evidenced by: his 

preoccupation with volks religion and the paradigmatic importance of the myths of the 

peasants of eastern Europe; his Platonic, traditionalist epistemology, whereby meaning 

inheres in phenomena insomuch as they repeat paradigmatic events in the past (to know 

is to remember); his disdain for materialistic explanatory schemes that address historical 

and social factors (e.g. economics or politics); and his later preoccupation with 

                                                
15 Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), 42–3. 

“Unfortunately, it does not go without saying that in our examination we must avoid the fallacy that in the 

last decades has frequently been used as a substitute for the reductio ad absurdum: the reductio ad 

Hitlerum. A view is not refuted by the fact that it happened to have been shared by Hitler.” 
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establishing a “new, universal humanism,” whereby western technological society would 

be recreated in a form based on the archaic exemplar of homo religiosus.
16

 

 

 Here, McCutcheon adduces direct “evidence” for Eliade’s “sympathies”—that is to say, 

his private political beliefs—on the basis of his thematic research interests. The apparently 

missing link in the argument is the carefully selected term “saturate,” a purely rhetorical 

exposition of how authorial intent can manifest itself in textual forms. This slippage permits even 

the most careful reader to overlook the fact that McCutcheon is locating an encrypted version of 

Eliade’s internal dispositions within the text itself. It is one thing to use stylistic similarities as a 

springboard for a more nuanced investigation of historical influence; it is quite another to posit a 

consistent one-to-one relationship between choice of subject matter and political belief. The 

latter position disallows the possibility that discourse can be strategically manipulated for a 

variety of ends, driving the development of new conceptual objects. As is the case with 

Dubuisson’s “germanomania,” McCutcheon’s reductio argument essentializes Eliade’s 

scholarship as inherently and univocally fascist, leaving no room for a more nuanced 

investigation of his varied textual strategies. 

 Unfortunately, as I have already suggested, Eliade’s critics have not articulated a 

compelling semiotic model for how Eliade’s fascist sympathies might “saturate” his academic 

writings. Nevertheless, I would like to take the time to reconstruct a couple of implicit analyses 

of Eliade’s connotation, and explain why they fail to do justice to the contextual structure of 

signification in his scholarship. To this end, I draw on the Jakobsonian tradition of structural 

                                                
16

 McCutcheon, “Myth of the Apolitical Scholar,” 658–9. 
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semiotics to demonstrate why one cannot coherently maintain that, on the model of Orwellian 

doublespeak, Eliade’s scholarship contains encoded signifiers of fascist ideology. To make such 

a claim would be to ignore the fact that language does not operate on the model of contagion, 

spreading ideology through contact with subversive code words. The connotative link between a 

word and its suggested referent is not an ontological given but must be renewed though repeated 

acts of semiosis in order for it to remain available as an intersubjective cultural code. Simply put, 

if a code word is extracted from its original cultural context, it will not have the same meaning 

when invoked in a new context. 

 To verify what connotation a given signifier actually carries within a certain context, 

semioticians such as Roman Jakobson and Roland Barthes have typically employed a technique 

called the commutation test. In short, the commutation test is a thought experiment in which the 

word in question is replaced by a number of synonyms to observe to what degree the overall 

sentence meaning is changed by this act of substitution. Because synonyms have equivalent 

referents when extracted from their context, inserting them individually in the sentence will 

highlight the connotative transformation effected by that context sentence itself. Take for 

example, the simple phrase, “The man hit the boy.” Now, if we substitute for “boy” words such 

as “baby,” “girl,” “child,” “pansy,” or “thief,” we arrive at phrases that connote entirely different 

scenarios. The sentence “The man hit the pansy” evokes a repugnant justification for a hate 

crime, whereas “The man hit the thief” aims to justify the man’s action as a means of self-

defense. 

 On a more sophisticated level, a similar rhetorical transposition occurs when Eliade’s 

critics replace his terminology with ideologically charged synonyms. While these epithets, such 

as “elitist,” “amoral,” or “anti-modernist,” in fact do accurately describe elements of Eliade’s 
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theories when viewed out of context, using them to encapsulate Eliade’s scholarship wholesale 

charges it with an entirely new ideological valence. This substitution is not exegesis, nor is it an 

academically responsible close-reading of the texts at hand. Instead, it is itself an act of creative 

semiosis, a rhetorical strategy intentionally designed to evoke a concomitance with National 

Socialism, a register of signification rarely germane to the objects of Eliade’s scholarship. For 

instance, Daniel Dubuisson practices just such “creative hermeneutics” in The Western 

Construction of Religion, with the following analysis of a passage from Eliade’s Myth and 

Reality. 

