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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis investigates descriptions of Tantra within nineteenth to twentieth century 

Theosophy. 34 accounts from two Theosophical periodicals, The Theosophist (1879–) and 

Lucifer (1887–97) published between the years 1879–1941 were analyzed by departing from 

thematic analysis and postcolonial theory. The analysis demonstrates that Tantra has been 

described as magic (most frequently), yoga, and science. It was further concluded that these 

descriptions were largely influenced by Orientalist discourse. A shift in discussions on Tantra 

within the Theosophical context was identified, where discussions on the subject largely ceased 

in the year 1900.  
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In every Indian cremation ground the refulgent and divine halo of Bhairavas and Bhairavīs is yet to be seen 

mingling with the light of the flames of funeral pyres rending apart the waves of nocturnal darkness and 

illuminating the wide expanse of Heaven. Dead and putrefying corpses submerged near cremation grounds are 

still brought to life by the force of the Sādhakas’ Mantras, and made to render aid to Sādhana and Siddhi. 

Tāntrik Yogīs even now and in this world obtain, through the potency of Mantras, direct vision of the world of 

Devas, which lies beyond our senses. She, with dishevelled hair [Kālī], the Dispeller of fear from the hearts of 

those who worship her, still appears in great cremation grounds to give liberation to Her devoted Sādhakas, 

who, fearful of this existence, make obeisance to and supplicate Her. Sādhakas still merge themselves in the 

Self of Brahman, laying their Brahmarandhra at those lotus feet of Brahmamayi, which are adored by Brahmā 

and other Devas. The throne of the Daughter of the Mountain is still moved by the wondrous, attractive force 

of Mantras. This, in the eyes of Sādhakas, is the ever broad and royal road upon which they travel untiring to 

the city of liberation. Maybe there is nothing but darkness for the bedridden and dying blind man. Yet know 

that of a surety, oh blind man, that the darkness exists only in your eyes. 

Arthur Avalon, Principles of Tantra: The Tantratattva of Sivacandra, volume 1 (2014 [1914]), 204–5. 
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1 Introduction, Disposition, Aim and Research Questions 

The chapter consists of four sections. In the first section, 1.1, a general introduction of the 

thesis’ subjects will be made. In the second section, 1.2, the disposition of the thesis will be 

presented. After this, in section 1.3, the thesis’ aim will be presented. Lastly, the thesis’ research 

question is stated, in section 1.4. 

1.1 Introduction  

Within the framework of South Asian studies, Tantra presently is one of the most frequently 

discussed topics.1 Tantra has evolved for the past 1500 years and is an integral part of Hinduism, 

Buddhism, and Jainism. Despite the often negative views of Tantra (in e.g., Europe and the 

United States as well as in South Asia), Tantra has been substantial for the evolution of South 

Asian religions, to an extent where it could even be said that Tantra permeate these religions.2 

In the ‘West,’ there is an overemphasis on Tantra’s sexual aspects. While sexual practices exist 

within Tantra, such practices are only one out of many important aspects. Sexual practices are 

included in the ‘five true things,’ ‘five substances,’ or ‘five M’s,’ (pañca makāra); five 

materials or actions used in Tantric practice, which are described in several Tantric texts 

(Tantras) and prohibited within ‘brahmanical’ Hinduism: meat (māṃsa), wine (madya), fish 

(matysa), parched grain (mudrā), and sexual union (maithuna).3 

The Theosophical Society (hereafter the T.S.) is one of the most important movements 

within the nineteenth to mid twentieth century occult milieu. After its foundation in New York 

in 1875, the movement’s headquarters were relocated to Adyar, India, and with the foundation 

of its first periodical The Theosophist in 1879, the movement would grow considerably, 

something which led to the formation of several national sections. The T.S. made the claim to 

be a ‘universal brotherhood’ from its outset and drew its inspiration from a number of traditions, 

including Buddhism and Hinduism. The movement was also responsible for the entering of 

 

1 Hugh B. Urban, Tantra: Sex, Secrecy, Politics, and Power in the Study of Religion (2003), 1–2. 
2 André Padoux, The Hindu Tantric World: An Overview (2017), xv. 
3 Hugh B. Urban, Magia Sexualis: Sex, Magic, and Liberation in Modern Western Esotericism (2006), 88. 
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Hindu and Buddhist concepts into a European vocabulary, e.g., karma and reincarnation. The 

T.S. attracted a large number of members from different religious and ethnic backgrounds, 

earning them a unique position among occult movements of the nineteenth century whose 

membership were, at least initially, predominantly restricted to European/American, Christian 

members.4 The cultural impact of the T.S. remains ubiquitous.5 

The movement’s participation in the rich occult periodical culture of the late nineteenth to 

early twentieth centuries, starting with the foundation of the movement’s first periodical The 

Theosophist, is central to this study which will examine descriptions of Tantra in two of the 

T.S.’s periodicals, The Theosophist (1879–) and Lucifer (1887–97). As will be discussed, the 

negative and prejudiced view on Tantra was drastically intensified during the colonial period 

of India (1858–1947), a view which was, as we shall see, adopted by both Orientalists and 

Hindu reformers. Opinions related to Tantra were discussed frequently in the Theosophical 

periodicals and would range from exceedingly negative to, at least partly, positive. 

The relevancy of the thesis lies in that it investigates how Hindu and Buddhist Tantra was 

shaped into the concept it is today, in ‘Western’ and South Asian nations alike, with the T.S. 

playing an important part in the shaping of this concept. The perception of Tantra, a subject 

which today is heavily discussed, not only within the academy, but also within popular culture 

and new religious movements, among other things, can be traced to the examined time period. 

Tantra, like many other notions originating from South Asian religious traditions, was made 

familiar to the ‘West’ by Theosophists. The discussions on Tantra in the Theosophical 

periodicals took place in a unique context of the Indian colonial era – a space where Tantra, a 

highly controversial topic at the time, was discussed by European, American, and South Asian 

members of the T.S. The thesis’ subject also has a historical value since it examines a rich 

textual material from the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries, thereby also encouraging 

a further examination of the large text material of the Theosophical periodicals, a task which 

has already been undertaken by several scholars, but where there still remains material which 

 

4 Julie Chajes and Boaz Huss, Theosophical Appropriations: Esotericism, Kabbalah, and the Transformations 

of Traditions (2016), 9. 
5  Olav Hammer, “Theosophy” in The Occult World (2016), ed. Christopher Partridge, 250.  
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is valuable to examine. Lastly, it is the thesis intention to contribute to the established research 

traditions of postcolonial theory, Western esotericism, and Tantric/South Asian studies. 

Previous research on Tantra has not analyzed the ways in which Tantra was discussed within 

the Theosophical periodicals.  

Previous scholarship has already made us familiar with the ways in which the notion of 

Tantra entered the ‘West.’ But what kind of image of Tantra was being described to the ‘West’ 

through the Theosophical periodicals? This thesis will examine this.  

1.2 Disposition 

This thesis contains of the following parts. Firstly, in the present chapter, the overarching 

aim of the thesis as well as its research questions are presented. In the second chapter, the thesis’ 

theory, postcolonial theory, is presented. The chapter also introduces a brief history surrounding 

the theory and discusses some of its most important advocates. Lastly, scholarly critique of 

postcolonial theory, and a clarification concerning my own theoretical position is included. 

 Following the theory chapter, the thesis’ method and material is presented in chapter 3. The 

method section introduces the chosen method of this study, thematic analysis. A motivation 

concerning the choice of method as well as limits and advantages of this choice is also included. 

I furthermore specify the way in which the material was chosen and how the analysis was 

executed. Lastly, the study’s limitations are presented. Here, I discuss the selection of texts, 

such as the reasons for selecting two Theosophical periodicals. Additionally, I motivate the 

study’s selected time period. 

The material section presents the chosen material and includes a brief introduction to the 

history of The Theosophist and Lucifer. In chapter 4, previous research is discussed, a chapter 

which is divided into the research traditions included in the thesis: Tantra, Theosophy, and 

occultism. After this, in chapter 5, the analysis chapter, the material is analyzed according to 

the themes that were identified within the chosen data. After the presentation of each theme, a 

discussion section follows. Additionally, I discuss Theosophical descriptions of Tantra post 

Arthur Avalon (Avalon is discussed in section 4.2.1).  Lastly, I present a conclusion of the thesis 

in chapter 6. 
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1.3 Aim  

The aim of this thesis is to examine how the South Asian concept of Tantra is described in 

two Theosophical periodicals, The Theosophist (1879–) and Lucifer (1887–97). This concern 

will be achieved by the investigation of printed texts, late nineteenth-century to early twentieth-

century Theosophical articles found within two Theosophical periodicals, The Theosophist and 

Lucifer. 

1.4 Research Question 

To fulfill the aim, the study answers the ensuing question: 

1. Within the framework of the Theosophical periodicals, The Theosophist and Lucifer, how 

is Tantra described during the years 1879 to 1941?  

Due to the concept not having been previously examined within the chosen material, the aim 

and research question overlap. It is my intention to provide a comprehensive description and 

analysis of the material. 

In order to answer the chosen research question, I will depart from postcolonial theory, as 

described in chapter 2, and my chosen method, thematic analysis, explained in chapter 3, 

looking at the chosen material, also found in chapter 3. The theory and method will be applied 

to analyze the material, found in chapter 5. 
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2 Theory  

In this chapter, I will present the thesis’ theory. The chapter consists of five parts. In the first 

section, 2.1, postcolonial theory is introduced. Secondly, in section 2.2, Orientalism is 

discussed. Following this, Orientalism in the Indian context is discussed, in section 2.2.1. After 

this, in section 2.2.2, affirmative Orientalism is discussed. Following the discussion on 

affirmative Orientalism, another form of Orientalism, Theosophical Orientalism, as 

distinguished by several scholars will be discussed, in section 2.2.3. Finally, I will clarify my 

own theoretical position in section 2.3.  

2.1 Postcolonial Theory 

Postcolonialism is a highly diverse, rather than homogenous, theoretical perspective. 

Common for these various perspectives, however, is the view that contemporary society cannot 

be understood without considering the implications of colonial rule and imperialism. As such, 

the various studies that have been conducted within the theoretical perspective share an 

engagement of issues originating with colonialist discourses. Sociologist Lucy Mayblin defines 

postcolonialism as “a critical theoretical perspective which engages with the ongoing legacies 

of colonialism.”6 As a theoretical perspective, postcolonialism has aimed at a deconstruction of 

prevailing world-views, which commonly have been of ‘Western’ origin, as well as the 

questioning of European universalist claims of the world, which made their first appearance in 

the eighteenth century.7 

The ‘post’ in postcolonial theory has been debated repeatedly. What it does not, however, 

refer to, is an ‘after’ colonialism. According to historian Sanjay Seth’s definition, it indicates 

the period after which colonialism first began, which he traces to 1492 with the ‘discovery’ 

(and subsequent conquering) of the Americas, whereafter a European occupation of large areas 

within Africa, Asia, and other parts of the world followed. The ‘post’ in the concept according 

to Seth’s definition refers to that the world has been altered since the beginnings of colonialism, 

a fact which should be considered in order to understand the circumstances of the world today. 

 

6 Lucy Mayblin, “Postcolonial Theory” in SAGE Handbook of Political Sociology: Two-Volume-Set (2017), 

157. 
7 Ibid. 
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Seth argues that postcolonial theory does not strive for a theoretical position which considers 

the world from a ‘Eastern’ point of view, despite its association with anti-imperialism. Instead, 

postcolonial theory seeks to deconstruct all forms of ‘essentialisms’ wherein nations and 

ethnicities are considered as fixed. Ergo, even if postcolonialism has links to anti-colonial 

nationalism, it remains critical even to the statements by such movements due to the frequency 

of essentialist claims.8  

2.2 Orientalism 

For if it is true that no production of knowledge in the human sciences can ever ignore or disclaim its author’s 

involvement as a human subject in his own circumstances, then it must also be true that for a European or 

American studying the Orient there can be no disclaiming the main circumstances of his actuality: that he 

comes up against the Orient as a European or American first, as an individual second. And to be a European 

or an American in such a situation is by no means an inert fact. It meant and means being aware, however 

dimly, that one belongs to a power with definite interests in the Orient, and more important, that one belongs 

to a part of the earth with a definite history of involvement in the Orient almost since the time of Homer. 

Edward W. Said, Orientalism (2003), 11. 

Orientalism, a term which in its original sense was applied to signify objective research on 

‘the Orient,’9 has since the publication of the late literary scholar Edward Said’s (1935–2003) 

groundbreaking work Orientalism published in 1978 been considered increasingly 

controversial. In his pioneering work, broadly accepted as the starting point for postcolonial 

theory, Edward Said suggests that the Orient is a European invention, with roots in a distant 

past, as well as a site which has been distinguished by exoticism and romanticism, among other 

things.10 Said traces the birth of modern Orientalism to the late eighteenth to early nineteenth 

centuries, an era during which an ‘Oriental renaissance’ took place and during which the 

 

8 Sanjay Seth, “Introduction” in Postcolonial Theory and International Relations: A Critical Introduction 

(2013), 1–2.  
9 Christopher Partridge, “Orientalism and the Occult” in The Occult World (2015), ed. Christopher Partridge, 

612. 
10 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (2003), 1. 
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intelligentsia of ‘the West’ produced extensive literature on ‘the East.’ He links this renaissance 

in part to the increasing contact between the Orient and the West.11  

Said considers France and Britain to have been largely responsible for the tradition of 

Orientalism, which he defines as “a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the 

Orient’s special place in European Western experience.”12 Said also highlights the fact that the 

Orient is highly related to Europe, or the ‘West,’ for instance in that it holds the source to its 

languages, acts as its cultural challenger, and provides the ‘West’ with its most significant 

representation of the ‘Other.’13 Additionally, Said describes Orientalism as articulate of the fact 

that the Orient, forming a part of European culture, “expresses and represents that part culturally 

and even ideologically as a mode of discourse with supporting institutions, vocabulary, 

scholarship, imagery, doctrines, even colonial bureaucracies and colonial style.”14  

Besides this, Said claims that Orientalism is a persuasion with roots in an epistemological 

and ontological divergence between ‘the Orient’ and ‘the Occident,’ leading to an acceptance 

among writers, e.g., political theorists or imperial administrators, of said divergence. This 

acceptance, consequently, has served as a point of departure for novels, theories, and political 

accounts related to ‘the Orient’ and ‘Oriental’ culture and people. Linked to this, Said argues 

that an awareness of Orientalism is vital for the understanding of how European culture was 

capable of (military, political, ideological, and scientifical) supervision of the Orient during the 

post-Enlightenment period. Additionally, Said argues that any actions (e.g., writing) related to 

the Orient would not have occurred without the influence of Orientalism: “because of 

Orientalism the Orient was not (and is not) a free subject of thought or action.”15 

Said describes Orientalism as, above all, a political principle which was employed to 

command a ‘weaker’ Orient. Besides this, he describes Orientalism as an academic tradition, 

relating to its scholars, the ‘Orientalists.’ He also claims that nineteenth century Europeans held 

Orientalist depictions of the Other and the Orient as entirely true and that thereby “every 

 

11 Ibid., 42. 
12 Ibid., 1. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid., 2. 
15 Ibid., 2–3.  
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European, in what he could say about the Orient, was consequently a racist, an imperialist, and 

almost totally ethnocentric.”16 

The essentialism inherent in Orientalism is referred to by Said as a key development within 

nineteenth-century Orientalism, involving ideas about the Orient as essentially sensual, 

despotic, backward, and deviant. The use of the expression ‘Oriental’ therefore entailed a whole 

set of values regarding the Orient and was neither objective nor neutral, even if Orientalism 

possessed an epistemological prestige at the time, Said argues.17 

Said further refers to a general idea of the Orient as substandard to the ‘West’ present in the 

‘West’ during the nineteenth to twentieth century. This acceptance would encourage a study of 

the Orient, which was placed under scrutiny, judged, and, consequently, dominated. Said argues 

that the perceived superiority relates to a ‘West’ which geographically extended the Orient. 

Besides this, the development of Orientalism closely intersected with the European expansion 

between 1815 to 1914 during which Europe’s colonies expanded from 35 to 85 percent of the 

world, involving especially Asia and Africa. Greatly responsible for this expansion were Britain 

and France, nations who, Said claims, had in common the “intellectual power” of Orientalism.18 

In his work, Said avoids discussing most of the nations constituting the Orient, but rather 

elaborates exclusively on the “Anglo-French American experience of the Arabs and Islam.”19 

This has to do with his own cultural background:  

Much of the personal investment in this study derives from my awareness of being an “Oriental” as a child 

growing up in two British colonies. All of my education, in these colonies (Palestine and Egypt) and in the 

United States, has been Western, and yet that deep early awareness has persisted. In many ways my study of 

Orientalism has been an attempt to inventory the traces upon me, the Oriental subject, of the culture whose 

domination has been so powerful a factor in the life of all Orientals. This is why for me the Islamic Orient had 

to be the center of attention.20 

 

16 Ibid., 203–4. 
17 Ibid., 205–6. 
18 Ibid., 40–41. 
19 Ibid., 17. 
20 Ibid., 25–26. 
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Said has been criticized by several scholars (e.g., Richard Fox, 1993, Richard King, 1999, 

and Michael Richardson, 1990). A common critique refers to Said’s descriptions of the 

colonized as passive. By this, Said fails to include the fact that natives, departing from 

Orientalist understandings, have been maneuvered to construe positive reactions of the same. 

Following the argument of historian of religions Richard King, left out of Said’s Orientalism 

are native appropriations,21 such as those made by representatives of the Indian independent 

movement.22 Yet another issue Said fails to include is the ‘Western’ admiration of India as 

evidenced by the Theosophists, as discussed in this thesis. 

Richard G. Fox criticizes Said for not discussing the way in which Orientalism affected the 

awareness of Orientals themselves, on another, yet connected note, he criticizes Said for not 

highlighting the ways in which Orientalism facilitated resistance against the ‘Western’ 

hegemony. Fox draws the connection between the Sikh 1920s reform movement, wherein 

colonial stereotypes of Sikhs were utilized in a mass movement which would, eventually, revolt 

against the colonial rulers.23 This form of Orientalism, referred to by Fox and other scholars as 

“affirmative Orientalism,” will be discussed in section 2.2.2. 

Said has also been criticized for his exclusion of German Orientalism, a form of Orientalism 

which did not emanate from a colonial power but still played a crucial role. An example of this 

impact can be seen in the German appropriation of the Hindu Vedas, which was interpretated 

 

21 Appropriation is a notion which has been used to define the taking over of concepts from one cultural group 

from another. The concept, especially in its more specific form (cultural appropriation), is recognized as its 

own field of research within postcolonial theory. The term generally is applied within postcolonial research to 

relate to various Western taking overs of concepts with non-Western origins and is furthermore linked to 

control and exploitation. One of the earliest discussions related to appropriation was Kenneth Coutts-Smith’s 

1976 paper “Some General Observations on the Concept of Cultural Colonialism.” Later research includes 

Michael North’s work The Dialect of Modernism: Race, Language, and Twentieth-Century Literature, 

published in 1994. Relating this to the case of Theosophy, the consequences of Theosophical appropriations of 

South Asian religious concepts were major; such appropriations largely influenced the ways in which these 

religious traditions came to be understood in Western culture. However, unlike other concepts originating from 

South Asian religions, such as reincarnation or karma, Tantra is not appropriated by Theosophists; rather it is 

discussed and interpreted. Therefore, the notion, while being of vital importance for the broader field of 

postcolonial studies, is not crucial for this particular work.  
22 Richard King, Orientalism and Religion: Postcolonial Theory, India and “the Mystic East” (1999), 86. 
23 Fox, “East of Said,” 146. 
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as proof for the existence of a ‘pure’ Aryan race, superior to Semites. By this, Said failed to 

consider important aspects of European Orientalism. He also neglected the ways in which 

Orientalist discourses affects both the colonizer and the colonized.24  

The criticism of Said’s theory concerning his exclusion of the ‘Western’ admiration for 

India, i.e., romantic, or affirmative Orientalism as well as the ways in which Orientalist 

discourse in part encouraged native appropriation is a criticism I share. This thesis specifically 

departs from the postcolonial theories of Richard King, Richard G. Fox and Christopher 

Partridge as well as Karl Baier and J.J. Clarke’s postcolonial theories (affirmative Orientalism 

and Theosophical Orientalism, respectively) discussed in sections 2.2.2 and 2.2.3 in this 

chapter. 

2.2.1 Orientalism in the Indian Context 

While Europe and the New World were undergoing enormous social and political changes, India seemed to 

have remained unchanged for thousands of years, representing a crucial example of static archaism with which 

the dynamic modernity of the West could be successfully contrasted. 

Richard King, Orientalism and Religion: Postcolonial Theory, India and “the Mystic East,” (1999), 118. 

 

In his influential work Orientalism and Religion (1999), historian of religions Richard King 

seeks to identify the association between postcolonial theory and the comparative study of 

religion. More precisely, he restricts his analysis to the notion the ‘Mystic East’ as a prevailing 

theme in ‘Western’ discourses on India as ‘the Other.’25 Despite its Christian roots, King argues 

that the term ‘mystic’ has been employed to refer to the “enduring image of the Orient that have 

captured the imagination of Westerners over the centuries, and Indian religions in particular, as 

‘mystical.’”26 This characterization, rooted in the colonial period, referred to “the classification 

and control of foreign lands and peoples,” 27  but also to an increasing criticism among 

 

24 Ibid., 85. 
25 King, Orientalism and Religion, 1–2.  
26 Ibid., 96.  
27 Ibid., 97. 
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Orientalists of their own religious traditions: some Orientalists were, due to a perceived lack of 

mystical dimensions within Christianity, intrigued by certain aspects of South Asian religions.28 

King points to the fact that the ‘Hindu intelligentsia’ was affected by stereotypes sustained 

by the ‘West’ about India and its people. Regarding the concept of Hinduism per se, King 

describes it as an invention of ‘Western’ Orientalists, departing from a Judeo-Christian 

worldview.29 The very character of this construction, however, emanated within discourses 

between paṇḍits30 and ‘Western’ colonialists, a construction which in turn was appropriated by 

Hindu nationalists during the Indian independence movement.31  One example of such an 

appropriation is found within Orientalist constructions of Indian spirituality by Hindu reformers 

like Swami Vivekānanda, born Narendranath Datta (1863–1902), and Dayānanda Sarasvatī, 

born Mool Shankar Tripathy (1824–83). 32  Mohandas Karamchand (hereafter K.) Gandhi 

(1869–1948), venerated as the ‘Mahātmā,’33 is another example of a Hindu front figure who 

 

28 Ibid., 96–97. 
29 King’s point of view on this matter is widely accepted among contemporary scholars of Hinduism. 
30 In short, paṇḍits (from pāṇḍitya, learning) are learned men. They are often members of the Brahman class. 

Brahmins or Brahmans (Brāhmaṇa, ‘possessor of Brahma’) are considered the most superior among the four 

Hindu varṇas (social classes). During the colonial rule of India, Brahmins often acted as intellectual leaders, 

for instance by serving the government.  
31 King, Orientalism and Religion, 89–90. 
32 Dayānanda Sarasvatī (1824–83), often revered with the honorific title svāmī (‘lord,’ or ‘king,’ a title which 

also refers to him being a Saṃnyasi, or renouncer), founded the Hindu reform movement Ārya Samāja in 1875 

and collaborated with the T.S. to an extent that he was described as the founder’s guide and teacher in the 

beginning of the Society’s move to India in 1879. During the time period May 1878 until March 1882, the T.S. 

was called The Theosophical Society of the Arya Samaj of Aryavarta. The alliance however ended shortly, 

after a little less than five years (September 1877–March 1882) due to theological disagreements, which, in 

turn, led to a situation where Sarasvatī would cut all ties to the T.S. Erik Reenberg Sand, “The Marriage 

between the Theosophical Society and the Arya Samaj” in Rudbøg, Tim and Reenberg Sand, Erik eds. 

Imagining the East: The Early Theosophical Society. 253–71. 
33 Mahātmā (mahā, “great,” ātmān, “soul”) is an honorific title which can be translated as “descended master” 

in English. Contemporary research has provided strong textual evidence which is demonstrative of the fact that 

Gandhi’s ‘Hinduism,’ as well as his belief that a universal truth was to be found within all religions and his 

perspective towards Christianity was heavily influenced by his contact with occult movements, one of them 

being the T.S. See Michael Bergunder, “Experiments with Theosophical Truth: Gandhi, Esotericism, and 
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employed these Orientalist notions in his construction of anti-colonial Hindu nationalism. On 

one hand, this is demonstrative of the extent of which colonial discourse had penetrated the 

minds of Indian intellectuals, on the other hand it shows that colonial discourses were 

appropriated in a manner unforeseen by the colonialists, as they were adopted in struggles 

against the colonial rule, King argues.34   

In his article “Orientalism and the Modern Myth of “Hinduism”” published in Numen 

(1999), King further describes that this creation of Hinduism, molded according to the 

colonizers ‘Western’ Christian norms, facilitated colonial control. Despite the lack of 

similarities to Christianity, King comments that 

The fact that the semblance of unity within India owed considerable debt to imperial rule seems to have been 

forgotten. The lack of an orthodoxy, of an ecclesiastical structure, or indeed of any distinctive feature which 

might point to the postulation of a single Hindu religion, was dismissed, and one consequence of this was the 

tendency to portray 'Hinduism' as a contradictory religion, which required some form of organization along 

ecclesiastical and doctrinal lines, and a purging of 'superstitious' elements incompatible with the 'high' culture 

of 'Hinduism'.35 

Additionally, this creation led to that Hinduism was considered as having become a mere 

shadow of its glorious past, a glorious past of Hinduism which was identified within certain key 

texts: the Bhagavadgītā, the Vedas and the Upaniṣads, among others.36 King comments:  

The perceived shortcomings of contemporary ‘Hinduism’ in comparison to the ideal form, as represented in 

the text [e.g., the Vedas] thus created the belief (amongst both Westerners and Indians) that Hindu religion had 

stagnated over the centuries and was therefore in need of reformation.37 

These beliefs, in turn, led to the rise of the already discussed Hindu reform movements of 

the nineteenth century.38 

 

Global Religious History” in Journal of the American Academy of Religion, June 2014, vol. 82, no. 2 (June 

2014), 398–426. 
34 King, Orientalism and Religion, 86. 
35 Richard King, “Orientalism and the Modern Myth of “Hinduism”” in Numen (1999), Vol. 46, No. 2 (1999), 

174. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid.  
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Professor of religious studies Christopher Partridge traces the roots of Orientalism to 1784 

with the foundation of the Asiatic Society of Bengal in Calcutta. He furthermore highlights the 

works of its founder William Jones (1756–94) as starting points for Orientalism. Together with 

Henry Thomas Colebrook (1765–1837), Jones identified connections between European 

languages and Sanskrit. This, according to Partridge, led to an exoticization wherein India was 

seen as the source of the West’s wisdom and led to an increased enthusiasm for Oriental culture 

and history.39 

Partridge furthermore identifies the very existence of Orientalism as indicative of a conflict 

between two binaries, the ‘East,’ and the ‘West.’ He argues that this conflict is rooted in a 

‘Western’ view of the Other as exotic and dissimilar. The stereotypes envisioned in the ‘West’ 

sustains an image in which the Eastern Other is seen as profoundly different and mysterious. 

Therefore, according to Partridge’s definition, Orientalism refers to a construed difference 

between West and East, resting on ‘Western’ enthusiasm related to the ‘East.’ This, in turn, has 

given birth to a perceived ‘Western’ ‘need’ to refine, revive, and convert the ‘other.’40 

Narrowing in on Tantra more specifically, historian of religions Hugh B. Urban argues that 

the perception of Tantra is a result of Orientalist discourse as well as a mirroring of the Indian 

mind. Urban identifies Tantra’s roots within a “long history of mutual misrepresentation and 

mirroring at work between both Western and Eastern imaginations,” a comprehensive narrative 

where the ‘West’ and ‘East’ have mirrored and misrepresented each other.41 Urban also refers 

to the dialectical notion of the tantric goddess Kālī, today “taken up by feminist writers, in both 

India and in the West, as a radical symbol of women’s liberation and empowerment”42 while 

historically, the image of Kālī in the minds of colonial administrators and Orientalists was 

“singled out as the most extreme example of the dangerous immorality and depravity that were 

running rampant in the subcontinent.”43 Despite this, in the revolutionary movement of Bengal 

 

39 Christopher Partridge, “Orientalism and the Occult” in The Occult World (2014), 612–13. 
40 Ibid., 611. 
41 Urban, Tantra, 16. 
42 Ibid., 17–19. 
43 Ibid., 19. 
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for Indian independence during the nineteenth century, Kālī was utilized as Bhārat Mātā 

(Mother India), revolting against the colonial administration.44 

Urban also highlights the two-sidedness of the colonial period. The colonizers, by projection 

of their own anxieties and wishes, ascribed values to the colonized, claiming them to be 

‘barbaric’ or ‘sentimental’ (as opposed to ‘logical’ or ‘objective’). This mirroring of the 

colonized Other by Orientalists, in turn, created a negative antitype of themselves. The 

colonized mirrored the colonizers for instance via the use of satire, entailing a “complex back-

and-forth dialectic of interlocking images.”45 

As Kathleen Taylor points out in her work Sir John Woodroffe, Tantra and Bengal: ‘An 

Indian Soul in a European Body?’ (2001), the central role of the Goddess (Devi) within Tantra 

was provoking to the colonial rulers due to their Protestant Christian heritage. Additionally, the 

focus on ritual within Tantra was seen by colonialists as mere sorcery. Taylor comments that 

…much of the imagery was associated with death and some rites (especially those of a more magical nature) 

took place in the cremation ground. This gave Tantra a particularly repugnant surface and was roundly 

dismissed as ‘necromancy’. Last but not least, there was the sexuality of Tantra, derived at least in part from 

its concept of bisexual divinity. The notorious pañcatattva rite, or cakra pūjā (circle worship), was the main 

focus of notoriety in Woodroffe’s time, in which male initiates worship female partners who represent śakti, 

through ‘five substances’ or ‘five true things’ (tattvas). These are also known as the pañca makāra, or the five 

‘m’s: … This deliberate ritual transgression was usually seen by orthodox Hindus and European observers as 

simply an excuse for licentiousness.46 

Therefore, according to Taylor, European Orientalists rejected Tantra for three reasons. First, 

its ritualistic features were understood as “magic mostly directed to worldly or utilitarian 

aims,”47  secondly its sexual aspects and use of alcohol within some rituals were rejected. 

Thirdly, the focus of goddesses, which was linked to (animal, and sometimes human) sacrifice 

 

44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid., 16–17. 
46 Kathleen Taylor, Sir John Woodroffe, Tantra and Bengal: ‘An Indian Soul in a European Body?’ (2001), 

118. 
47 Ibid., 127. 
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was condemned. In the eyes of Orientalists,  “the combination of magic, lust and 

bloodthirstiness promoted a potent image.”48  

2.2.2 Affirmative Orientalism 

In what he terms “affirmative Orientalism,” Richard G. Fox links Mohandas K. Gandhi’s 

resistance campaigns as reliant upon Orientalist attitudes of India, e.g., the view of the nation 

as intrinsically spiritual. Orientalist accounts, Fox claims, portrayed India as passive and 

morally degraded, the latter being exemplified by practices such as widow immolation (satī) 
and female infanticide. He furthermore describes affirmative Orientalism as an inversion of 

pejorative Orientalism, enabled by a reconsideration of India’s perceived negative traits as 

positive. ‘Otherworldliness’ was, for instance, reinterpreted as ‘spirituality.’49 

Orientalism as a scholarly discipline coincided with Romantic trends beginning in the late 

eighteenth century. These trends highlighted, among other things, the ‘mystic East.’ According 

to Partridge, within this romanticized form of Orientalism people longed to find ‘purity’ and 

the ‘roots of human existence’ which were believed to be present within spiritual teachings of 

the ‘East.’ India was described as untouched by historical and political changes, as opposed to 

an ever-changing ‘West;’ this view of the Orient as static could be one reason as to why it 

fascinated so many.50 

Romantic visions of the Orient came to influence popular culture and occultism which, in 

turn, inspired each other. The stereotype of India as being exclusively spiritual and unable to 

embrace industrialization or materialism was appropriated by several prominent ‘Western’ 

thinkers, e.g., Walt Whitman (1819–92), Waldo Emerson (1803–82), Edward Carpenter (1883–

1902), and Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (henceforth H.P.B., 1831–91). Partridge argues that the 

incorporation of Orientalist ideas into ‘Western’ conceptions of the ‘East’ was foundational for 

modern occultism. The central basis for Theosophy, with its roots in an Orientalist 

perennialism, was therefore dependent on affirmative Orientalism according to Partridge.51 

 

48 Ibid. 
49 Richard G. Fox, “East of Said” in Edward Said: A Critical Reader (1993), ed. Sprinker, Michael, 151–52. 
50 Partridge, “Orientalism and the Occult,” 613. 
51 Ibid., 614. 
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As such, affirmative Orientalism played another role besides supporting ‘Western’ 

domination. Fox claims that affirmative Orientalism could be employed for ‘Westerners’ 

unsympathetic to modern ‘Western’ society. Among such persons were Theosophist Annie 

Besant (née Wood, 1847–1933) 52  and Sister Nivedita (1867–1911), whose affirmative 

Orientalism “not only configured a utopian future for India but also condemned the dystopian 

present in the European core.”53 In their contribution to affirmative Orientalism, Europeans 

“employed these positive stereotypes against a modernized, aggressive, capitalist, materialistic, 

and carnivorous Europe for which they bore little love.”54 

King, likewise, discusses affirmative Orientalism and identifies its most notable advocates 

as Swami Vivekānanda and Mohandas K. Gandhi. Within the framework of the Ramakrishna 

Mission (established in 1897), which focused mainly on the non-dualistic doctrine Advaita 

Vedānta, Vivekānanda highlighted India as essentially spiritual and able to heal a ‘West’ which 

he described as materialistic and nihilistic. His appropriation of the Orientalist notion of India 

as ‘mystical’ enabled him to unite Indians within the framework of a singular religion, 

Hinduism.55 

2.2.3 Theosophical Orientalism 

None is older than her in esoteric wisdom and civilization, however fallen may be her poor shadow—modern India.56 

 

Historian of religions Karl Baier refers to “Theosophical Orientalism,” arguing that the 

founders and members of the T.S. gave priority to India’s religious heritage. This heritage was 

praised in a manner similar to that of the colonialists, entailing an Orientalist stereotype of the 