 The passage from Eliade in question is the following: 

 

 It is the specialists in ecstasy, the familiars of fantastic universes, who nourish, 

increase, and elaborate the traditional mythological motifs… The different specialists in 

the sacred, from shamans to bards, finally succeed in imposing at least some of their 

imaginary visions on the respective collectivities…. All this is as much as to say that 

privileged religious experiences, when they are communicated through a sufficiently 

impressive and fanciful scenario, succeed in imposing models or sources of inspiration on 

the whole community. In the last analysis, in the archaic communities as everywhere else, 

culture arises and is renewed through the creative experience of a few individuals.17 

Effecting a radical semiotic inversion, Dubuisson writes: 

 

                                                
17 Daniel Dubuisson, The Western Construction of Religion: Myths, Knowledge, and Ideology. trans. 

William Sayers (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003), 173. 
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According to Eliade, only a spiritual elite, guiding an ethnically homogeneous, largely 

peasant nation, is capable of giving metaphysical meaning to politics and life.18 

 

 These passages carry nowhere near the same connotation. Most notably, Dubuisson has 

replaced Eliade’s class terms for the religious virtuoso, “shamans and bards,” with the politically 

loaded equivalent, “spiritual elite.” In fact, while Eliade notes that these shamans and bards are 

few in number, nowhere does he suggest that they play a pivotal role in the politics or economics 

of archaic society. Another, equally contentious substitution is Dubuisson’s “politics” in place of 

Eliade’s terms “community” and “collectivities.” The latter are completely devoid of any 

reference to or evaluation of social structure or power relations but simply suggest any aggregate 

of individuals residing in a shared physical and cultural space. Finally, and perhaps most 

importantly, not a single connotation of ethnicity emerges from Eliade’s original text. Did Eliade 

originally intend to say “spiritual elite,” and “political,” later deciding to mask his true meaning 

with the sanitized terms “shamans and bards” and “community?” Such a scenario is, to say the 

least, highly unlikely. In the unlikely event that he did intend such a valence, however, his 

intention has been lost in the text at hand. Contrary to popular belief, Eliade’s scholarship does 

not by any means encode fascism, or any political program. 

 Perhaps the most fascinating instance of commutation in the Eliade scandal is the liberal 

use of the word “totalizing” to describe Eliade’s academic methodology.19 Preserved 

                                                
18 Dubuisson, Western Construction of Religion, 173. 

19 On a theoretical level, no discussion of the concept of “totality” would be complete without a thorough 

investigation of its conceptual work in the philosophy of Levinas, among other postmodern theorists, not 
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etymologically in the term “totalitarian,” the political connotations of a “totalizing” methodology 

need no explication. Incidentally, however, and perhaps through a poor strategic choice of words 

in hindsight, Eliade had the misfortune to describe his hermeneutic methodology as a “total 

hermeneutics,” as McCutcheon and others have hastened to point out. To be sure, the term 

“totalitarianism,” as originally popularized by Hannah Arendt, Karl Popper, and others, was 

solidly grounded in the original usage of fascist ideologues. For instance, Joseph Goebbels, 

Hitler’s chief propaganda minister, famously called for a “totalization” of Germany’s war efforts, 

claiming that “the most radical is just radical enough, and the most total is just total enough to 

gain victory.”20 In fact, every time Goebbels invokes “totality,” “total,” or “totalization,” he joins 

these terms syntactically with explicit references to war, violence, or political revolution. Simply 

put, Goebbels’s emphasis on totality makes little sense out of the original context: “Total War.” 

 Is Eliade’s total hermeneutics a subversive, violent enterprise? Despite the fact that 

violence, politics, or war are never evoked in the context of his methodological prescriptions, his 

critics deliberately play on his use of the term “total” to invoke an authoritarian agenda out of 

context. Steven Wasserstrom, for instance, describes Eliade’s study of the androgyne as an 

                                                                                                                                                       

to mention notions of universality and wholism as epistemically violent in works such as Adorno’s 

Negative Dialectics. This is a pressing concern and unfortunately beyond the scope of the present paper.  

20 The most comprehensive resource for exploring Fascist linguistic discourse is the aptly named German 

Propaganda Archive, organized by Professor Randall Bytwerk at Calvin College. The archive contains a 

substantial number of Goebbles’s essays and public addresses, including versions of the text of “Total 

War” as it was both written and then delivered on the 18
th

 of February, 1943. 

http://www.calvin.edu/academic/cas/gpa/ 
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“eschatological totality with certain social consequences,” as if a totalizing—that is, 

comprehensive—academic program were self-evidently functionally equivalent to a totalizing—

that is, totalitarian—political regime. Likewise, McCutcheon translates Eliade’s “new 

humanism” into a “totalizing political program.” When read in the original context, however, 

Eliade’s total hermeneutics simply suggests that the history of religions as an academic 

discipline aim for a synchronic and diachronic thoroughness—no religious facts are uninteresting 

or insignificant: 

 

The history of religions is not merely a historical discipline as, for example, are 

archaeology or numismatics. It is equally a total hermeneutics, being called to decipher 

and explicate every kind of encounter of man with the sacred, from prehistory to our 

day.21 

 