East as primarily a spiritual realm (as opposed to a secular West). Baier further elaborates his 

argument by referring to the movement’s founders, Henry Steel (H.S.) Olcott (1831–1907) and 

H.P.B.’s (henceforth the founders) pursuit of the ancient land of Āryāvarta (‘the home of the 

Aryans’). In their pursuit, the founders constructed two binaries: the grand East of the past and 

 

52 Annie Besant was one of the most prominent Theosophists of the twentieth century. She will be discussed 

in section 4.3.  
53 Fox, “East of Said,” 152–53. 
54 Ibid., 152. 
55 King, Orientalism and Religion, 93. 
56 Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, “What is Theosophy?” in The Theosophist, v.1, n.1, October 1879, 5. 
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its present, bleak counterpart. The founders considered the colonial rule of India as generally 

constructive for India, considering it to bring progress to the nation. Therefore, argues Baier, 

the founders contrasted ‘positive’ traits of the ‘West,’ such as progress in politics and 

technology, with ‘negative’ traits of the East, like its ‘passivity’ or ‘fatalism.’57 

Baier outlines Theosophical Orientalism as a distinct form of affirmative Orientalism 

because of its vision of the ‘East’ as superior to the ‘West,’ a vision which connects to the 

founders’ notion of an ancient wisdom. Originally, the founders traced the origin of this root of 

all religions to Chaldea but with the publication of Isis Unveiled in 1877, it became evident that 

H.P.B. considered India to be its source. This ancient wisdom had, according to H.P.B., been 

forgotten for a long time in the ‘West’ but had, luckily, persisted in the ‘East.’ Baier argues that 

the T.S.’s claim to have salvaged the lost ancient religion would entail a “post-materialistic and 

post-Christian global culture significantly marked by esoteric Asian religion and directed by 

spiritual masters from the East.”58 

Yet another sense of this distinct form of Orientalism according to Baier relates to how T.S. 

described itself as an ‘Easternized Other’ of the ‘West;’ he further argues that “within their 

Orientalism, a second-order Orientalization took place in which the Easternized West was 

thought to mirror the Westernized East.”59  

Baier also suggests that Theosophy in the form of the ‘Easternized Other’ within ‘Western’ 

culture came to associate with ‘Western’ science and that the T.S., as such, “were convinced 

that the latest findings in the liminal areas of science (Mesmerism, psychical research, new 

physics etc.) were about to expand the frontiers of scientific knowledge to encompass formerly 

metaphysical realms and thus back the claims of Occultism.”60 In other words, Theosophy 

would be able to establish a scientific link in the truth and effectiveness in ‘Eastern’ religious 

practice and philosophy, respectively. Therefore, the two binaries of science and religion would 

no longer be considered polar but would rather form a reciprocal relationship. Because of their 

 

57 Baier, “Theosophical Orientalism,” 320–21. 
58 Ibid., 321–22. Quote, 322. 
59 Ibid., 322. 
60 Ibid., 323. 
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assessment of ‘Eastern’ esoteric traditions as connected to science, the T.S. were critical of the 

Orientalist polarity of ‘Eastern’ irrationality versus ‘Western’ science.61 

Consequently, Baier concludes that Theosophical Orientalism gave rise to a society of 

intercultural learners and as such did not rely on two static binaries (the ‘East’ and the ‘West’). 

Baier also argues that South Asian Theosophists were benefitted by Theosophical Orientalism 

because it offered them a worldview in which they could protest colonial rule.62 

A less favorable aspect of Theosophical Orientalism, as argued by historian of religions J.J. 

Clarke is that Theosophy already from its inception according to critics misinterpreted the 

Eastern doctrines it drew inspiration form, by offering “a distorted interpretation of Eastern 

teachings … promulgating an essentially Westernized version of Eastern wisdom, engineered 

solely as a vehicle for the purpose of propagating occultist ideas and practices, and encircled 

by a wall of mystification.”63 

Theosophists, due to their fascination of Buddhism and Hinduism which they considered as 

the very foundation of the world’s religions, on one hand disagreed with several Orientalist 

notions but at the same time agreed with a number of Orientalist views by considering 

contemporary Hinduism and Buddhism to be ‘fallen,’ whereas ancient Buddhism and Hinduism 

were understood as ‘pure.’64 

2.3 Positioning  

The history of Tantra is in no way a one-sided history, neither from a general viewpoint of 

Hinduism, nor from the more particular viewpoint of the encounters with colonialism. As 

argued by Timalsina, Tantra has been appreciated as essentially ‘other’ even within a Hindu 

context, due to its secretive and transgressive nature. The descriptions of this notion in a 

Theosophical, colonial setting, forms part of what was already a complex history.  

 As we have seen, the T.S. participated in Orientalist discourses while it simultaneously 

revolted against particular Orientalist stereotypes and offered a space for indigenous members 

 

61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid., 323–24. 
63 Clarke, Oriental Enlightenment, 89–90. 
64 McCann, “Emergent Representations of the East,” 184. 
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to discuss religion, occultism, and science, among other things. The T.S., despite their wishes 

to create a universal brotherhood of members from various religious traditions like Hinduism 

and Buddhism, were largely dependent upon colonial stereotypes of Indian religions.  

My theoretical approach to the discussion of Tantra in the Theosophical periodicals is 

grounded in affirmative Orientalism in general, and Theosophical Orientalism in particular. In 

practice, this means that the chosen material will be examined by departing from the previous 

research on affirmative Orientalism and Theosophical Orientalism according to the ways in 

which these theories have been discussed in this chapter by Richard King, Richard G. Fox, 

Christopher Partridge, J.J. Clarke, and Karl Baier. 

Due to the complex nature of the subject, while departing from  affirmative Orientalism and  

Theosophical Orientalism, I acknowledge the limitations of these perspectives and will 

approach the material to see if and in that case, how, the descriptions of Tantra were influenced 

by Orientalist notions, being aware that the relations between European/American Theosophists 

and South Asians were complex and cannot be reduced to Orientalist discourse as a whole. I 

therefore also consider the possibility of descriptions which are not part of Orientalist notions 

of ‘Hinduism’ and ‘Buddhism’ surrounding the concept. 
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3 Method and Material 

In this chapter, I will present the method of the thesis, in section 3.1. In the following section, 

3.2, the selected method, thematic analysis, will be presented followed by a positioning in 

section 3.2.1. After this, the thesis’ material will be introduced in sections 3.3 and 3.3.1, 

followed by an introduction of the analyzed material, The Theosophist (3.3.2) and Lucifer 

(3.3.3). Lastly, in section 3.4, I present the thesis’ limitations.  

3.1 Method 

This thesis is a literature study, and a thematic analysis, which focuses on the notion of 

Tantra within Theosophical discourses of the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries. The 

study departed from existing data, namely Theosophical periodicals.  

 The periodicals were accessed through an online archive, IAPSOP (International 

Association for the Preservation of Spiritualist and Occult Periodicals). I examined all volumes 

of The Theosophist starting with its first published number in 1879 through 1947. The same 

process was done in the case of Lucifer with the exception that this periodical only was 

published for ten years, 1887–97. After this, the journal was renamed to The Theosophical 

Review, which I also reviewed, but since I did not find anything related to my research question 

in the volumes of this periodical, I could not include it in my material. The steps conducted 

when analyzing the data set are presented in chapter 6. 

3.2 Thematic Analysis  

As described by psychologists Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke in their article “Using 

Thematic Analysis in Psychology,” published in Qualitative Research in Psychology (2006), 

thematic analysis is frequently employed within qualitative research as a research strategy but 

is insufficiently delimited. As such, their aim lies in a delineation of the theory as well as a 

utilization and evaluation of the approach. Braun and Clarke argue that thematic analysis should 

be considered as a central approach within qualitative analysis, they also suggest that it should 

be the first qualitative method scholars are introduced to due to its provision of foundational 

skills valuable within other approaches of qualitative analysis. Unlike scholars who claim 
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thematic analysis is a mere aspect of other qualitative methods, Braun and Clarke argue that it 

should be considered as a method on its own.65 

Braun and Clarke highlight the flexibility of the method due to its theoretical freedom, 

thereby inhabiting the potential to provide complex and detailed data accounts. However, they 

argue that while this flexibility is a positive aspect, it is vital that thematic analysis is conducted 

in a manner which is theoretically and methodologically established. Due to the frequent 

vagueness related to research employing the method, it is crucial that scholars are transparent 

regarding what has been done, why it has been done, and lastly how it was done in their research 

reports.66 

Thematic analysis, as defined by Braun and Clarke, is “a method for identifying, analysing 

and reporting patterns (themes) within data.”67 Furthermore, it systematizes and explains the 

data set in a detailed manner. While this form of analysis is often employed in qualitative 

research, there are disagreements regarding its definition and use. As such, thematic analysis 

has been non-existent as a ‘named’ analysis when compared to e.g., grounded theory or 

narrative analysis. This has led to confusion; thematic analysis is often conducted in research 

but then termed something else, for instance content analysis. Braun and Clarke highlight the 

importance of scholars providing an extensive account of the conduction of an analysis. A 

vague account could entail shortages, it could for instance complicate a comparison with other 

research, or the general evaluation of the research. Therefore, transparency is crucial when 

employing the approach.68 

Related to the above, Braun and Clarke argue that scholars tend to avoid describing features 

and process of the analysis. The authors also highlight that scholars commonly claim their 

themes as having ‘emerged’ from the data itself, instead of explaining that they recognized and 

selected themes. The authors therefore disagree with what they describe as a “naïve realist view 

of qualitative research”69 since it is impossible for a researcher to not influence the data. Braun 

 

65 Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology” in Qualitative Research in 

Psychology 3, no. 2 (2006), 77–78. 
66 Braun and Clarke, “Using Thematic Analysis,” 78–79. 
67 Ibid., 79–80. 
68 Ibid., 79. 
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and Clarke highlight as the most important thing for a research report, that the method and 

theory is adjusted to a scholars goal with his/her research, as well as the aforementioned 

transparency regarding decisions made within research.70 
 

Braun and Clarke describe thematic analysis as unique compared to other qualitative 

methods looking for themes within a qualitative data set since it is unbound to a theoretical 

framework which enables flexibility. Like other aspects of the research process, transparency 

of the use of a certain theory however remains crucial since the use of a theory will entail certain 

expectations regarding the data.71  
 

Braun and Clarke highlight the importance of clarifying the decisions made in the analysis, 

in this case related to the themes. The authors describe a theme as “something important about 

the data in relation to the research question and represents some level of patterned response or 

meaning within the data set.”72 Additionally, they claim that recurring patterns within the data 

are not the only possible themes; smaller volumes of data could be equally important. The 

importance lies not in the quantity, but rather in the relation between the data and the research 

question at hand.73 

Braun and Clarke also discuss the conduction of the analysis. On one hand, the researcher 

could describe themes across an entire data set, which would give readers an assessment of 

what the important themes are. The disadvantage about such an analysis is that it makes it 

impossible to provide an equally complex analysis (also, if the data is brief, it would affect the 

complexity even more), as would have been the case otherwise. On the other hand, a researcher 

could depart from a form of analysis which highlights one or a smaller group of themes in a 

more detailed manner.74 

Thematic analysis has received criticism by several scholars. The late social scientist Alan 

Bryman (1947–2017) criticized the approach in Social Research Methods. 4th Edition (2012). 

Bryman criticizes the method for lacking an identifiable heritage (compared to other 
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74 Ibid., 83. 



 

23 

 

methodological approaches) as well as quite often being an unidentifiable perspective within 

research that claims have made use of the approach.75  

3.2.1 Positioning  

While recognizing the critique of the approach, I argue that thematic analysis is useful for 

several reasons. To begin with, it is crucial that the methodological approach is clearly defined 

within research, which, as we have seen, has not been the case within some of the previous 

research conducted within this analytical perspective.  

My reason for choosing thematic analysis relates to its flexibility, as it enables a theoretical 

freedom. Additionally, rather than taking an interest in quantitative measures of the data, which 

is an aspect of for instance content analysis, my aim lies primarily in the provision of detailed 

and complex data accounts, something which thematic analysis allows. Departing from 

postcolonial theory and seeking to identify if descriptions of Tantra have been the result of 

societal (Orientalist) discourses, a constructionist form of method is relevant for the thesis’ aim. 

The fact that I depart from a method which is described within another scholarly discipline 

than my own, i.e., psychology, could be questioned. I, however, disagree with such a point of 

view, since the approach was adequately delineated by Braun and Clarke, who remain the 

leading scholars connected to the methodological approach. While the approach has previously 

been applied within several research fields, including my own, it has not been sufficiently 

defined within previous research. Additionally, I argue that Braun and Clarke’s methodological 

approach is not limited to the scholarly discipline of psychology but rather that it can be applied 

to various disciplines within the humanities. 

In this thesis, thematic analysis has been applied in the following way. The following steps 

were executed in the thesis’ analysis. First, I downloaded all the published issues of The 

Theosophist, Lucifer, and The Theosophical Review during the years 1879–1947. The article 

search was limited to this period since The Theosophist was established in 1879, and limited to 

1947, since it was my intention to see if Orientalism affected the descriptions of Tantra, with 

the British colonial rule of India ending in 1947.   

 

75 Alan Bryman, Social Research Methods. 4th Edition, 2012, 578. 
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After having downloaded all of the articles, I began searching for material relating to my 

research question by searching for the following key words: “tantr-,” “magic,” “sorcery,” “left 

hand path,” and “right hand path.” After this, I read material which featured these key words. 

Succeeding this, I selected articles that besides mentioning the word Tantra, also described 

something further surrounding the notion; some articles only mentioned the word Tantra but 

did not discuss the concept. Such accounts were not included in my data.  

Following the selection of the data, I read and re-read the material several times, searching 

for codes. The codes were then organized into themes. In Appendix 1, the selected codes and 

themes are demonstrated. Three of the selected themes (ritual, powers, and magic) intersected 

and were therefore categorized into one theme (magic). Thereafter, I analyzed the themes that 

I considered most valuable to answer my research question, which resulted in three themes: 

magic, yoga, and science. In Appendix 2, all of the discussed articles are featured in a 

chronological list with the earliest entry on Tantra in the year 1879 to the last entry in the year 

1941.  

 

3.3 Material 

3.3.1 Periodicals  

Historian of religions Gillian McCann highlights the important role of periodicals in the 

dissemination of Theosophical ideas. Since periodicals were multifaceted and could be 

published in a regular manner, the medium benefitted the T.S., who wanted to spread their ideas 

and acquire new members, in many ways.76 McCann argues that Theosophy’s portrayal of 

Indian religions has been of great significance, providing alternate history-writing on Hinduism 

and breathing life into the notion of the ‘spiritual East’ which, still today, is present. The 

periodicals, in turn, comments McCann, were valuable due to their enabling of a “space in 

 

76 Gillian McCann, “Emergent Representations of the East: The Role of Theosophical Periodicals, 1879–

1900,” in Imagining the East: The Early Theosophical Society (2020), eds. Tim Rudbøg and Erik 

Reenberg Sand, 181. 
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which alternative images of the East could be presented that offered a powerful and multivocal 

counter-narrative to those of imperialists and missionaries.”77 

Within the ‘Western’ culture of the nineteenth-century, periodicals played an important role, 

aiding countercultural organizations, for instance by granting them a position in public 

discourse in general and within the distribution of information.78 As argued by Edward H. 

Kasinec and Robert H. David Jr., nineteenth-century occult movements, in general, were 

literary.79  Periodicals and monographs were published en masse by some of its members. 

Besides this, the increased reading proficiency of the time period led to a new readership for 

this new medium.80  

Morrisson argues that occult periodicals strived to ‘sanitize’ occultism, i.e., that their aim 

was a connection of occultism to scientific, besides spiritual, knowledge. As such, occultists 

strived towards the incorporation of ancient knowledge within contemporary science. Due to a 

general opinion within mainstream society of occultism as irrational, occultists were unable to 

spread their ideas in already established magazines which led to the foundation of several occult 

periodicals instead. Thereby, occult groups accentuated esoteric elements while at the same 

time, seemingly, contradicted said elements by engaging in the publication and dissemination 

of easily accessible periodicals. This, argues Morrison, entails that the periodicals were one of 

the reasons why esoteric movements gained a large following, a popularity which maintained 

for decades.81 Among such movements, he describes the noteworthy spread of Theosophy in 

the late nineteenth century to the ever-growing influx of nineteenth to early twentieth century 

periodicals.82 

Outside of India, Theosophical periodicals were flourishing, for instance, in the birthplace 

of Theosophy, New York, where as many as nine periodicals were published simultaneously. 

Other cities in the U.S., such as Los Angeles and San Francisco, also made their contributions 

 

77 Ibid. 
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to Theosophical periodicals. Outside of the U.S., periodicals were published in countries such 

as Argentina, France, Australia, Russia, and England.83 

The thesis focuses on the time period between 1879, when the T.S. was first established in 

India with the publication of its first periodical, The Theosophist, to 1947 when the colonial 

period in India ended. The particular two periodicals were selected for two reasons. Firstly, 

these two periodicals were arguably the most important ones; they were most widely distributed 

and read and were published frequently with readers and contributors from Asia, the U.S. and 

Europe. Secondly, The Theosophist’s location in India rendered a natural closeness to an 

exchange between South Asians and ‘Westerners.’ Lucifer, which was the creation of one of 

The Theosophist’s founders and its editor for several years, H.P.B., was an important magazine 

which also had a wide readership. These two magazines were, additionally, selected due to the 

fact that they contain articles by authors from several different nations, written by influential 

occultists and Hindus. 

Having described the periodical culture of the occult milieu in general, I will now turn to a 

discussion on the two selected Theosophical periodicals. I will describe the history of the 

periodicals as well as their general content. 

3.3.2 The Theosophist 

The Theosophist is a monthly periodical, still in print today. During the selected time period 

for this thesis, the periodical’s material consisted of articles, editorials, excerpts from novels, 

letters, obituaries, testimonials, and correspondences, among other things. The most frequently 

occurring themes were related to Buddhism and Buddhist literature, Hinduism and Hindu 

literature, Hindu philosophy such as Vedānta, yoga, vegetarianism, occultism, spiritualism, 

alchemy, and, naturally, Theosophy. An issue of The Theosophist could range from as little as 

15 to as much as over 1000 pages. 

Perhaps most so during its early years, The Theosophist featured many articles from its South 

Asian members. Among these, a majority were Hindus, but some members were Buddhists or 

Muslims as well. Some writers occur in The Theosophist more frequently than others. Well-

known Theosophists like H.S. Olcott, H.P.B. and G.R.S. Mead, as well as South Asian 

 

83 Ibid., 8–9. 
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Theosophists, like Baradā Kānta Majumdār and Dayānanda Sarasvatī are examples of recurring 

authors. Many writers however wrote anonymously, under pseudonym, or simply by referral to 

one to three initials.  

As has been briefly mentioned previously, H.P.B. was a writer even before founding the T.S. 

Following the move of the T.S.’s headquarters in February 1879 from New York to Bombay, 

founders H.P.B. and Olcott were introduced to the professional journalist Alfred Percy Sinnett 

in Bombay. Together with Sinnett, The Theosophist, the first periodical of the T.S. in India was 

founded.84  

Originally published in Bombay from 1879 onwards, The Theosophist was portrayed by 

founder and editor H.P.B. as a “monthly journal devoted to Oriental philosophy, art, literature 

and occultism: embracing mesmerism, spiritualism, and other secret sciences,” 85  with 

subscribers ranging from Egypt to Germany, to mention only a few, (according to H.P.B.). 

H.P.B. supposedly aimed at attracting as many readers as possible, rather than benefit 

financially even if readers were, naturally, charged a subscription fee.86 

When the first number of The Theosophist was published (October 1879, published on 

September 30) the subscribers counted to circa 400, however, the following issue (November 

1879) was printed in 750 copies. This upgoing trend continued with the following issues. 

Eventually, four months after its inception, the periodical was so successful that it could support 

the T.S.’s Indian headquarters, as well as H.P.B. herself.87 

In February 1883, with the establishment of the T.S.’s new headquarters, the magazine 

started to be published in Adyar instead. During 1930 the journal was published from 

Hollywood, California by the prominent Theosophist and American opera singer Marie Russak 

Hotchener (1865–1945) and Annie Besant but returned to Adyar the following year, in 1931.  

The benefit of The Theosophist was twofold according to H.P.B.: firstly, it was supposed to 

encourage discussions on occultism and comparative religion, secondly it would encourage an 

 

84 Ibid., 8–9. 
85 McCann, “Emergent Representations of the East,” 187. 
86 Ibid. 
87 Morrisson, “The Periodical Culture,” 9. 



 

28 

 

exchange of information between the members of the T.S. In the words of McCann, “The 

Theosophist would occupy a niche between the learned publications of groups like the Asiatic 

Society and the popular press.”88 

The Theosophist played a crucial role because it offered a medium for ‘Western’ and South 

Asian members to communicate with each other, especially in the early days of the Society.89 

It embraced contributions from native Indian writers, which, according to Morrisson, was a 

self-conscious move to satisfy the ‘Western’ reader’s wish to read accounts written by the most 

educated Indian scholars. What is more, the Spiritualist periodicals of the U.S. and the UK did 

not attract many Asians. Contrary to this, Theosophy attracted an Asian audience, with most of 

The Theosophist’s subscribers in India being educated, native, Indians.90 As has been noted by 

Goodrick-Clarke: 

Educated Indians were especially impressed by the Theosophists’ championship of Indian religion and 

philosophy in the context of the country’s growing self-assertion against the values and beliefs of the European 

colonial powers. In May 1880, Blavatsky and Olcott formally converted to Buddhism on a visit to Ceylon, 

where they were feted by enormous crowds, and new branches of the Theosophical Society were founded.91 

The British Freemason and Theosophist George S. Arundale (1878–1945), the president of 

the T.S. between the years 1934–45 would in 1936 reshape The Theosophist in such a way that 

it would be more accessible to the general public. Thereby, material addressed directly towards 

members, and correspondences between members, was excluded from the periodical. 

3.3.3 Lucifer 

Lucifer was published monthly from September 1887 to August 1897. H.P.B. established 

the periodical in 1887 following a sense of having decreased control over the T.S. via its Indian 

headquarters in Adyar, as well as not feeling as represented in The Theosophist as she would 

 

88 McCann, “Emergent Representations of the East,” 187. 
89 Karl Baier, “Theosophical Orientalism and the Structures of Intercultural Transfer: Annotations on the 

Appropriation of the Cakras in Early Theosophy” in Theosophical Appropriations: Esotericism, Kabbalah, 

and the Transformations of Traditions (2016), eds. Julie Chajes and Boaz Huss, 326. 
90 Morrisson, “The Periodical Culture,” 10. 
91 Goodrick-Clarke, The Western Esoteric Traditions, 219. 
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have liked. Following this, during the last years of her life, she moved to London where she 

founded a new Theosophical lodge, the Blavatsky Lodge, as well as the magazine Lucifer.92 

The periodical was published from London, England, and edited by H.P.B. and Mabel Collins. 

In 1889, Annie Besant started co-editing Lucifer alongside H.P.B. and continued to edit the 

magazine succeeding H.P.B.’s death in 1891.93 Following the death of H.P.B., the magazine 

would however mostly embrace scholarly texts. Thereby fiction, such as horror or ghost stories, 

were less frequent.  In 1895, G.R.S. Mead (1863–1933)94 started to edit the periodical together 

with Besant.  

Lucifer was among the more widely distributed Theosophical periodicals. In 1898, it 

changed its name to The Theosophical Review.95 Lucifer included a variety of material such as 

literature reviews of occult or fictional works, editorials, publications by the T.S., articles by 

editors and others, poetry, correspondences, and more. An issue of Lucifer would contain 

between 80–600 pages. 

Lucifer was, as argued by Morrisson, important in that it on one hand offered H.P.B. a voice 

which was separate from the T.S. in Adyar. On the other hand, Annie Besant’s column which 

was recurrently published in the periodical was employed in order to resolve issues that arose 

within the Society, issues related to, for instance, the legitimacy of paranormal events, Buddhist 

influences, or the character of the Masters. 96 

 

92 Ibid., 10. 
93 Morrisson, “The Periodical Culture,” 11. 
94 George Robert Stow (G.R.S.) Mead (1863–1933) was a writer and one of the most prominent Theosophists. 

He was a member of the T.S. from 1884 and onwards. From 1889 until her death in 1891, he was H.P.B.’s 

private secretary. Mead also edited some of H.P.B.’s works succeeding her death, such as The Secret Doctrine 

(1897). He edited the periodical The Theosophical Review during the years 1898–1909 and was general 

secretary of the T.S.’s European branch. Among his most notable works are Orpheus (1896), an inquiry on the 

‘Theosophy’ of the Greeks, and Fragments of a Faith Forgotten (1900), a review of Gnosticism. 
95 Morrisson, “The Periodical Culture,” 8. 

96 Ibid., 13. The ‘Mahatmas,’ also referred within Theosophical works to as the ‘Masters of Wisdom,’ the 

‘Masters,’ the ‘Adepts,’ or the ‘Elder Brothers,’ played a central role within Theosophy. According to H.P.B., 

they were responsible for several initial Theosophical texts, among these writings published under her name, 

as well as for the foundation of the T.S. The Mahatmas are described as more evolved intellectually and morally 

compared to others, for instance by having access to supernatural powers such as clairvoyance. Important 
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3.4 Limitations 

This study has been limited to two Theosophical magazines, The Theosophist (founded in 

1879) and Lucifer (founded in 1887). Lucifer changed its name to The Theosophical Review in 

1897, and it was originally my intention to include articles from it as well. However, I did not 

find any articles discussing Tantra in The Theosophical Review, and as such was unable to 

include it in my material.  

The reason why Theosophical periodicals was chosen regards the fact that Theosophy, in 

particular, stands out among nineteenth to twentieth century occult movements due to its close 

relations with South Asia. The concept of Tantra, as such, was discussed from the two 

perspectives of the T.S.’s European/American and South Asian members. Due to this peculiar 

reciprocity, a reading of the Theosophical periodicals from a postcolonial perspective could 

provide new insights of the concept of Tantra which took form during the colonial period. 

The two selected periodicals, The Theosophist and Lucifer, were selected due to their direct 

connection to the T.S.’s founder H.P.B. who edited both of the magazines for several years, as 

we have seen in this chapter. As already stated in section 3.3.1, the two periodicals were selected 

for two reasons. Firstly, these two periodicals were arguably the most important ones; they were 

most widely distributed and read and were published frequently with readers and contributors 

from Asia, the U.S. and Europe. Secondly, The Theosophist’s location in India rendered a 

natural closeness to an exchange between South Asians and European/American occultists. 

 Lucifer, which was the creation of one of The Theosophist’s founders and its editor for 

several years, H.P.B., was arguably the second most important magazine among the 

Theosophical periodicals.  

Regarding the choice of time period, I decided to limit the period in my article search to 

1879–1947. This had to do with the fact that I was interested to see if Orientalist discourse 

affected the concept Tantra, with the British colonial rule of India taking place during the years 

 

Mahatmas as highlighted in H.P.B.’s writings, and other Theosophical sources, include Morya and Koot Hoomi 

(dates of births and deaths unknown). 
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1793–1947. Furthermore, I was interested in the pre-history to what Hugh B. Urban terms ‘Neo-

Tantra,’ out of which perhaps the most famous example is the ‘Neo-Tantric’ charismatic leader 

Bhagwan Shree Rajnesh/Osho Rajneesh (1931–90).97 Within Neo-Tantric discourses, Tantra 

was increasingly identified with sex and Neo-Tantric gurus marketed Tantra as sexual practices 

to gain ‘Western’ followers.98 The starting point of Neo-Tantra as described by Urban was in 

1906 with the establishment of the Tantrik Order of America, founded by the American yogi 

Pierre Arnhold Bernhard (1875–1955), who was the first American to bring Tantra to the U.S.99 

Additionally, I was intrigued by the vivid periodical culture of the occult movements of the 

nineteenth to twentieth centuries, within which the Theosophists were perhaps the most active. 

With the above being stated, there still remains a vast material which remains to be studied 

within the Theosophical periodicals – and other occult periodicals – of the nineteenth to 

twentieth centuries. The occult and Theosophical fascination with Asia was  not only restricted 

to India, Myanmar, Tibet, and Sri Lanka (the nations discussed in this thesis), as has been made 

evident in Johan Nilsson’s recent doctoral dissertation As a Fire Beneath the Ashes: The Quest 

for Chinese Wisdom within Occultism, 1850–1949 (2020), in which he examines the fascination 

with China within nineteenth to early twentieth century occultism by analyzing accounts by 

prominent occultists such as H.P.B. found within occult periodicals, pamphlets, book reviews, 

and more. 

 

 

 

 

 

97 Urban, Tantra, 5.  
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4 Previous Research 

In the following chapter, an introduction to previous research within three fields of research 

which the thesis departs from will be discussed (4.1). Thereafter, a literature review of these 

fields will be discussed. The first section, 4.2, will discuss Tantra. As a part of this section, the 

contributions to the field made by the pioneer of Tantric studies, Arthur Avalon, will be  

examined in section 4.2.1. In the next section, 4.3, the occult doctrine Theosophy is discussed. 

In section 4.4, occultism will be discussed. Lastly, in section 4.5, a positioning is included. 

4.1 Previous Research 

The fields of Tantra, Theosophy and occultism are not separate fields within the academic 

study of religion, rather, these fields intersect within many scholarly accounts. Both Tantric and 

occult studies have highlighted the relationship between India and the T.S. and discussed the 

consequences of such relations. Scholarly discussions on Theosophy have acknowledged the 

movement as being one of the most significant occult movements; therefore, occultism 

generally, besides the specific example of Theosophy, is one of the essential research fields 

which this study departs from.  

Several scholars have contributed to the research field of tantric studies, a field of research 

which has blossomed during the last decades. Among such scholars, the contributions of the 

late André Padoux (1920–2017) and Alexis Sanderson should be mentioned. André Padoux’s 

works include Vāc: The Concept of the Word in Selected Hindu Tantras (1990) and The Hindu 

Tantric World (2017). Noteworthy publications by Alexis Sanderson include “Śaivism and the 

Tantric Traditions” in The World’s Religions, edited by S. Sutherland, L. Houlden, P. Clarke, 

and F. Hardy (1988) and “The Śaiva Age: An Explanation of the Rise and Dominance of 

Śaivism during the Early Medieval Period” in Genesis and Development of Tantrism, edited by 

Shingo Einoo (2009). David G. White, author of Kiss of the Yoginī: “Tantric Sex” in its South 

Asian Contexts (2003), and the late scholar David R. Kinsley (1939–2000), the author to works 

such as Hindu Goddesses: Visions of the Divine Feminine in the Hindu Religious 

Tradition (1986) and Tantric Visions of the Divine Feminine: The Ten Mahāvidyās (1997) are 

two other significant scholars within the field.  
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Within research on Tantra and its intersections with the West in particular, the following 

scholars should be mentioned: Hugh B. Urban, the author of Tantra: Sex, Secrecy, Politics, and 

Power in the Study of Religion (2003) and The Power of Tantra: Religion, Sexuality and the 

Politics of South Asian Studies (2010), Kennet Granholm’s chapter “The Serpent Rises in the 

West: Positive Orientalism and Reinterpretation of Tantra in the Western Left-Hand Path” 

featured in the anthology Transformations and Transfer of Tantra in Asia and Beyond edited 

by Istvan Keul (2012), as well as Gordan Djurdjevic’s India and the Occult: The Influence of 

South Asian Spirituality on Modern Western Occultism (2014) are two other noteworthy 

contributions.  

Within the growing research field of Theosophy, Olav Hammer is one of the leading 

scholars. Noteworthy works by Hammer include “Theosophy” in The Occult World, edited by 

Christopher Partridge (2016) as well as the anthology Handbook of the Theosophical Current 

(2013), edited by Olav Hammer and Mikael Rothstein. The anthology Theosophical 

Appropriations: Esotericism, Kabbalah, and the Transformations of Traditions (2016), edited 

by Julie Chajes and Boaz Huss is another noteworthy contribution to this field. 

The importance of periodicals for occult movements has also been discussed, notably in the 

work of Mark S. Morrison, “The Periodical Culture of the Occult Revival: Esoteric Wisdom, 

Modernity and Counter-Public Spheres.” in Journal of Modern Literature 31 (2): 1–22, (2008). 

Karl Baier’s chapter “Theosophical Orientalism and the Structures of Intercultural Transfer: 

Annotations on the Appropriation of the Cakras in Early Theosophy” featured in Theosophical 

Appropriations: Esotericism, Kabbalah, and the Transformations of Traditions, edited by Julie 

Chajes and Boaz Huss (2016), and Gillian McCann’s chapter “Emergent Representations of the 

East: The Role of Theosophical Periodicals, 1879–1900,” in Imagining the East: The Early 

Theosophical Society, edited by Tim Rudbøg and Erik Reenberg Sand (2020) have, 

additionally, brought attention to the relevance of the study of Theosophical periodicals. Johan 

Nilsson’s doctoral dissertation As a Fire Beneath the Ashes: The Quest for Chinese Wisdom 

within Occultism, 1850–1949 (2020), in which occult periodicals are examined, is another 

important contribution to this research.  

Research on occultism and Western esotericism is an expanding field of research. Some of 

its leading scholars include Wouter J. Hanegraaff, with works such as Western Esotericism: A 

Guide for the Perplexed (2013) and Esotericism and the Academy: Rejected Knowledge in 
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Western Culture (2012) and Henrik Bogdan, the author of Western Esotericism and Rituals of 

Initiation (2007) and co-editor of the Handbook of Freemasonry (2014), among other works. 

Alex Owen, author to the book The Place of Enchantment: British Occultism and the Culture 

of the Modern (2004) and Corinna Treitel, author of A Science for the Soul: Occultism and the 

Genesis of the German Modern (2004) are two other influential scholars within the field. Marco 

Pasi, the author of Aleister Crowley and the Temptation of Politics (2004) is another important 

scholar within the field. 

This paper aims to undertake an analysis of the descriptions of the concept of Tantra in the 

Theosophical periodicals The Theosophist (1879–) and Lucifer (1887–97). Even if Theosophy 

and Tantra have been studied thoroughly, research on the notion of Tantra within a 

Theosophical framework should be extended. The significant research conducted on Tantra and 

the ‘West,’ Theosophy and occult periodicals by aforementioned scholars should, accordingly, 

be examined to a greater extent.  

The T.S. is one of the most frequently discussed topics within the field of Western 

esotericism, whereas Tantra is one of the most discussed notions within South Asian studies. 