 When viewed side by side, Eliade’s original usage and his critics’ “creative semiotics” 

are so radically incongruous as to render their critical strategy patently absurd. Why is it, then, 

that the Eliade scandal has achieved such an alarmist salience in the discipline of religious 

studies as a whole? I suggest that, whether intended or not, Eliade’s critics have invoked the 

legacy of a body of literature in critical theory with genuine symbolic capital in the academic 

community at large. Most notably associated with the Frankfurt School, this literature takes its 

very reason for being as the diagnosis of latent fascist tendencies within individuals and 

institutions in the midst of democracy. In the frenzy of post-war cultural trauma, academics of all 

                                                
21 Mircea Eliade, The Quest: History and Meaning in Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1969), 58. 
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stripes were mobilized to inoculate the whole of the Western world against a relapse of the 

century’s greatest tragedy. In the process, a scientific, clinical discourse solidified around the 

diagnostic process; groundbreaking studies were devoted not simply to understanding the origins 

of totalitarian political institutions but to identifying the numerous symptoms of the authoritarian 

personality. In this literature, fascism was not understood merely to be a repressive form of 

government or even a noxious worldview but a virulent psychological disease, infecting the 

rational thought process of an individual and spreading uncontrollably, leading eventually to 

mass hysteria.22 

 Having re-examined critiques of Eliade’s “tainted” methodology on a semiotic level, I 

would now like to reinscribe his thematic interests in their original cultural context, as a 

contribution towards a more nuanced and less essentialist reading of Eliade’s œuvre. Assuming 

for the sake of argument that Eliade arrived at his theories on principled grounds rather than 

“contracting” them from his contagious associates, it is crucial that we reconsider the mid-

twentieth century cultural milieu as itself a social problematic, a dynamic which encouraged 

Eliade and his contemporaries to interrogate the nature of religion on a similar conceptual level. 

 

The Fascist Personality: A Psychoanalytic Diagnosis 

 In an effort to reread Eliade’s methodology as a response rather than as a regression, I 

have found it highly instructive to compare the recurrent themes in his work to those of Theodor 

Adorno, Eliade’s near contemporary, who, unlike Eliade, made no secret about his feelings 

towards the National Socialist regime or towards fascism in general. In fact, one might argue that 

                                                
22 See below for a discussion of Adorno’s use of Simmel’s “viral” model to explain the causes of fascism. 
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we owe our intuitive understanding of what fascism means as a political ideology and even as a 

psychological state of being to the work of Adorno and his colleagues at the Institute for Social 

Research in Frankfurt. Given Adorno’s unimpeachable record as an outspoken opponent of 

totalitarianism in all its manifestations, it is tempting to interpret his theoretical innovations as 

causally dependent on his political affiliations. That is, we might like to read those positions 

Adorno regards sympathetically as signifiers of his anti-fascistic mindset, as well as those 

positions he subjects to harsh scrutiny as semiotically covalent with covert antidemocratic and 

ethnocentric tendencies.  This temptation is magnified in the present case, as Adorno happens to 

locate a fascist mentality in mythological and esoteric modes of reasoning, and above all the 

postulation of any ontological universal category, such as Eliade’s sui generis “sacred.” 

 Of course, such a project, by equating Adorno’s intellectual observations with his 

political opinions, would engender the very same association fallacy that has been applied to 

Eliade’s work. If we are to understand Adorno’s own position as well as Eliade’s as historically 

contingent and inherently subjective, we must resist the temptation to privilege Adorno’s own 

interpretive model as a means of evaluating his ostensive “mentality.” In fact, if we survey 

Adorno’s thoughts about religion from an outsider’s perspective, an entirely different picture 

emerges. Historically speaking, the very fact that Adorno and Eliade are troubled by similar 

issues may be more significant than their radically divergent conclusions. As both men witnessed 

firsthand the aftermath of the great crisis of the twentieth century, it is also hardly surprising that 

their visceral reactions to this cultural trauma should be preserved in their academic works. 

When both wrestle with themes such as history and modernity, the general tone emerging from 

both of their analyses is one of profound disquiet and disillusionment, and, as I hope to suggest, 
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one that subtly superimposes their own psychological reflexes onto a law-like model of social 

causality. 

 To afford us a clearer understanding of Adorno’s antipathy towards the “Eliadean” 

perspective on religion, I would like to briefly contrast Eliade’s and Adorno’s sentiments about 

esotericism—one of Eliade’s many research interests that have been flagged as ideologically 

charged. In particular, Adorno’s essays on astrology locate an insidious totalitarian subtext in 

what seemed to most mid-twentieth century Americans to be a harmless pastime. That is to say, 

for Adorno, astrology, and occultism more broadly, exemplify the same malignant “pseudo-

rationality” that consumed Europe during the Second World War. On a psychological level, this 

pseudo-rationality serves a dual purpose: astrology assuages the sentiments of alienation 

prevalent under late capitalism while replacing them with a sense of scientific certainty in a 

higher power. In short, astrology “gives some vague and diffused comfort by making the 