Since Tantra is a central concept not only within the academy, but within contemporary 

spirituality as well, this thesis examines the ways in which this concept was introduced to 

Europe and the U.S. We are already familiar with the fact that the T.S. was instrumental for this 

introduction, but the question concerning how the concept was defined remains. The 

discussions surrounding the notion has not been examined previously, and the current thesis is 

the first systematic analysis of this. 

In the following paragraphs, I will briefly present three research traditions central to this 

study: Tantra, Theosophy, and occultism. 

4.2 Tantra 

The term Tantra covers a wide range of traditions within Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism 

which developed for centuries in South Asia, beginning in the sixth century of the common era. 

The impact of Tantra on Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism has been so influential that the very 

distinguishing of Tantra from these religions is hard, to not say impossible. These traditions are 
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characterized by ritual aspects such as initiation (dīkṣa100) and ritual worship of deities (pūjā101). 

The tantric traditions engendered a large material of texts (Tantras), which reveals their 

importance within South Asian religious traditions.102  

The term Tantra descends from the root tan, “to stretch” or “to spread” and has been assigned 

numerous meanings: a type of philosophical system, a weaving machine, or a drug of some 

kind, to mention a few. In the highly influential Assamese text, the Kālikā Purāṇa, Tantra 

signifies a worship method linked to a specific deity, for instance, Vaiṣṇavī (vaiṣṇavī tantra). 

Predominantly, the term has signified some type of text.103 

In Kathleen Taylor’s work on Arthur Avalon, she distinguishes the following features within 

Tantric texts: individual practices (sādhanā) which strive towards magic powers (siḍḍhis) and 

liberation (mokṣa). Bearing these goals in mind, practitioners are initiated (dīkṣā) by a Guru 

who instructs the practitioner.104 Tantric sādhanā is characterized by  

…the use of certain mental and physical objects which express or concretize, abstract principles and deities. 

These are: mantra or bīja (sound-‘seeds’) accompanied by yantra (geometric patterns representing mantras and 

divinities), maṇḍala (cosmos diagrams), mudrā (ritual gestures), and figurative images (pratima).105  

The pantheon of gods and goddesses within Tantra are the same that are found within 

“mainstream” Buddhism and Hinduism, however what characterizes the Tantric deities, as 

pointed out by Taylor, is that they are  

 

100 Padoux highlights dīkṣa as one of the aspects that separates Tantra from non-Tantric Hinduism. As opposed 

to the brahmanical rites of passage (saṃskāras) observed by all Hindus, dīkṣa besides allowing the initiate to 

take part of Tantric practice also “transforms the initiate, purifies his soul, opens for him the way to liberation.” 

Padoux, The Hindu Tantric World, 119. 
101  Pūjā as described by Padoux is distinguished in Tantric practice, compared to within other forms of 

‘Hinduism,’ since the Tantric sādhaka (initiate) equates him/herself with the deity rather than just worshipping 

it. Within tantric pūjā Padoux identifies two parts, a mental, “inner,” part (āntara), and a visible, “external,” 

part (bāhya). Padoux, The Hindu Tantric World, 116. 
102 Padoux, The Hindu Tantric World, 15, 20, 116, 119, 153. 
103 Hugh B. Urban, The Power of Tantra: Religion, Sexuality and the Politics of South Asian Studies (2010), 5. 
104 Taylor, Sir John Woodroffe, Tantra and Bengal, 117. 
105 Ibid., 117–18.  



 

36 

 

…conceived in many more forms and with a special iconography important for dhyāna – mental images 

constructed in meditation – which accompanies outer ritual worship (pūjā). Ideas of microcosm-macrocosm 

correspondence underlie Tantrism, where the bipolar, bisexual divinity (Śiva-Śakti in Śaiva and Śakta Tantra) 

resides in the human body, and is brought into conscious union through tantric or kuṇḍalinī yoga.106 

Kuṇḍalinī (lit. ‘coiled snake’) is also an important aspect of Tantra, being a form of śakti, 

“the female, active, cosmogonic aspect of the divine polarity, which is conceived to permeate 

all things and is the most important concept of Tantra.”107 It is also noteworthy that śakti, the 

Goddess, within most Tantric traditions is considered more important that her male counterpart 

(Śiva) and has within Hinduism sometimes been described as synonymous with Śaktism.108 

In his article, “Encountering the Other: Tantra in the Cross-Cultural Context” (2011), 

historian of religions Sthaneshwar Timalsina departs from Tantra as “the religious practices 

emerging in the Indian sub-continent that predominantly worship goddesses identified as 

‘power’ (śakti).”109 Timalsina highlights the secretive aspects of Tantra, Tantra being a practice 

which is restricted to smaller circles, which functions as families (kula). Among central Tantric 

aspects, Timalsina also highlights the transgression of societal norms and ethos. An example of 

such transgression is found in the Tantric ‘left-hand path’ (vāmācāra, vāmamārga), today 

practiced by a particular group of Śaiva ascetics, Aghoris, who transgress general societal norms 

as well as prevalent norms among the vast majority of Tantric practitioners, due to their 

dwelling in cremation grounds and bearing of human skulls, among other things. Besides this, 

the article focuses upon the way in which Tantra has been appropriated, as in the case of the 

‘Western’ appropriation of Tantra which, Timalsina claims, further has enabled a re-

introduction of Tantric practices to India as reformulated in the ‘West.’110  

Additionally, another crucial aspect of Tantra regards the relationship with a guru (guru-

shishya), with the guru acting as the only source of Tantric knowledge for the aspiring 

practitioner. The accounts of Tantra as an esoteric practice lies in the fact that it is a tradition 

 

106 Ibid., 118. 
107 Ibid. 
108 Ibid.  
109 Shtaneswar Timalsina, “Encountering the Other: Tantra in The Cross-Cultural Context” in The Journal of 

Hindu Studies 4, no. 3, 2011, 274. 
110 Ibid., 274–75. 
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which is orally transmitted from teacher to student. As such, the Tantric texts that are frequently 

studied by scholars of Tantra, are lacking an essential component, namely the characteristics 

brought forth within the frames of the secretive practice itself.111  

In his discussion of the notion left-hand path (frequently abbreviated LHP) within esoteric 

discourses, historian of religions Kennet Granholm traces its roots specifically to ‘Western’ 

nineteenth-century discourses on Indian religions and, more precisely, to discourses on Tantra. 

In the occult milieu, the division of ‘left’ and ‘right,’ versus ‘black’ and ‘white’ magic, had been 

present for an extended period. However, H.P.B. came to disseminate the connections to Tantra, 

categorizing it into two paths (even if, in reality, at least seven paths have generally been 

recognized in the Tantras, i.e., the Tantric texts112), dakṣiṇācāra and vāmācāra, signifying the 

right-hand path and left-hand path, respectively. The notion of a right versus left-hand path 

further correlated with the established binaries of black versus white magic.113 

In the words of Timalsina, Tantra is “not a single doctrine but an amalgam of practices, often 

incorporating conflicting paths.”114 In his description of Tantra, historian of religions Hugh B. 

Urban distinguishes between an academic and a popular understanding of the practice; the first 

one relating to a religious discipline found within Buddhism, Hinduism, and Jainism subsequent 

to the seventh century CE, considered to be notably extreme and unsafe due to its engagement 

in transgressive actions. Consumption of alcoholic beverages and meat along with engaging in 

sexual relations with members from lower castes are two examples of such actions. The popular 

definition is linked to sex according to Urban; Tantra is seen as ‘sacred sex’ and is intermixed 

with ‘Western’ occult practices such as Aleister Crowley’s sex magick. In addition to this, 

Urban describes Tantra as a prominent part of current ‘Western’ popular culture, as 

demonstrated by the number of videos, books, and web sites referring to it.115 Urban further 

 

111 Brown, “Introduction.” In The Roots of Tantra (2002), eds. Katherine Anne Harper and Robert L. Brown, 

3.  
112 David R. Kinsley, Tantric Visions of the Divine Feminine: The Ten Mahāvidyās (1997), 48. 
113 Kennet Granholm, “The Serpent Rises in the West: Positive Orientalism and Reinterpretation of Tantra in 

the Western Left-Hand Path” in Transformations and Transfer of Tantra in Asia and Beyond (2012), ed. Istvan 

Keul, 502. 
114 Timalsina, “Encountering the Other,” 275. 
115 Urban, Tantra, 2. 
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argues that Tantra is a “juxtaposition of conflicting forces”116 connecting “sex and spirituality, 

hedonism and transcendence, the profane and the sacred, even consumer capitalism and 

mystical ecstasy, in a variety of shifting configurations.”117 

Urban argues that processes of ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ conceptualizations such as the ones 

described above serves as foundation for the multifaceted concept of Tantra as a category 

towards which attitudes, to this date, is ever-changing. Historically speaking, Tantra has been 

ascribed adjectives such as ‘brutish,’ while presently it is revered among ‘Westerners,’ 

especially for its ‘pristine’ sexuality, unbound by ‘Western’ puritan values.118 

However, Tantra as a cohesive category is a quite new phenomenon, according to Urban. 

On the one hand, being described by Orientalists in the eighteenth century as the “most 

horrifying and degenerate aspect of the Indian mind;”119 on the other hand, being the result of 

nineteenth century (complex) scholarship. Urban claims that even if the scholarly and popular 

accounts on Tantra are manifold (and positive as well negative), they do share a perception of 

Tantra as being extreme: it is seen as the “most radical aspect of Indian spirituality.”120  

The connections between Tantra and ‘occult’ and ‘pagan’ ideas, alienates the tradition, an 

alienation which is even furthered by the fact that it is of ‘Oriental’ origin, Timalsina argues. 

Thus, it is vital that the discussions of Tantra in a ‘Western’ context seeks to dismantle the 

various structures of Tantra, which, in turn could entail an increased awareness considering 

cultural dynamism as a phenomenon; it is “essential to demonstrate the secret or unknowable 

character of the ‘Other’ that lies in the heart of Tantra in order to make sense of Tantra as an 

aspect of cultural dynamism,” Timalsina contends.121 Timalsina argues that the otherness of 

Tantra in part can be explained by the fact that Tantra is secretive and as such neither speaks 

 

116 Ibid., 16. 
117 Ibid. 
118 Ibid., 17. 
119 Ibid., 2. 
120 Ibid., 2. 
121 Timalsina, “Encountering the Other,” 278. 
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about itself, let alone speaks for itself. As such, Tantra defines itself through its otherness, rather 

than denying it.122 

Nonetheless, as explained by Timalsina, Tantric practices have most commonly within a 

Hindu context been seen as deviating, and as such been tangential within the larger Hindu 

culture. He links this to the Tantras, wherein practitioners are encouraged to turn away from 

the world. Therefore, Tantric devotees have a history of wanting to keep their practices hidden 

from people who are not initiated in the tradition. As a consequence, central terms within 

Tantric texts are for instance ‘supreme secret’ (parama rahasya) and ‘to be hidden’ (gopya). 

He also argues that this further emphasizes the otherness of Tantra in that it “stands as the 

opposite of missionary religions that want, with all their means to spread their teachings.”123 

The obscure nature of Tantra entails that there are expectations on how Tantric practitioners 

should act, one such example is the picturing of Tantrikas as “living ghouls.” What is more, 

Timalsina contends that the imaginings of Tantra have focused on left-hand practices, which, 

in turn depicts all practices of Tantra as ‘left hand.’ What is more, he points out that while 

particular Tantric features are assimilated and appropriated into the broader culture, Tantric 

identify in itself remains essentially ‘other.’124 

The negative view of Tantra is wide-spread in India as well as in the West today. In India 

this partly refers to the fact that Tantra transgresses the norms of brahmanical Hinduism. This 

view was however also largely affected during the colonial period. Orientalists, in general, 

shared a highly negative view of Hindu Tantra, which often referred to transgressions such as 

sexual ritual aspects, which eventually led reformers of Hinduism (who were affected by the 

views of said Orientalists) of the nineteenth and early twentieth century to a perceived need to 

erase Tantra from their notion of ‘Hinduism’ altogether.125 
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4.2.1 Arthur Avalon  

In the second decade of the twentieth century, Arthur Avalon emerged as an authority on 

Hindu Tantra, which he claimed had been misinterpreted. Avalon launched an attack upon the 

‘knowledge’ of ‘Western’ Orientalists, whom he claimed were accountable for the 

misinterpretation that had spread among the Indian middle class.126 Arthur Avalon has for a 

long time, and is continually, accepted as a pseudonym of the English Orientalist Sir John 

Woodroffe, 1865–1936, born to an English Catholic family in Calcutta, India, on the 15th of 

December 1865.127  

Kathleen Taylor however demonstrates that Avalon was in fact a pseudonym Woodroffe 

employed when co-operating with other authors. As demonstrated by Taylor, the Bengali 

scholar and vakil128 Atal Behari Ghose was the main person behind the pseudonym besides 

Woodroffe. Together the two created the persona ‘Arthur Avalon.’ Put simply, Ghose possessed 

an impressive textual knowledge in Tantric works, and was also well-educated in Sanskrit, 

knowledge Woodroffe in many cases lacked, but Woodroffe compensated this lack by being 

publicly known (as he was a prominent legal practitioner in Bengal for extended periods of his 

life).129 As we shall see in chapter 6, the Bengali Theosophist and Brahmin Baradā Kānta 

Majumdār who published several articles in The Theosophist also co-authored texts on Tantra 

with Woodroffe under the pseudonym. 

Avalon’s works, which were originally aimed at Indian readers, soon became well-known 

in the ‘West’ as well, to the extent that Avalon inspired ‘Westerners’ to convert to Buddhism 

or Hinduism. In his works, Avalon drew attention to metaphysical and secretive aspects of 

Tantra, which made the books controversial. To most, the attributes of Tantra were seen as 

highly questionable due to an inclusion of worship of goddesses over gods, rituals such as the 
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pañcatattva rite wherein meat, fish, sex, and alcohol were included. Tantra was often described 

in terms of ‘witchcraft,’ ‘black magic,’ ‘idolatry,’ and ‘paganism.’130  

The public response to Avalon’s writings was immense, something which was reflected in 

the multitude of articles and reviews of his works in periodicals, one of which was The 

Theosophist. His writings were also reviewed in other magazines, for instance newspapers 

(Indian- and British-owned alike), or the two literary journals from Bengal – Baśumati and 

Bhārat Varṣa which included many of his articles. Woodroffe was connected to, but never a 

member of, the T.S.131 

The greater parts of the Woodroffe/Avalon works were published during the years 1913–23. 

Among these works, some significant works include the translation of the Mahānirvāna 

Tantra, The Tantra of the Great Liberation (1913), the anthology Hymns to the Goddess, co-

authored with Woodroffe’s wife, under her nom-de-plume Ellen Avalon (1913), Shakti and 

Shâkta (1918) and The Serpent Power (1919). In his works, Avalon/Woodroffe mainly focused 

on philosophical aspects of Tantra which had permeated Hindu religion for millenniums, rather 

than rituals such as the pañcatattva. Avalon was one of (very) few European scholars who 

demonstrated a positive approach to Tantra.132 

His works led to a turning-point in depictions of Tantra. In these works, Avalon confronted 

“the orientalist use of language that Arthur Avalon … language which he claimed was the result 

of a sense of racial superiority allied to ignorance and prejudice.”133 The influence of Arthur 

Avalon cannot be underestimated; Avalon inspired contemporary and subsequent scholars and 

profoundly changed the study of Tantra. Many of his works still remain relevant for tantric 

studies. 

What was innovative about Avalon/Woodroffe was that he described Tantra as a philosophy 

rather than highlighting its magical aspects (which had been the case within previous 

descriptions of the notion). As such, it could be said that he went from one extreme to the other. 
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Contemporary research has, however, highlighted that both aspects (magic and philosophy) 

exist within Tantra. 

4.3 Theosophy 

In the first issue of The Theosophist (October 1879), the article “What is Theosophy?” 

emanating from the pen of H.P.B. was featured. In her article Theosophy is defined as 

…the archaic Wisdom-Religion, the esoteric doctrine once known in every ancient country having claims to 

civilization. This “Wisdom” all the old writings show us as an emanation of the divine Principle; and the clear 

comprehension of it is typified in such names as the Indian Buddh, the Babylonian Nebo, the Thoth of 

Memphis, the Hermes of Greece; in the appellations, also, of some goddesses—Metis, Neitha, Athena, the 

Gnostic Sophia, and finally—the Vedas, from the word “to know” Under this designation, all the ancient 

philosophers of the East and West, the Hierophants of old Egypt, the Rishis of Aryavart, the Theodidaktoi of 

Greece, included all knowledge of things occult and essentially divine. The Mercavah of the Hebrew Rabbis, 

the secular and popular series, were thus designated as only the vehicle, the outward shell which contained the 

higher esoteric knowledges. The Magi of Zoroaster received instruction and were initiated in the caves and 

secret lodges of Bactria; the Egyptian and Grecian hierophants had their apporrheta, or secret discourses, 

during which the Mysta became an Epopta—a Seer.134 

Theosophy, from the Greek words theos and sophia translates as “knowledge of God”135 or 

“divine wisdom,” a term with roots within gnostic and Neo-Platonist traditions, and, more 

precisely, from the Greek philosopher Porphyry (c. 234–c. 305 CE). The term was embraced 

by two persons active in American Spiritualist circles: the American H.S. Olcott and the 

German-Russian H.P.B., who claimed connections between their Society and ancient traditions, 

entailing that there was, inherent in all religions, an archaic truth.136   
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The doctrine Theosophy was the creation of H.P.B., 137  a doctrine which in 1875 was 

organized into the T.S. founded by the aforementioned H.P.B. and H.S. Olcott.138 Despite being 

established in New York, the T.S. dispersed across the world in a short period139 and moved its 

headquarters to India140 just a few years succeeding its inception;141 after travelling to Sri Lanka 

and India in 1878 the two countries became the T.S.’s new focal point, in Sri Lanka the two 

founders even converted to Buddhism, assumably making them the first Europeans converts to 

Buddhism.142 H.P.B. considered ancient India to be superior to any of the ‘Western’ nations. 