senseless appear as though it had some hidden and grandiose sense while at the same time 

corroborating the sense that neither can be sought in the realm of the human nor can be properly 

grasped by humans.”23 

 Of course, Adorno’s interest in astrology is no mere coincidence given that occultism as a 

cultural fashion had flourished in pre-War fascist circles. Eliade, for his part, was no more 

ignorant of the allure of the occult among the radical right than Adorno. In fact, he maintained a 

close correspondence with Julian Evola well into his Chicago years, a relationship that was 

eventually to earn him a great deal of suspicion. Whatever Eliade’s personal political beliefs, it is 
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far from inconceivable that Evola’s Traditionalist project—in Evola’s own mind closely 

intertwined with his research into occult societies, alchemy, and Orientalism—exerted a 

formative influence on Eliade’s history of religions. In fact, from a purely descriptive standpoint, 

Eliade’s analysis of occult initiatory rituals in Rites and Symbols of Initiation bears a great deal 

of similarity to the rhetoric common in Traditionalist circles. In this work, Eliade posits esoteric 

initiation as the most potent exemplar of initiation as a cross-cultural religious pattern. According 

to Eliade, secret society initiations, while mirroring exoteric puberty rites of passage, speak to 

our persistent psychological need for fuller participation in the sacred.  Esotericism belies our 

irrepressible need for radical transcendence: “above all a strong and essentially religious desire 

to transcend an apparently irreducible existential situation.”24 

 Apparently, Eliade and Adorno have more in common than first meets the eye. Although 

the two men have been placed in diametrically opposing camps by contemporary doxographers, 

their thematic interests and reasons for pursuing them noticeably converge in the present 

instance. In fact, discounting the readily apparent difference in poetics and illocutionary intent, 

Adorno and Eliade give precisely the same reading of occultism; only a familiarity with each 

man’s distinctive rhetoric could allow one to guess out of context who had written which 

definition. The obvious difference lies in their respective evaluation—or valuation—of occultism 

and its social consequences. Except as a locus of genealogical influence, however, political 

affiliation need not be read as the primary causal factor. Instead, I will focus instead on how both 

Eliade and Adorno respond to the “crisis of modernity” by exploring a distinctive psychological 
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Trask (Putnam, CT: Spring Publications, Inc, 2005), 80. 
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reading of occult or esoteric religiosity. On this reading, the social problems of modernity are 

inextricably linked to an endemic psychological instability on the level of the individual. In 

particular, this psychological condition, disease, or need manifests itself most apparently in the 

changing structure of the religious sphere in the modern world, such as modern man’s peculiar 

fascination with esoteric religion. 

 Individualism as a general theme is prevalent in Adorno’s theoretical work, and is often 

treated in cognitive or psychological terms. In other contexts, most notably the Dialectic of 

Enlightenment, Adorno complicates the Enlightenment model of individualism and rationality: 

while the instrumental reason of the Enlightenment afforded a unique opportunity for social 

liberation, by upholding its own values as universals, it effectively divorced truth from 

particularity and materiality, ultimately paving the way for radical abuses of power. Fascism, for 

Adorno and Horkheimer, is simply the Enlightenment turned against itself. In his essays on 

astrology and the occult, Adorno locates a similar superimposition of the mental and physical in 

astrological reasoning. In effect, much like the extreme positivism of the physical sciences, 

astrology foreground facts at the expense of critical reasoning, treating knowledge as self-evident 

“truth” rather than theory. The astrologist, he maintains, adduces pseudo-scientific law-like 

models for how astronomical events correlate with the phenomenal experiences of an embodied 

human being, despite the fact that no causal connection between the two realms can be drawn on 

rational grounds. The same may be said of occultism at large: “Occultism,” he writes, “is a reflex 

action to the subjectification of all meaning, the complement of reification. If, to the living, 
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objective reality seems deaf as never before they try to elicit meaning from it by saying 

abracadabra.”25 

 What prompts an individual to adopt this brand of pseudo-rationality, this “twilight zone 

between rationality and unconscious urges?” While Adorno is too much a Kantian to completely 

abandon hope in instrumental reason, as a Marxist he observes that certain social dynamics 

encourage individuals to engage in irrational or pseudo-rational behavior to redress the 

experiential poverty brought about by the system: 

 

Who wants to survive under present conditions is tempted to “accept” such absurdities, 

like the verdict of the stars, rather than to penetrate them by thinking which means 

discomfort in many directions. In this respect, astrology is truly in harmony with a 

ubiquitous trend. In as much as the social system is the “fate” of most individuals 

independent of their will and interest, it is projected upon the stars in order thus to obtain 

a higher degree of dignity and justification in which the individuals hope to participate 

themselves. At the same time, the idea that the stars, if one only reads them correctly, 

offer some advice mitigates the very same fear of the inexorability of the social process 

the stargazer himself creates.26 

 

Essentially, Adorno has further problematized individualism on psychological grounds, arguing 

that astrology preys on the feelings of atomization and personal insecurity induced by radical 
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individualism among disempowered segments of society.27 While this is largely an orthodox 

Marxist reading of religion, what is most crucial is that Adorno adopts the individual as the 

crucial locus of analysis, a maneuver that was largely unfeasible before Freud developed a 

sophisticated psychoanalytic framework, and largely uninteresting before Freud drew our 

attention to the weakness of individual rationality and the enormous suggestive power of 

unconscious drives and neuroses. Predictably, Adorno rarely misses an opportunity to invoke 

Freud in his discussion of astrology, especially since he is drawn to the model of a psychological 

disease as an analogy for the deviant rationality of the occult. 

 Making no attempt to disguise what material he has borrowed from Ernst Simmel, 

Adorno speaks of occult rationality as a malignant disease contaminating late capitalist society. 

More interestingly, however, Adorno glosses Simmel’s “malignant social disease” in rich 

Freudian vocabulary, although he often appears indecisive about precisely which form of 

psychosis is plaguing modern society. Observing how astrological literature promotes an 

elaborate code of “do-s” and “don’t-s,” Adorno likens the astrology aficionado to an obsessive 

compulsive,28 while elsewhere he maintains that they suffer from paranoid delusions.29 Painting 

with broad brush strokes, Adorno is more interested in simply framing his model of the occult as 

“pseudo-rationality” in psychoanalytic terms than attempting to substantiate it with clinical 

evidence. It is enough to diagnose modern society with a malignant mental pathology that has 
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28 Ibid., 87. 
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somehow metastasized to society at large. Adorno even goes so far as to attribute to this cancer 

of the intellect a separate “social stage” (the Freudian resonances undoubtedly fully intended): 

 

It is equally dubious to sever psychodynamics altogether from its “social stage.” Suffice 

it to say here that neurotic syndromes and irrational susceptibilities of every kind are 

present within a large number of people at any time, but that some of them are worked 

upon specifically during certain periods and that modern mass media tend particularly to 

fortify reaction formations and defenses concomitant with actual social dependence.”30 

 

 Here, Adorno seems to suggest that when the psychotic dispositions in a number of 

distinct individuals are brought into alignment through institutions such as the mass media, a 

general psychotic condition comes into existence as a social fact. A psychotic pattern of 

behavior, enacted by individuals, becomes institutionalized and culturally accepted. It is this 

institutionalization of psychosis through the cultural industry that marks one of Adorno’s most 

interesting contributions to social theory, in that he proposes a model that mediates between the 

individual mind and social and cultural collectivities. Whether he has succeeded in crafting such 

a model is a much more involved question. In the present context, however, it will suffice to 

observe that Adorno, whether out of poetic license or theoretical necessity, is compelled to adopt 

a largely psychoanalytical vocabulary to account for social behavior. Society as a whole, he 

writes, has a rationality that is infected with a malignant psychotic disease; it is “as though the 

rationality of the self-maintaining body politic had grown malignant and therewith threatened to 
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destroy the organism.”31 Astrology itself, likewise, is the projection of an obsessive compulsive 

social system.32 

 I realize that would be absurdly ironic to accuse a Marxist dialectician of full-scale 

cognitivism. Despite the influence of Kant and Husserl, Adorno remains fully cognizant of the 

difficulties involved in mediating between base and superstructure, and perhaps may be credited 

with reversing the polarity of the base-superstructure dichotomy by privileging culture over 

material explanatory factors. Nevertheless, when venturing to explain religion, and the occult in 

particular, Adorno relies almost entirely on cognitive or psychological levels of explanation; the 

world outside the mind enters into the equation only to provide an object for the fixations and 

delusions of the mentally unbalanced occultist. In fact, Adorno explicitly accuses occultists and 

spiritualists of exclusively privileging the mental over the physical, a maneuver in which he 

comes dangerously close to confusing his analytic methodology with his object of analysis: 

 

The cardinal sin of occultism is the contamination of mind and existence, the latter 

becoming itself an attribute of mind. Mind arose out of existence, as an organ for keeping 

alive… In the concept of mind-in-itself, consciousness has ontologically justified and 

perpetuated privilege by making it independent of the social principle by which it is 

constituted.33 
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 The fact that Adorno’s perspective is as much an unverifiable metaphysical assertion as 

that of his nameless opponent need not concern us at present. What is interesting is how Adorno 

reads the essential feature, or “cardinal sin,” of occultism as a cognitive phenomenon, an error in 

judgment. Not once does he consider what types of religious institutions foster occult learning, 

much less what types of ritual practice occultists of various stripes engage in. In fact, on 

Adorno’s reading, these questions would seem to betray a category error: although the psychotic 

dispositions prevalent among occultists and astrologers can be causally correlated with social 

institutions, occultism itself as a psychosis belongs in the sphere of the mental. What is aberrant 

in occultism, according to Adorno, is not occult practice but the mental dispositions—the 

twilight “pseudo-rationality”—that seem to render occult practice intelligible to occultists. 