 

137 Maria Carlson, No Religion Higher than Truth: A History of the Theosophical Movement in Russia, 1875–
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Hinduism was praised by her in similar terms, as she considered it to be spiritually superior to 

any religion.143 Consequently, the T.S. incorporated concepts originating from Buddhism and 

Hinduism into its central tenets, conforming to their idea of a multireligious, global community 

focusing on comparative religious studies.144 

As has been noted by the late historian and scholar of Western esotericism, Nicholas 

Goodrick-Clarke (1953–2012), Indian philosophy formed an important aspect of Theosophy 

from the 1880s onwards: 

Through their travels, meetings, and contributors to the magazine, Blavatsky was swiftly exposed to Indian 

philosophy, in particular Samkara’s Advaita Vedanta, the Upanishads, and the Bhagavad Gita, which feature 

extensively in her articles and later works. Her preference for Advaita Vedanta related to its exposition of the 

ultimate reality as a monist, nontheistic, impersonal absolute. This nondualist view of Parabrahm as the 

universal divine principle would become the first fundamental proposition of The Secret Doctrine, which she 

began writing in 1883. In the same period, Blavatsky assimilated Buddhist ideas into her eclectic Theosophy, 

ultimately equating Buddhism and Advaita Vedanta as the common source of her esoteric doctrine.145  

H.P.B. and H.S. Olcott were originally engaged in Spiritualist circles in New York, as a 

medium and journalist, respectively. While certain ideas of Spiritualism, such as the prevalence 

of ‘spirits’ were rejected by the T.S., some of its members were engaged in both groups 

simultaneously. The two movements gained popularity during the nineteenth to twentieth 

centuries; the T.S., remarkably, gathered tens of thousands of devotees from all around the 

world in a short period.146 

The most significant among H.P.B.’s works, Isis Unveiled (1877) and The Secret Doctrine 

(1888) laid the foundation for the T.S.147 According to H.P.B., these works were dictated to her 

by the Masters of Theosophy.148 Theosophy, being described as “the Synthesis of Science, 
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Religion, and Philosophy” 149  which supposedly originated from antique esoteric customs, 

aimed at resolving a vacuum left by a church in decline, utilizing its ‘secret knowledge.’150 The 

Society’s insistence on the existence of a universal religion, wherein different religious 

traditions were considered manifestations, indicates that the T.S. did not aim at creating a new 

religion (as one could otherwise be led to believe).151  

Historian of ideas J.J. Clarke sums up the main tenet of Theosophy as a renewal of the 

philosophia perennis, and as considering all spiritual experiences as derivative from a unified 

and boundless foundation “which is spiritual in essence and which is manifested most 

conspicuously in individual enlightened souls.” 152  By incorporating Hindu and Buddhist 

concepts in her works, H.P.B.’s Theosophy combined concepts belonging to Buddhism, Hindu 

Vedānta and Western esotericism, among other things. Hindu and Buddhist terminology, such 

as karma, meditation, and reincarnation, was furthermore used by H.P.B. and the T.S. were 

responsible for the entering of several Hindu/Buddhist concepts into a European vocabulary. 

Even if H.P.B. claimed that a universal truth was to be found in all religions, she was critical of 

Christianity which she felt had forsaken certain truths, truths which therefore were only to be 

found in esoteric teachings. However, she considered these truths to have been protected in the 

East and therefore encouraged ‘Western’ occultists to “turn East” to regain this lost wisdom.153 

A potential answer to the question as to why Theosophy was introduced in the first place is 

provided by linguist Maria Carlson (1993), who describes post-Enlightenment Europe as 

distinguished on the one hand by a weakened church, whose religious authority was 

increasingly put into question, and on the other hand by scientific positivism detached from 

religion. As argued by Carlson, the occult doctrine of Theosophy, however, claimed to be able 

to approach God in a different manner – not by way of belief, but via science. In this context, 
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the displeased European intelligentsia, reluctant to favor either a susceptible church or the 

positivism of science, were provided a solution to their perceived dilemma.154 

From the 1880s onwards, the T.S. grew in popularity; in 1885 there were, remarkably, 121 

T.S. lodges. Among these, 106 ones were located in Sri Lanka, Myanmar, and India, nations 

where a majority of the T.S.: s members resided. Around ten years later, there were thousands 

of members worldwide, for instance, in 1900 there were 71 branches of the T.S. in America.155 

Goodrick-Clarke describes Theosophy in the West as “perhaps the single most important factor 

in the modern occult revival.”156  

Consecutive to H.P.B.: s death, Charles Webster (hereafter C.W.) Leadbeater (1854–1934) 

and Annie Besant’s works increasingly influenced the teachings of the T.S.157 In 1907, Annie 

Besant succeeded Olcott as president of the T.S. following his passing. This entailed a Society 

increasingly involved with India. Besant was also deeply engaged in the Indian independence 

movement. Theosophy, besides being considered attractive by the intellectuals of North 

America, Europe, and India, among others, also had a role to play in the construction of 

Singhalese reform Buddhism and affected the nineteenth to early twentieth centuries Hindu 

reform. Because of this Theosophy, according to historian of religions Michael Bergunder 

“provides an outstanding example of the complex entanglements of the global religious history 

of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.”158  

4.4 Occultism 

The word occultism derives from the Latin occultare (‘concealed,’ ‘secret,’ ‘hidden’) which 

in turn is based on the word celare (‘to hide’). The first time it appears is in the year 1120 in 

Psaultier d’Oxford. During this period, the concept was adopted to “refer to spheres of 

knowledge beyond everyday understanding, such as the mysterious operations of God.”159 

Subsequently, in the sixteenth century, the word was applied to denote aspects of knowledge 
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referring to hidden features within the natural world. Influential proponents of this perspective 

were the authors Henry Cornelius Agrippa (1486–1535), notably in his work De occulta 

philosophia libri tres (Three Books of Occult Philosophy, 1533), and the Dominican friar 

Giordano Bruno (1548–1700).160 

The definition of the word was altered during the nineteenth century. The sense in which 

occultism was applied by the French magician Éliphas Lévi (born Alphonse Louis Constant, 

1810–75), who was responsible for the popularization of occultism in France during the mid-

nineteenth century, related to “a particular construction of a coherent countercultural wisdom 

tradition, following a linear pattern, rather than a dynamic complex of rhizomatic currents.”161 

Lévi’s view was informed by Enlightenment thinkers who strived towards the creation of an 

independent identity. Following this, occultists initiated a search for an ‘ancient tradition.’ The 

latter definition of occultism is the definition most frequently referred to within contemporary 

scholarly accounts. This form of occultism has been traced by historian of religions Wouter J. 

Hanegraaff to the writers Franz Anton Mesmer (1734–1815) and Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–

1772).162  

As pointed out by Henrik Bogdan and Gordan Djurdjevic in the introduction to the anthology 

Occultism in a Global Perspective (2013) edited by the authors, following the popularization 

of occultism in France by Lévi, occultism was disseminated to other parts of the ‘West,’ among 

its most significant movements being the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn (established in 

1887 or 88).163 Lévi’s concept of occultisme was translated into other ‘Western’ languages 

during the nineteenth century. H.P.B. was, most likely, the one who made the term known in 

English following the publication of her article “A Few Questions to Hiraf” in 1875, which was 

published in an American Spiritualist journal. 164  Lévi’s works on esotericism are often 

considered as central works of occultism. One of his central ideas, as pointed out by historian 
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of religions Johan Nilsson, were crucial for the doctrine of Theosophy: his description of magic 

as transmittable through time and space was, as we have seen, of great importance for the 

doctrine of Theosophy.165   

During the French occult revival of the nineteenth century, Lévi’s works were hugely 

influential. Lévi described magic as “the summit of human knowledge and highest spiritual 

aspirations.”166 Some scholars identify Lévi’s works as the starting point of occultism. This 

view however is inaccurate, since Lévi within his works referred to already established practices 

of esotericism like mesmerism. Within scholarship on occultism, English and American forms 

of occultism have been highlighted most frequently. The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, 

the new religious movement of Thelema (founded by Aleister Crowley in the early 1900s) and 

the T.S. are among the most frequently discussed Anglo-American occult movements. 167 

Additionally, within earlier research on the subject, occultism has been described in terms of 

being a reaction against modernity and a scientific worldview. Contemporary scholars like 

Wouter J. Hanegraaff, Marco Pasi and Corinna Treitel have, however, described occultism as 

an integral part of modernity.168  

Bogdan and Djurdjevic describe occultism as distinguished by “hidden aspects of reality,”169 

i.e., aspects that are considered to be unreachable for the ordinary senses. The authors also point 

to the fact that occultism shares “a certain similarity with both science and religion but cannot 

be reduced to either of them.”170 Distinctive for the occult worldview is correlative thinking. 

Such thinking implies that the world is understood as “a network of mutually related sympathies 

or analogies.”171 Correlative thinking has, however, existed over time in different places such 

as China, India and the ‘West,’ and as such, the authors claim that “it represents a (near) 

universal human tendency.”172 Additionally, occultists strive towards spiritual perfection, i.e., 
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a wish to gain ‘perfect knowledge,’ gnosis. Gnosis as described by Bogdan and Djurdjevic is 

“shrouded in discourses of secrecy,”173 and is “often interpreted as a form of experimental 

knowledge which is non-communicable.”174 The attempt to attain gnosis has been present 

within Western esotericism from late antiquity onwards.175  

The term ‘esotericism’ derives from the French historian Jacques Matter’s (1791–1864) 

work Histoire critique du gnosticisme et de son de influence (1828). As such, as pointed out by 

Christopher Partridge in the introduction to the anthology The Occult World (2016), edited by 

Partridge, the term which arose within academic discourse also became that term which 

academics refer to today (Western esotericism).176 Western esotericism often intersects with 

what is referred to as occultism, its most important areas being tarot, alchemy, magic, and more. 

Bogdan and Djurdjevic depart from occultism as ‘modernized’ forms of Western esotericism, 

i.e., esotericism that has been reinterpreted because of factors such as globalization and 

modernity.177 Occultism, as such, is a specific aspect within Western esotericism but, however, 

as pointed out by Djurdjevic and Bogdan occultism is changeable when disseminated to new 

surroundings.178  The collection of texts edited by Bogdan and Djurdjevic are intended to 

demonstrate that occultism rather than being a British or French phenomenon rather is “a 

Western esoteric current that has travelled around the world, having been reinterpreted in a 

number of different ways.”179  

In Gordan Djurdjevic’s work India and the Occult: The Influence of South Asian Spirituality 

on Modern Western Occultism (2014), Djurdjevic describes esotericism as referring “to both 

ideas and associated activities that operate within hidden or secret knowledge, representing 

inner aspects of normative religion, often fully accessible only to a select circle of initiates and 

expressed in a particular, frequently coded, mode of discourse.”180 Djurdjevic further describes 
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esotericism as a phenomenon which is expressed in many different regional variations. 

According to Djurdjevic, Western variations of esotericism are distinguished by performative 

and textual traditions with roots in Late Antiquity, with Alexandrian Hermeticism, and is 

represented today by the many new religious movements (NRM:s).181  

Partridge describes that throughout ‘Western’ history, a set of philosophical and theological 

currents  which have been considered “as profane within some religious cultures and as 

regressive and irrational within certain secular discourses”182 have been present. During the 

Renaissance such topics were increasingly discussed, something which in turn related to a 

rediscovery of archaic texts. Such discussions furthermore led to occult features being 

increasingly integrated within the society. Hence, individuality was increasingly enhanced, via 

a Christianity which had lost much of its authority in ‘Western’ society; established authorities 

were being increasingly put under question.183 

Despite many differing practices and understandings related to occultism, historian of 

religions Marco Pasi points out a few shared characteristics. One important element, which also 

holds true in the case of Theosophy, is the hostility towards Christianity. Occultists frequently 

drew inspiration from non-Christian traditions, such as Asian religions, or ‘pagan’ traditions, 

or the two combined (as evidently is the case of the T.S.). Within the T.S., this combination 

encouraged several conflicts; on the one hand there were members who above all embraced 

pagan traditions and on the other hand there were members encouraging Asian religions in 

particular. Pasi also highlights the importance of individual spiritual experiences, accomplished 

through various techniques, e.g., ceremonial magic and alchemy, and later on, yoga, as well.184 

Yet another crucial aspect of occultism is the experienced need to separate itself from other 

contemporary movements, for instance Spiritism. This relates to the fact that occultists claimed 

to be different compared to spiritualists on several points. One example of such an instance is 

that occultists tended to dismiss spiritualists for not appreciating the “esoteric tradition 
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transmitted through the ages by initiates,”185 which was “rejected by spiritualists, who usually 

preferred to emphasize the purely empirical, matter-of-fact nature of their practices and their 

independence from any ancient tradition.”186 

4.5 Positioning 

Tantra is not the easiest concept to define; within academia there is as of yet no consensus 

as to how Tantra should be defined.187 This has to do with several things. Firstly, it relates to 

the fact that Tantra has evolved during such a long time period (and continually does so due to 

it being a living tradition). Secondly, the attempts at a definition made by Orientalists (and, 

Theosophists, as we shall see) in the nineteenth century have made a definition a difficult 

task.188 This thesis, however, will depart from Tantra as secretive traditions dependent on 

initation (dīkṣā) and oral instruction, characterized by a guru-disciple-relationship. The ritual 

aspects of Tantra are maintained throughout the thesis, practices wherein its disciples ultimately 

seek liberation (mokṣa). Additionally, the thesis’ focus will be upon Hindu Tantra, with a few 

exceptions, something which relates to the fact that Hindu Tantra is the most frequently 

discussed form of Tantra within the Theosophical periodicals. This, in turn, has to do with the 

T.S.’s intimate relationship with colonial India, as we have seen in section 4.3.  

Turning to the case of occultism and esotericism, contemporary scholarship on esotericism 

has increasingly discussed the issue of the word ‘Western’ in the research field of Western 

esotericism. Some scholars consider that the ‘Western’ should be avoided altogether, 

considering it as problematic due to its connections to Orientalist worldviews, or being 

recognized as too vague. Kennet Granholm, for instance, has discussed the issue in Henrik 

Bogdan and Gordan Djurdjevic’s anthology Occultism in a Global Perspective (2013), in the 

chapter “Locating the West: Problematizing the Western in Western Esotericism and 

Occultism.”  

 

185 Ibid., 1367. 
186 Ibid. 
187 Robert L. Brown, “Introduction” in The Roots of Tantra (2003), eds. Katherine Anne Harper and Robert L. 

Brown, 1–2.  
188 Padoux, The Hindu Tantric World, xv-xvi. 
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This thesis departs from Henrik Bogdan and Gordan Djurdjevic’s definition of occultism as 

a changeable phenomenon, expressed variously via its different regional manifestations. As 

such, the  thesis furthermore is linked  to the ongoing discussions of the issue with the ‘Western’ 

in Western esotericism. I argue that Theosophy should not be distinguished as a ‘Western’ 

occult movement, in the sense that it has been largely influenced and developed in the ‘East,’ 

by ‘Eastern’ religion and philosophy, ‘Eastern’ intellectuals, writers and religious experts.  
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5 Analysis 

In this chapter, the analysis is presented. The chapter is divided into five parts. In section 

5.1, I demonstrate the steps taken when the analysis was conducted. In 5.2, I discuss the first 

theme, Tantra as Magic, followed by a discussion, in section 5.2.1. In section 5.3, the second 

theme, Tantra as Yoga is presented and discussed in section 5.3.1. Hereafter, the analysis’ last 

theme is presented, in section 5.4, Tantra as Science. Thereafter follows a discussion in section 

5.4.1. In section 5.5, I will include the accounts on Tantra described in the Theosophical 

periodicals after the entry of Arthur Avalon, previously described in section 4.2. Thereafter 

follows a final discussion, in section 5.5.1. 

5.1 Analysis 

The descriptions analyzed in the following chapter are written by both South Asian and 

‘Western’ authors, with opinions on Tantra ranging from attempts to construct Tantra in a way 

which opposes views on Tantra as an essentially ‘left’ practice, as well as highly negative 

opinions on Tantra. While some authors are anonymous, or writing under initials or 

pseudonyms, I have included a background of the authors if I was able to find historical 

accounts. The articles are presented in a chronological order in the chapter. This enables us to 

follow the development of the discussions on Tantra. As discussed in 3.2.1, departing from my 

code-words I came up with three categories, which I will now discuss.  

5.2 Tantra as Magic  

In the Theosophical periodicals, Tantra is frequently referred to as magical practices. 

Additionally, a division between ‘black’ versus ‘white’ magic is repeatedly established.  

The starting point for discussions on Tantra within the framework of Theosophical 

periodicals is found in The Theosophist in its December 1879 issue. In the second out of three 

parts (the first being published in October the same year) of his autobiography, Dayānanda 

Sarasvatī discusses his first encounter with Tantras in a very negative manner, describing that: 
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But no sooner had I opened them, than my eye fell upon such an amount of incredible obscenities, 

mistranslations, misinterpretations of text and absurdity, that I felt, perfectly horrified.189 

 

In a similar vein, he describes being shocked and repulsed upon reading descriptions of 

Tantric rituals: 

 
In this Ritual I found that incest was permitted with mothers, daughters, and sisters (of the Shoemaker’s caste), 

as well as among the Pariahs or the outcastes, —and worship was performed in a perfectly nude state............. 

Spirituous liquors, fish, and all kind of animal food, and Moodra (exhibition of indecent images)........ were 

allowed, from Brahmin down to Máng.190 
 

After this, Sarasvatī moves on to a discussion of pañca makāra (‘the five M’s,’ previously 

discussed in sections 1.1 and 4.2): 

 
And it was explicitly stated that all those five things of which the name commences with the nasal m, as for 

instance, Madya (intoxicating liquor); Meen (fish); Máons (flesh); Moodra........; and Maithoon.............. were 

so many means for reaching Muktee191 (salvation)! By actually reading the whole contents of the Tantrás I 

fully assured myself of the craft and viciousness of the authors of this disgusting literature which is regarded 

as RELIGIOUS! I left the place and went to Shreenagar…. 

Taking up my quarters at a temple, on Kedár Ghát, I used these Tantrás as weapons against the local pandits, 

whenever there was an opportunity for discussion.192 

 

Sarasvatī’s account of Tantra is however contested by an anonymous writer: in the February 

1880 edition of The Theosophist, H.P.B. features a letter from a “Bengali friend:”   

 

 

189  Dayānanda Sarasvatī, “The Autobiography of Dayánund Saraswati,” in The Theosophist, v. 1, n. 3, 

December 1879, 66. 
190  The Matang (or Mang) community is a Dalit group living in southwest India (primarily in the state 

Maharashtra). Here, Sarasvatī implies that members of the highest varṇa, or social class, engaged in tantric 

practice alongside members from the lowest varna (Dalits were even placed outside the varṇa system at this 

time). Earlier in the text, Sarasvatī also refers to the ‘Shoemaker’s caste’ and ‘Pariahs’ in a negative manner. 

Sarasvatī, “The Autobiography of Dayánund Saraswati,” 66. 
191 Mukti is a synonym to the Hindu concept of mokṣa (‘liberation’ or ‘freedom’), and entails the supreme goal 

of religious endeavor i.e., a state of emancipation in which the devotee is liberated from births and rebirths. 
192 Sarasvatī, “The Autobiography of Dayánund Saraswati,” 67. 
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A Bengali friend writes: “The Swami Dayánund was in error when he condemned the Tantras. He has evidently 

seen the black Tantra and rejected all in disgust. But the Tantras alone contain all that has been discovered 

regarding the mysteries of our nature. They contain more than the Veds, Patanjali, Sankhya and other ancient 

works on Yoga philosophy. In Tantra alone there are hundreds of essays on Yoga, black and white magic. 

Unfortunately it is written in Bengali character or I would send it for your Library. The Dnaneshwari referred 

to in the January number of your magazine is a Tantric work.”193 

 

Two months later, in the April 1880 issue of The Theosophist, The Bengali Brahmin Baradā 

Kānta Majumdār 194  seeks to restore the reputation of Tantras in the article “Tantric 

Philosophy”: 

 
It is deeply to be regretted that the Tantras have not found favour with some scholars and truth-seekers of this 

country. People generally feel as if an intuitive repugnance at the very name of Tantra, which seems to associate 

with it all that is impure, ignoble and immoral; but yet there are many Tantras hiding in their neglected pages 

golden keys which may well help the earnest pilgrim to open the sealed gates of mysterious nature.195 

 

Instead, he claims that the Tantras are “invaluable treasure[s]”196 for many reasons, and 

furthermore highlight their esoteric nature by comparing ‘Tantriks’ to Freemasons and 

Rosicrucians:  

 
The Tantras are an invaluable treasure, embracing besides religion and theology, law and medicine, cosmology, 

yoga, spiritualism, rules regarding the elementaries and almost all the branches of transcendental philosophy. 

They are over 160 in number, but written as they are in the Bengali character, and their study being confined 

among a very few of the Tantrik sect, the world at large has been deprived of the knowledge of what they really 

 

193 “A Bengali Friend,” Letter in The Theosophist, v. 1, n. 5, February 1880, 113. 
194 Baradā Kānta Majumdār (dates of birth and death unknown) was an early member of the T.S. and a scholar 

of Tantra. Majumdār published works on Tantra, some of which were written together with Sir John Woodroffe 

under the alias Arthur Avalon, previously discussed in section 4.2.1. Majumdār for instance wrote the 

introductory chapter, “Introduction: Vaidik and Tāntrik Systems of Spiritual Culture Compared” in the second 

volume of the Tantratattva of Sivacandra Vidyarnava (Woodroffe’s Tantric guru), a work which was titled 

Principles of Tantra in English (2 volumes, 1914).  
195 Ibid. 
196 Ibid. 
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are. The Tantriks like the Freemasons and Rosicrucians studiously hide their books and secrets from the outside 

world.197 

 

He explains that he wants to 

 
…disabuse the minds of the Tantra-haters of their misconception about this very instructive and interesting 

branch of the Hindu literature...198 

 

In the rest of the article, Majumdār focuses on an interpretation of the Mahānirvāṇa Tantra. 

Majumdār’s articles were featured in The Theosophist several times, for instance in July 1880 

the article “A Glimpse of Tantrik Occultism” was featured. This article will be discussed in 

section 6.4. 

In the June 1883 of The Theosophist, the article “The Tantras” written by T.S. (an article 

which will be further discussed in 6.3) describe the majority of Tantric works as black magic: 

The Tantric works deal greatly, in addition to Brahma Yoga and other with what is called “Mantra Yoga.” The 

latter is divided into six branches, viz., - Maran, Ucliatan, Stumbhan, Vasikaram, Sanmohan, and Santikarman. 

With the exception of the last, the first five are what is known as black magic...199 

As such these texts are: 

… included in the Manava Dharma (the old law) of Manu and the works of other sages in the list of prohibitions, 

the practice of which, under the names of Abhisar and Mulakarma is classed with capital sins (Upapatakas).200 

H.P.B. writes a footnote to this article, rejecting the views of Hindu reformers on Tantras, 

by distinguishing between ‘white’ and ‘black’ tantras:  

For reasons of their own, the Aryas or the “reformers,” as they and the Brahmos call themselves, regard all the 

Tantras as the most abominable works on sorcery that inculcate immorality. Some of the Tantric works and 

commentaries are certainly prohibited on account of their dealing with necromancy (modern Spiritualism). But 

the meaning in the real old Tantras remaining a dead letter to the uninitiated Hindus, very few can appreciate 

 

197 Ibid. 
198 Ibid. 
199 T.S. “The Tantras” in The Theosophist, v. 4, n. 45, June 1883, 227. 
200 Ibid. 
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their worth. Some of the “White” Tantras, especially the one treated upon in the present article, contain 

extremely important information for the Occultists.—Ed.201 

 

In the December 1883 issue of The Theosophist, in the article “Mystic Lore: Shamanism and 

Witchcraft amongst the Kolarian Tribes,” Miad Koyora Koria Hon 202  describes two 

communities, the “Múndás and Hós of Singbhoom and Chutia Nagpur.”203 The author links the 

practices of these groups to Tantra: 

The people themselves say that these practices are peculiar, to their race and not learnt from the Hindu invaders 

of their plateau, but from what I have read times in the Theosophist of the Tantric ceremonies, I am inclined to 

think that some at least of the operations have a strong savour of the Tantric Black Magic about, them, though 

practised by people who are often entirely ignorant of any Hindu language.204 

As an example of such a rite he claims the initiation of the ‘Sokha’205 as linked to Tantra: 

During the initiation of the Sokha certain ceremonies are performed at night by aid of a human corpse, this is 

one of the things which has led me to think that this part at least of these practices is connected with Tantric 

black-magic.206  

In the August 1884 issue of  The Theosophist, D.D.K. discusses Tantra in the article “Adepts 

and Magicians: Occultism in India,” D.D.K. refers to different forms of spiritual culture which 

is furthermore claimed to have been present in India since ancient times. Among forms of such 

spiritual culture, the author claims that ‘adeptship’ is the most superior.207 

 

201 Footnote by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, T.S. “The Tantras,” in The Theosophist, v. 4, n. 45, June 1883, 

226. 
202 I was unable to find any information on Miad Koyora Koria Hon but the affixed initials ‘F.T.S.’ (Fellow of 

the Theosophical Society) reveal that the author was a member of the T.S.  
203 Miad Koyora Koria Hon, “Mystic Lore: Shamanism and Witchcraft amongst the Kolarian Tribes” in The 

Theosophist, v. 5, n. 51, December 1883, 89. 
204 Ibid. 
205 The closest English synonym to sokhā is ‘counter-sorcerer.’ 
206 Koyora Koria Hon, “Mystic Lore,” 90. 
207 D.D.K., “Adepts and Magicians: Occultism in India” in The Theosophist, v. 5, n. 59, August 1884, 261. 
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After a discussion on ‘real adepts,’ such as the Theosophical Masters, and ‘quacks,’ such as 

Fakirs, 208  ‘first’ and ‘second’ rate yogis and haṭha yogis, 209  the author moves on to a 

description of sects of ceremonial magic, where Sufis210 are included.211 Thereafter, the author 

refers to the “left hand path,” out of which members are “more nearly sorcerers than occultist.” 

These sorcerers he refers to as ‘black Tantrikas,’ while also acknowledging the existence of 

‘white Tantrikas.’ Regarding the ‘black Tantrikas,’ D.D.K. comments:  

The black Tantrikas, including Kapalikas, Aghoris, &c., go through all the mystical ceremonies that can be 

imagined and have horrible rites and incantations, invoking the aid of some of the worst principles in nature,—

dangerous elementaries and still more vile and dangerous elementals. They act independently, using their 

powers for the purpose of punishing their enemies or gratifying their own personal feelings of passion and 

revenge, believing this to be a meritorious act enjoined by the gods, and the only way to obtain salvation.212 

He furthermore claims that these ‘black Tantrikas’ possess great powers but that 

…they cannot generally injure the good and pure, whose moral nature is strong, yet the danger from them is 

very great to all who indulge in some one leading passion in life. This danger exists especially for such as study 

occultism, as long as there is a weak point in their moral armour, because through this loop-hole these sorcerers 

can pour in all sorts of harm.213 

 

208 Fakir (faqīr, Arabic for ‘poor’) refers to ‘holy men’ who are believed to occupy extraordinary powers. The 

term originated within Muslim traditions but subsequently has been used to refer to practitioners of Hindu 

traditions as well, up to a point where it has been used synonymously with terms such as sadhu or gosvāmin 

as well. 
209 Haṭha yoga is a form of yoga which applies physical techniques referred to as haṭha (‘force’). The oldest 

textual sources have been traced to the Amṛtasiddhi which is dated to the 11th century CE. The 

Haṭhayogapradīpikā (dated to the 15th century CE) is generally acknowledged as one of the most influential 

texts connected to the practice. 
210 Sufis refers to practitioners of Sufism, i.e., mystical traditions within Islam. Sufism can be divided into 

several different practices, but a focus on a personal experience of God is generally acknowledged. 
211 D.D.K., “Adepts and Magicians: Occultism in India,” 261–62. 
212 Ibid., 262. 
213 Ibid. 
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D.D.K. subsequently refers to a “a kind of adeptship, which, though true and orthodox at 

first, has, by the sacrifices of the spirit to the letter, fallen nearly as low as the black Tantrika 

practices.” This adeptship214 is however not mentioned by name.215 

The author furthermore claims that Kālī has been misinterpreted by ‘thugs’ – most likely 

referring to devotees of Tantra:  

Weapons are seen in her hand, and her ornaments consist of a garland of decapitated beads of Asuras (Giants) 

and a waistband of their dismembered limbs with blood streaming out of them- It is Kali, or Bhawani, the deity 

so misconceived and abused by the Thugs, of vile memory.216 

D.D.K. then refers to the following anecdote: 

I knew another person who told me that there was a man who lived near Calcutta in a place celebrated for the 

practice of Tantrika rites. He used to sit near a corpse and practise incantations. A friend of my informant, who 

had discovered the Tantrika, learnt some secrets from him, and, armed with this power, became very successful 

in life, and is now practising in one of the law-courts. My informant gave up meddling with such things very 

soon. After using these arts for two or three days, he got terribly frightened by a hideous figure appearing 

before him. Had he persevered, the consequence would have been that he would have found himself 

irrecoverably lost, because powers in black magic require an amount of determined selfishness that must render 

a man lost to every sense of moral obligation.217 

In The Theosophist from May 1885, in the article “The Left Hand Path” written by an 

anonymous author, the division of white and black magic versus the right- and left-hand path 

are discussed. Whereas white magic is described as “the legitimate and good department of this 

research [occult science],”218 black magic is described as “maleficent and bad.”219 The right-

hand path is described by the author as “the pursuit of divine wisdom,”220 whereas the left-hand 

path is described as “that of unlawful knowledge.”221 

 

214 Adeptship or adeptness refers to the state of being an adept and has specifically been employed within 

Theosophical contexts.  
215 D.D.K., “Adepts and Magicians: Occultism in India,” 262. 
216 Ibid., 263. 
217 Ibid. 
218 Anonymous, “The Left Hand Path” in The Theosophist, v. 6, n. 68, May 1885, 185. 
219 Ibid. 
220 Ibid. 
221 Ibid. 
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Tantric practitioners are connected to black magic and the left-hand path. In a passage, the 

author compares “practitioners of sorcery”222 of Middle Age Europe to “Black Tantrikas of 

India of today.”223 The author claims that both groups  

 
…profaned the grave, made drinks and salves of the fat and blood of corpses, resorted to the most horrible rites 

and ceremonies, and went down from steep to steep of lust and infamy, until nature could bear the strain no 

longer, and they died usually in the most appalling torment, if they did not suffer at the hands of their incensed 

contemporaries.224 

 
Additionally, the author claims that “even” necromancy has a tradition of distinguishing 

between ‘black’ and ‘white’ methods. The ‘black’ side refers to the one quoted above, i.e., the 

inclusion of ‘horrible’ rites and ceremonies, such as grave profanation. To ‘white’ methods, 

however, the author counts prayers, or mantras, perfumes, ceremonies, and magical 

pentacles.225  
In the article “The Idyll of the White Lotus,” in the July 1886 issue of The Theosophist, an 

author writing under the nom de plume The Solar Sphinx reviews the book The Idyll of the 

White Lotus (1884, written by the English Theosophist Keningale Cook, 1851–1927, under the 

pseudonym Mabel Collins). The author claims that the author describes “the Egyptian fate and 

the Egyptian priesthood,”226 

…when their religion had already begun to lose its purity and degenerate into a system of Tantric worship 

contaminated and defiled by black magic, unscrupulously used for selfish and immoral purposes.227 

In Lucifer, May 1888, the article “Occultism Versus the Occult Arts” written by an 

anonymous author is featured. Here, the author discusses four esoteric knowledges or sciences 

in the “exoteric Purânas.”228 In this context, Tantra is described as belonging to the second 

description of such knowledge, or science: 

 

 

222 Ibid. 
223 Ibid. 
224 Ibid. 
225 Ibid. 
226 The Solar Sphinx, “The Idyll of the White Lotus” in The Theosophist, v. 7, n. 82, July 1886, 656. 
227 Ibid. 
228 Anonymous, “Occultism Versus the Occult Arts” in Lucifer, v. 2, n. 9, May 1888, 175. 
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There are four (out of the many other) names of the various kinds of Esoteric Knowledge or Sciences given, 

even in the exoteric Purânas.  

There is (1) Yajna-Vidya, knowledge of the occult powers awakened in Nature by the performance of certain 

religious ceremonies and rites. (2) Mahavidya, the “great knowledge” the magic of the Kabalists and of the 

Tantrika worship, often Sorcery of the worst description. (3) Guhya-Vidya, knowledge of the mystic powers 

residing in Sound (Ether), hence in the Mantras (chanted prayers or incantations) and depending on the rhythm 

and melody used; in other words a magical performance based on Knowledge of the Forces of Nature and their 

correlation; and (4) ATMA-VIDYA, a term which is translated simply “Knowledge of the Soul,” true Wisdom 

by the Orientalists, but which means far more.229 

 

In the July 1888 issue of The Theosophist, in “Precipitated Pictures in New York” H.S. 