Interestingly enough, when Adorno finds the opportunity to remark on religion more broadly, the 

same cognitivist bias appears in his analysis: religion is a doctrine or a mode of thought, not 

something one performs, much less a social institution. “Monotheism,” he writes, “is 

decomposing into a second mythology.”34 

 Ironically, if one were to substitute for “decomposing” a synonym with a more positive 

valence, Mircea Eliade would likely agree enthusiastically with Adorno’s prophetic vision. Like 

Adorno, Eliade is intensely concerned with how the structure and function of religion is 

inexorably changing due to the pressures of modernity. As he elaborates more systematically in 

The Myth of the Eternal Return, phenomenal experience for modern man is radically different 

from that of citizens of traditional societies: “Modern man’s originality, his newness in 

comparison with traditional societies, lies precisely in his determination to regard himself as a 
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purely historical being, in his wish to live in a basically desacralized cosmos.”35 As we will see, it 

is precisely in opposition to this experiential historicism that the modern occultist expresses the 

wish to resacralize the world around him, to reintegrate his life into a viable framework of 

meaning. 

 With the term “historical,” Eliade calls our attention to the same radical particularity that 

Adorno criticizes in the extreme empiricism of the physical sciences, the fact-based mentality 

that is fragmenting our analytic capacity. For Eliade, however, this radical particularity stands in 

contrast not with a Kantian model of sound practical reason, but with the mythological and 

symbolic networks of associations man grafts onto his phenomenal experience. This, of course, 

is what Eliade terms a hierophany—the apparently tangible and irrepressible meaning, or 

universality, laminated onto a particular material object. It is precisely this sort of holistic, 

symbolic cultural logic—the logic of the primitive or the sacred as opposed to the modern—that 

occupies Eliade throughout much of his work. 

 In what sense, then, is history the enemy for Eliade? Here we encounter another case 

where the preferred method of the scholar overlaps significantly with the mentality he attributes 

to his object of study. Eliade’s own approach to the history of religions has often been 

characterized as ahistorical, in that he seems to reify categories such as religion and the sacred as 

ontological givens regardless of cultural context. Nevertheless, it is crucial to note that this 

unfortunate consequence of Eliade’s methodology testifies to the original intention behind much 

of his scholarship. By contrasting history with sacred (illud tempus) or cyclical time, Eliade does 

not primarily intend to suggest that the historical context of pre-modern societies should be 
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disregarded entirely by the historian of religions, nor does he ultimately seem to believe that 

primitives were fundamentally incognizant of temporal change.  Rather, Eliade often eschews 

history as a fundamental axis of analysis because he is interested in theorizing not particular 

events and societies, but rather a particular mentality, a religious mode of thinking that by 

definition is not qualified by a particular geographical or temporal locus. That is to say, a mode 

of thought, as an abstraction, does not itself exist in any concrete or embodied form. Eliade 

himself clarifies this point by justifying his adoption of initiation as a cross-cultural category of 

analysis in Rites and Symbols of Initiation: 

 

Like every other cultural fact, the phenomeonon of initiation is also a historical fact. In 

other words, the concrete expressions of initiation are related both to the structure of the 

respective society and to its history. On the other hand, initiation implies an existential 

experience—the experience of ritual death and the revelation of the sacred; that is, it 

exhibits a dimension that is metacultural and transhistorical. This is why the same 

initiatory patterns continue to be active in culturally heterogeneous societies.36 

 

 Of course, no discussion of Mircea Eliade’s view of history and modernity would be 

complete without mention of the terror of history he views as fundamentally characteristic of 

modern society. In the Myth of the Eternal Return, Eliade maintains that man’s innate ability to 

sacralize the cosmos has been impaired by a “fall,” so to speak, into historical thinking. While he 

does argue that history first entered religious experience when the Judeo-Christian tradition 

adopted a linear as opposed to a cyclical model of time, modern man, according to Eliade, is 
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particularly afflicted by a certain terror of history, a feeling of dread and hopelessness brought 

about by the great catastrophes of the twentieth century and the sense that such an inordinate 

degree of human suffering is ultimately meaningless. These events strike us with an appalling 

poignancy, as unique and irreducible historical facts, because we are unable to fit these disasters 

into any meaningful framework. Interestingly, Eliade’s terror of history bears an uncanny 

resemblance to the neurosis Adorno attributes to astrology readers suffering from the 

“inexorability of the social process.” For both thinkers, the positivistic veracity imputed to social 

or historical laws and facts seems to foster the very terror or neurosis that is so definitive of the 

modern, post-War mentality. Moreover, it is on account of this omnipresent terror, Eliade argues, 

that “we are witnessing a desperate attempt to prohibit the ‘events of history’ through a 

regeneration of human societies.”37 

 According to Eliade, man inevitably gravitates toward esotericism—toward more 

experientially pregnant modes of ritual practice—in times of extreme crisis. As a result, on his 

reading, it is far from surprising that occult movements flourished across Europe throughout the 

early twentieth century. Esoteric traditions such as Freemasonry, he argues, “illustrate the 

disorientation of a part of the modern world, the desire to find a substitute for religious faith.”38 

While “primitives” had access to a pre-established, culturally sanctioned initiatory framework, 

modern society as a whole has abandoned the social channels necessary for spiritual renewal. In 

such a radically desacralized cultural milieu, religious seekers are now forced to look elsewhere 
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for fulfillment and turn increasingly to secret societies and esoteric disciplines. In contrast to 

Adorno, however, Eliade insists that there is nothing aberrant about this recourse to esotericism; 

the occult for modern man is psychologically salutary, even salvific, in contrast to the conceptual 

fragmentation and alienation that inevitably results from the radical historicity of the modern. 

Initiation, whether in archaic times or the modern day, is most fundamentally “the expression of 

a psychodrama that answers a deep need in the human being.” 

 Of course, contemporary historians of religion are likely to object that an initiation ritual 

is fundamentally something that is performed, rather than the expression of anything at all; the 

very idea that a religious practice can mean something has in fact been the subject of critical 

scrutiny in recent years.39 Still, although ostensibly a structuralist survey of initiatory customs 

worldwide, Eliade’s Rites and Symbols of Initiation is in fact scarcely concerned with ritual 

practice for its own sake. Many of Eliade’s former students will readily attest to his incredible 

breath of knowledge and encyclopedic grasp of the particularities and details of religious 

customs worldwide. And yet, to dwell on these particularities would be, for Eliade, not only to 

miss the point entirely but also to contribute to the fragmentary mentality of radical historicism 

afflicting us as moderns. A custom, performance, or ritual practice for Eliade is essentially a 

unique particular, an object out there in the world, which should mean nothing to the historian of 

religion except as an instantiation of a universal, a religious mode of thought. It is the 
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fundamentally religious mentality of man that is afflicted in modern society, and it is religion qua 

mentality or experience that the modern seeks to cultivate and renew through recourse to esoteric 

initiation. 

 In conclusion, I would like to reflect on how this psychologistic model of religion—this 

religious sensibility or pseudo-rationality, depending on whose reading we adopt—seems to 

prefigure, or even directly inform, psychologistic models of political philosophy. This is 

nowhere more apparent than in Adorno’s own social scientific project, The Authoritarian 

Personality. In his introduction to this massive work of quantitative psychology, Adorno clarifies 

the reasoning behind relocating the study of totalitarian movements, especially their direct causal 

factors, within the individual personality: 

 

It may strike the reader that we have placed undue stress upon the personal and the 

psychological rather than upon the social aspect of prejudice. This is not due to a personal 

preference for psychological analysis nor to a failure to see that the cause of irrational 

hostility is in the last instance to be found in social frustration and injustice. Our aim is 

not merely to describe prejudice but to explain it in order to help in its eradication. That is 

the challenge we would meet. Eradication means re-education, scientifically planned on 

the basis of understanding scientifically arrived at. And education in a strict sense is by 

its nature personal and psychological. Once we understand, for example, how the war 

experience may in some cases have strengthened personality traits predisposed to group 

hate, the educational remedies may follow logically. Similarly to expose the 
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psychological tricks in the arsenal of the agitator may help to immunize his prospective 

victims against them.
40

 

 

 While Adorno and his partners retain the Marxist axiom that psychological disturbances 

are ultimately the result of social causes, such as alienation from the means of production, the 

solution to the problem of totalitarianism lies squarely within the individual psyche; it is there 

alone that the true nature of totalitarian tendencies can be diagnosed and eventually eradicated. 

With nearly a thousand pages of clinical data, Adorno has managed to quantify ethnocentric 

tendencies and correlate them systematically with political and religious orientation, childhood 

trauma, educational history and even personality traits and behaviors such as aggression and 

dependence. In the process, the fascist persona becomes naturalized as a discrete object of 

knowledge, even apart from any political act a fascist person may engage in or any belief he may 

profess. The desideratum is the diagnosis of a particular aspect of subjectivity, itself constructed 

by the clinical discourse. In comparison, one cannot help but recall Foucault’s parallel discussion 

of how sexuality was constituted as a defining feature of subjective identity through the clinical 

diagnostic process. Now that the “authoritarian personality” has been concretely identified as a 

type of individual, it is no large step to construct a scientific apparatus aiming to eradicate 

prejudice in general precisely by diagnosing a totalitarian identity in individuals with significant 

public exposure. By identifying these pathological individuals, we can prevent them from 

spreading their contagion to their susceptible audience. To those who have witnessed or 
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participated in the controversy surrounding Mircea Eliade, it is abundantly clear that the same 

drive towards diagnosing the authoritarian personality continues unabated even today. 

 

The Quest for Ur-Fascism and the Study of Religion 

 The fact that “fascism” as an aggregate term has long captivated the Western imagination 

has been admirably articulated by the novelist and semiotician Umberto Eco in his article for the 

New York Review of Books, “Ur-Fascism.” In its current linguistic signification, fascism no 

longer refers to a distinct, historically-localized political philosophy but something much 

broader. “Why was an expression like fascist pig used by American radicals thirty years later to 

refer to a cop who did not approve of their smoking habits? Why didn't they say: Cagoulard pig, 

Falangist pig, Ustashe pig, Quisling pig, Nazi pig?”
41 

Partisans on both sides of the Eliade 

scandal would do well to take Eco’s ironic jest to heart; accusations of fascism appeal not only to 

our cultural associations with the Nazi regime but to an understanding of some deeper character 

flaw. Fascism is not a rhetorical taint or a genealogical association, but a complete and explicit 

totalitarian political agenda. After all, Stalin’s regime was no less totalitarian on account of 

lacking esoteric, mythocentric religiosity: 

 

Mein Kampf is a manifesto of a complete political program. Nazism had a theory of 

racism and of the Aryan chosen people, a precise notion of degenerate art, entartete 

Kunst, a philosophy of the will to power and of the Übermensch. Nazism was decidedly 

anti-Christian and neo-pagan, while Stalin’s Diamat (the official version of Soviet 
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Marxism) was blatantly materialistic and atheistic. If by totalitarianism one means a 

regime that subordinates every act of the individual to the state and to its ideology, then 

both Nazism and Stalinism were true totalitarian regimes
.42 

 

 
Despite the fact that the term “fascism” has been admittedly abstracted from any 

historical referent, Eco wholeheartedly endorses the quest for Ur-Fascism as a political necessity 

in today’s day and age. In fact, it is precisely because we equate fascism with its outbreak during 

and before World War II that Ur-Fascism, shorn of its stereotypical Nazi signifiers, poses such 

an insidious threat today. Concluding his article with a polythetic classificatory schema, Eco 

advises his audience to remain alert for symptoms of fascism in our own backyard. In contrast to 

the essentialized “fascism” of World War II, however, “Ur-Fascism” for Eco is an explicit 

political call to action. It is not a genealogical taint, but a typology for identifying concrete social 

trends that may spawn totalitarian movements if left unchecked. 

 Among Eco’s fourteen criteria, only two should legitimately trip the radar screens of 

critics scrutinizing Eliade’s academic theory of religion: valorization of traditional culture and a 

concomitant rejection of modernism. Even these two characteristics of Eliade’s scholarship 

hardly conform to Eco’s definition in its full spirit; one would be on shaky rhetorical ground 

attributing to him a true “cult of tradition” much less the belief that the Enlightenment was the 

beginning of modern depravity. Notably missing from Eliade’s scholarship are any indication of 

a call to political action, persecution of disagreement, ethnocentrism, militaristic elitism, hero 

worship, humiliation of enemies, much less any condemnation of pacifism, Orwellian 
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“Newspeak,” or intolerance of difference in gender or sexuality. In short, according to Eco’s 

polythetic definition–designed explicitly to facilitate the diagnosis of hidden fascist agendas 

today–the fascism seems notably absent from Eliade’s “fascism.” 

 
Even assuming the most egregious flaws in Eco’s classificatory scheme, historians of 

religion should have learned nothing from the Eliade scandal if not that our discipline is urgently  

in need of reconsidering the relationship between politics and the academy. The “regnant 

discourse” has noticeably shifted its center since McCutcheon denounced the study of sui generis 

religion as invariably repressive and
 
authoritarian. Writing from the University of Chicago 

Divinity School in 2006, it would be nearly impossible to maintain that hyper-contextualized 

area studies and strict historicism has not become the new “regnant discourse,” and this at a time 

when historiography has long since lost its self-evident objectivity in the social sciences and 

humanities at large.43 It should be noted, with all due irony, that area studies departments first 

gained a foothold in major research universities during the Cold War in direct response to US 

national security initiatives; even today, young historians of religion are funded as area studies 

specialists by government grants in the hope that they might thoroughly master the linguistic and 

cultural peculiarities of regions deemed vital to national security. Extreme contextualization, it 

would seem, is no less guilty of aiding and abetting American economic imperialism than 

universalism is of generating neo-Nazi revivals. No scholarship, as McCutcheon himself is only 

too hasty to point out, is ever politically neutral.
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Nevertheless, this postmodern axiom itself does not in and of itself legitimate a priori, 

ahistorical generalizations about the nature of political institutions. In the end, the question 

remains: do we abandon all pretense to detached scholarly objectivity in the face of inevitable 

political realities? Taking the rhetoric of Eliade’s critics seriously would ultimately entail no less. 

Whatever the conclusion, broad generalizations about the inherent nature of fascism are no less 

ontological than Eliade’s sacred. Only a sociological analysis of religion in contemporary 

American culture can draw a causal link between Eliade’s work and fascism—an analysis that, 

quite simply, has not yet been attempted. 