Olcott refers to Tantra as black magic when referring to a Mrs. Debar, a medium he claims 

to be a “swindler,” a “drunkard,” and an “immoral person.”230 He is however not surprised 

by her poor mediumship: 

…we, in India, will not be surprised: we have only to look at the vileness and debauchery which characterize 

the midnight rites of our sorcerers, the practitioners of Black Tantra Shastra, who summon phantoms and force 

elementals to do their bidding.231 

 

In an anonymous review in Lucifer February 1889 of Qabbalah, the Philosophical Writings 

of Solomon Ben Yehudah Ibn Gebirol (Or Avicebron) by Isaac Myer (1836–1902),232 the author 

criticizes Myer for claiming that the mysteries of ‘Practical Qabbalah’233 will be discovered in 

the Tantras:234 

 

229 Ibid. 
230 H.S. Olcott, “Precipitated Pictures in New York” in The Theosophist, v. 9, n. 106, July 1888, 585. 
231 Ibid. 
232 Isaac Myer (1836–1902) was an American author who wrote several books on occultism. His most famous 

works include The Qabalah (1888) and Scarabs (1894). Historian of religions Boaz Huss has conducted recent 

research on Myer in his chapter “The Qabbbalah of the Hebrews and the Ancient Wisdom-Religion of Asia: 

Isaac Myer and the Kabbalah in America” in Kabbalah in America: Ancient Lore in the New World (2020), 

ed. Brian Ogren.  
233 Kabbalah (‘tradition’ in Hebrew) are Jewish mystic traditions originating in the 12th century CE. Kabbalah 

is mainly an oral tradition since initiation requires a teacher who protects the adept from possible dangers 

linked to mystical practice. 
234 Anonymous, review of Qabbalah, the Philosophical Writings of Solomon Ben Yehudah Ibn Gebirol (Or 

Avicebron) in Lucifer, v. 3, n. 18, February 1889, 510. 
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It is evident that he has “not as yet had an opportunity of seeing any of the latter.” For, had he examined them 

he would have soon found out that the Tantras, as they now stand, are the embodiment of ceremonial black 

magic of the darkest dye. A “Tantrika,” he who practises the Tantras, in their dead letter, is synonymous with 

“Sorcerer” in the phraseology of the Hindus. Blood— human and animal— corpses and ghosts have the most 

prominent place in the paraphernalia used for the practical necromancy and rites of Tantrika worship. But it is 

quite true, that those Kabalists who dabble in the ceremonial magic as described and taught by Eliphas Levi, 

are as full blown Tantrikas as those of Bengal.235 

 

In an excerpt from her short story The Ensouled Violin, published in Lucifer in March 1892, 

H.P.B. describes the usage of human corpses within Tantric, ‘black magic’ practices: 

 
Human organs are often used by the Eastern Black Magician, so-called, and it is an averred fact that some 

Bengali Tantrikas (reciters of tantras, or “invocations to the demon,” as a reverend writer has described them) 

use human corpses, and certain internal and external organs pertaining to them, as powerful magical agents for 

bad purposes.236 

 

In a review featured in the December 1892 issue of The Theosophist, S.E.G.237 reviews an 

article called “Schools of Occultism”238 and points out that 

…Tantrik practices which are of the “Black” kind, are totally condemned by Dhârmasastras239 and heavy 

penances prescribed for the same.240 

 

 

235 Ibid. 
236 Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, “The Ensouled Violin” in Lucifer, v. 10, n. 55, March 1892, 15. 
237 These initials could refer to S.E. Gopalacharlu, who authored the review of Max Müller’s Theosophy or 

Psychological Religion (1891), featured in the August 1893 issue of The Theosophist, previously discussed in 

section 6.3. In the review, he uses the initials S.E.G. when referring to himself. 
238 There is no reference to the author of the reviewed article, nor when or where it was published. 
239 The Dharmaśāstras (dharma refers to religious and moral duties, although there is no direct translation to 

English, whereas śāstras can be translated to treatises) are texts which focuses on law and conduct. This group 

of Sanskrit literature contains more than 5000 titles and can be divided into three categories, smritis, sutras and 

nibhandas. Material from the Dharmaśāstras was implemented by the British colonialist in the Anglo-Hindu 

Law, 1772–1864, which applied to Hindus, Buddhists, Jains, and Sikhs.  
240 S.E.G., “Reviews: Our Magazines” in The Theosophist, v. 14, n. 03, December 1892, 183. 
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The division of Tantra as white or black magic is yet again described in the article “Scraps 

from a Hindu Note-Book: More about the Hindû Religion,” in the February 1893 issue of 

Lucifer. Here, the author Kali Prasanna Mukherji departs from Tantra as a practice of either 

‘white’ or ‘black’ magic: 

 
The Tantrik ceremonies are either white or black. Three things are essential in all such ceremonies, viz., the 

Mantra, the Tantra, and the Will; while a few of the Tantras give valuable hints on Brahma-Upsana, others 

teach Black Magic pure and simple.241 

 

In September 1893, Purnendu Narayan Sinha242 in The Theosophist, reviews Max Müller’s 

(1823–1900)243  article “Esoteric Hinduism” (published in the May 1893 issue of the The 

Nineteenth Century, a British literary magazine which was published monthly, 1877–1968). 

Here, Sinha argues that the Indian people are indebted to Müller for his “services as an 

Orientalist,”244 being “one of the very few that have entered on a study of our Sastras with a 

sympathetic heart and without any bias of their own.”245 Sinha, however, is disappointed by 

Müller’s assessment of H.P.B. as unable to add extended knowledge of Hinduism and 

Buddhism due to her lack of knowledge of Sanskrit or Pali.246 

 

241 Kali Prasanna Mukherji, “Scraps from a Hindu Note-Book: More about the Hindû Religion” in Lucifer, v. 

11, n. 66, February 1893, 478. 
242 Purnendu Narayan Sinha (dates of birth and death unknown) was a fellow of the T.S. in India. 
243 Friedrich Max Müller (1823–1900) was a German Orientalist (here, the word Orientalist signifies a scholar 

whose scholarly interest lies in the ‘Orient’), and one of the most distinguished scholars in the field of Indian 

studies in Europe during the nineteenth century; at one point he was considered the world’s foremost scholar 

on Indian studies. Müller’s scholarship heavily influenced Olcott and H.P.B. Müller studied at the University 

of Leipzig and majored in ‘Oriental’ languages (including Sanskrit) and held a doctorate in philosophy which 

he earned in 1843 at the young age of 19. Among his works, his translation of the Ṛgveda is among the most 

acknowledged, a work which earned him a reputation in India and Europe alike. Müller is also celebrated as 

the founder of the study of comparative religion. Besides this, he was influential in academic and political 

circles. Isaac Lubelsky, “Friedrich Max Müller vs. Madame Blavatsky: A Chronicle of a (Very) Strange 

Relationship” in Theosophical Appropriations Esotericism, Kabbalah, and the Transformations of Traditions 

(2016), eds. Julie Chajes and Boaz Huss, 73–79. 
244 Purnendu Narayan Sinha, “Esoteric Hinduism” in The Theosophist, v. 14, n. 12, September 1893, 749. 
245 Ibid. 
246 Ibid. 
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Sinha extends his critique by claiming that Müller fails to recognize any of the positive 

contributions made by Theosophy, claiming that Hindus were unable to view their philosophy 

in a scientific light before the influence of Theosophy, leading to a loss of Eastern Science.247 

What is more, Sinha discusses “mantras and their correlations,” 248  as well as the 

Śaiva Tantras which, he claims, have been lost in the “fallen days of India,”249 but luckily made 

accessible by “Theosophy alone.”250 Additionally, he claims that Theosophy is responsible for 

the only attempt to “lift the veil of mystery over the Tantrika Yantras.”251  Such study, he 

argues, “can alone give a clue to the Mahavidyas,252 which are different manifestations of S'akti 

or Divine Energy.”253  

In highlighting the importance of Tantras for Tantric practice, Sinha claims that within 

contemporary Tantra black magic is commonly practiced, since devotees of “the five higher 

vidyas”254 are rare to find. Additionally, Sinha claims practitioners to ignore ‘real philosophy’ 

and ‘real science.’ This, in turn, results in, in the worst case, to  

 
…the prevalence of the Black Arts and Black Magic. Men are called Siddhas if they can only control the lower 

powers for the gratification of their passions and for the attainment of selfish objects. Mantras directed to 

Devayonis are known as Black Mantras and their votaries are called Black Magicians, or Tántrikas of the Black 

Marga. Unfortunately their number is large and it is through them that the Black Tantras have attained a larger 

 

247 Ibid., 751–52. 
248 Ibid., 754. 
249 Ibid. 
250 Ibid. 
251 Ibid. 
252 The Mahāvidyās are Hindu Tantric goddesses, which, in many accounts are listed as ten. Kinsley lists the 

following ten Mahāvidyās, in the following order, as most common within contemporary sources: 1. Kālī, 2. 

Tārā, 3. Tripura-sundarī, 4. Bhuvaneśvarī, 5. Chinnamastā, 6. Bhairavī, 7. Dhimayas, 8. Bagalāmukhī, 9. 

Mātaṅgī and 10. Kamalā. The number of Mahāvidyās are within most accounts ten, although some 

descriptions include more than that. The Nāradapañcarātra, for instance, counts the Mahāvidyās to seven 

million, whereas the Niruttara-tantra lists eighteen. The goddesses included into such descriptions also 

varies. However, Kālī and Tārā are always included in the first and second places among the Mahāvidyās in 

the various accounts. Kinsley, Tantric Visions of the Divine Feminine, 9–14. The entirety of Kinsley’s work 

is greatly informative on the Mahāvidyās. 
253 Sinha, “Esoteric Hinduism,” 754. 
254 Ibid. 
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circulation than others. It is therefore necessary to have a wide and comprehensive view of the S’akti Tantras, 

to save their followers from the tremendous abuses that have crept into their system. Vaishnavism is, to some 

extent, the outgrowth of a re-actionary spirit against the Tántrika abuses. But the evil tendencies of man have 

always succeeded more or less in asserting themselves at all times.255 

 

As such, he claims Theosophy to be 
 

…the latest, and, I believe, the most powerful movement in India against the Black Tantras and as such deserves 

the best thanks of the people. I have given a bird’s eye view of the inner life of a Hindu. But the little that has 

been given is sufficient to dispel the notion that there is no esotericism in Hinduism. Orientalists have been put 

on a wrong scent, through the study of archaic books, which can give no idea of Hinduism as a living religion, 

and they are often apt to make only partial generalisations and vague inferences.256 

 

In the October 1893 issue of Lucifer, the article “The Religion of the Hindus,”257 by Kali 

Prasanna Mukherji is featured. Mukherji describes different ‘Mârgas’: 258  firstly ‘Tantra 

Mârga,’ which is described as “the Religion of Shakti,” Bhakti Mârga, described as “the 

Religion of Love,” and Jñana Mârga described as “the Religion of Wisdom.”259  He states that 

‘Tantra Mârga’ can lead to black magic: “when degenerated the Tantra Mârga leads to black 

magic.”260  

In a passage of “On the Watch-Tower” in the January 1896 issue of Lucifer, G.R.S. Mead 

describes that Theosophists ever since antiquity have taught “men the real nature of the soul, 

the true psychology of man, the laws of occult nature, and the true dignity and end of human 

life, showed how the bonds of the senses could be broken, and the human soul set free.”261 This 

task he however claims has been made complicated by members who take an interest in Tantra: 

 

255 Ibid., 754–55. 
256 Ibid., 755. 
257 We will return to this article in section 5.4.  
258 Mārga (‘path’) commonly refers to one of various paths towards salvation (mukti, nirvāṇa) within Indian 

religions. 
259 Kali Prasanna Mukherji, “The Religion of the Hindus” in Lucifer, v. 13, n. 74, October 1893, 151. 
260 Ibid. 
261 G.R.S. Mead, “On the Watch-Tower” in Lucifer, v. 17, n. 101, January 15th, 1896, 360. 
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The purification of humanity is a slow and painful process, but it can be accomplished, it will be accomplished. 

But this purification will never be brought about by mistaken members of the Theosophical Society 

popularizing treatises on sorcery and Tantrika literature, and dabbling in all those black arts and strange 

insanities that the real theosophists of all ages have unanimously condemned.262 

Yet another occasion where Mead discusses Tantra is in the article “The Sword of Moses,” 

in the March 1896 issue of Lucifer. Here, Mead discusses a translation of an ‘old’ Hebrew 

manuscript (“The Sword of Moses”) which was featured in another periodical, Journal of the 

Royal Asiatic Society, translated by Moses Gaster (1856–1939).263 Mead describes that this 

“small encyclopaedia of sorcery”264 is valuable for clarifying some sacred names. However, he 

claims that this is the only purpose for it for him personally, but that magical enthusiasts “who 

delight in Barrett, Cornelius Agrippa, and Peter de Abano”265 could find something of interest 

in the manuscript: 

 
judging from the list of uses to which this precious Grimoire could be put, it can be of practical utility only to 

those who are prepared to sink to the level of the foul abominations of Obeah, Voodoism or Tantrika jadoo.266 
 

In Nakur Chandra Bisvas’s article “Bengali Folk Lore,” published in the May 1899 issue of 

The Theosophist, Tantra is once again compared with magic and sorcery:  

 
On an ecliptic Tuesday or Saturday the Tantrik practises several black arts. In the following morning he 

emerges, a black magician, having a sufficient stock of his diabolical supply whereby he is to kill, madden, or 

control his subject at his pleasure. Amulets and other charms are sold. They are said to possess the special 

property that they are eagerly sought for. Some are secured to effect cores mental and physical.  
Some acts as deterrents on vicious youth, working as they do a change for good in them, while others are fallen 

back upon in expectation of worldly prosperity or success in life.267 

 

262 Ibid. 
263 Moses Gaster (1856–1939) was a Romanian scholar, known among other things as an activist of Jewish 

emancipation. His publications ranged from various topics such as magic, Romanian and Roma language and 

Samaritan studies.  
264 G.R.S. Mead, “The Sword of Moses” in Lucifer, v. 18, n. 103, March 15th, 1896, 84.  
265 Ibid.  
266 Jādū in Hindi translates to ‘incantation,’ ‘magic,’ ‘conjuring,’ or ‘enchantment.’  
Mead, “The Sword of Moses,” 84. 
267 Nakur Chandra Bisvas, “Bengali Folk Lore” in The Theosophist, v. 20, n. 8, May 1899, 495–96. 
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In the November 1902 issue of The Theosophist, in the article “Black Magic or 

Demonology,” Peter de Abrew (1862–1940)268 discusses ‘black magic in Ceylon,’ a subject he 

considers as interesting for students of occultism or Theosophy, while maintaining that they 

should not practice such magic: 

 
 To dabble in it or to practise the art is not his object. But by study and observations on the subject from the 

various national or racial standpoints he will be able to glean as much information as would help him to see 

through a rift in the veil and further his studies in the field of white magic, for the benefit of mankind.269 

 

After a discussion about “entities with characteristic names to represent or correspond to the 

forms of life on the astral plane”270 found all around the world, he goes on to discuss such 

phenomena from a Ceylonese perspective, claiming that   

 
The subject of demonology has a great influence on the minds of the inhabitants of Ceylon, no matter whether 

they are Buddhists, Hindus, Christians or Mahomedans [Muslims]. It forms an integral part of their belief apart 

from its spiritual or religious aspect.271 

 

However, he claims that many of those who have written about Sinhalese people and 

religious aspects, have incorrectly identified “demon worship” as integral to Buddhism.272 In 

contrast to this, he states that demons are not worshipped, but rather that they are 
 

…held in repulsion and disgust, and it is only conjured or repulsed by means of mantrams and “tantriks,” and 

ceremonials worthy of its nature alone.273 

 

 

268 Peter de Abrew (1862–1940) was a Sri Lankan philanthropist, industrialist, Buddhist, and a prominent 

member of the T.S.  
269 Peter de Abrew, “Black Magic or Demonology” in The Theosophist, v. 24, n. 2, November 1902, 103.  
270 Ibid., 103. 
271 Ibid., 105. 
272 Ibid., 106. 
273 Ibid. 



 

68 

 

In an excerpt from Old Diary Leaves274 by H.S. Olcott published in the August 1906 issue 

of The Theosophist, Olcott describes Tantra, or in his words, the ‘Black Tantra or ‘Jadoo’ 

practice as  

 
…the finding of treasures, the possession of unlimited wealth, the making of tempests, the revival of corpses, 

the rendering of oneself invisible for evil as well as good purposes, the opening of locked doors, the compelling 

of spirits to bring one whatever is desired for eating or drinking, the transformation of men into the appearance 

of animals, the casting of spells, the destruction of buildings, flying through the air, to know others’ secrets, to 

excite hatred and enmity, quarrels, contentions, combats, battles, loss and damage.275 

In the May 1911 issue of The Theosophist, in his article “The Religion of Burma,” Bhikku 

Ānanḍa Meṭṭeya (Charles Henry Allan Bennett, 1872–1923)276 describes Tantra  

Into Upper Burma, it seems likely there later penetrated some sort of degenerate Buḍḍhism — probably one of 

the much latter Ṭānṭrika, magic-working sects which sprang up in India during the period of the Buddhist 

decline, and which had entered Burma from Tibet through the mountain-barrier in the north. This degraded 

form was, however, put an end to by the Burmese king Anoratha…277 

 

 

274 Old Diary Leaves: The Only Authentic History of the Theosophical Society are the collected works of H.S. 

Olcott, consisting of six volumes, published between the years 1895–1935. The volumes contain valuable 

information on the early years of the T.S. 
275 H.S. Olcott, “Old Diary Leaves: Sixth Series, Chapter XX (Year 1898)” in The Theosophist, v. 27,  n. 11, 

August 1906, 805. 
276 Bhikku Ānanḍa Meṭṭeya (Charles Henry Allan Bennett, 1872–1923) was an English Buddhist. He received 

his Sangha name following his ordination as a Theravādin Buddhist monk in Myanmar in 1902 (at the time 

colonial Burma) and was the first Buddhist missionary to the ‘West.’ His Buddhist mission was instrumental 

for the spread of Buddhism in Europe. He was also a member of the T.S. from 1893, and, more importantly, 

an influential member of the influential occult society Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn (established in 

1887) from 1894, where he also befriended and instructed the influential British occultist Aleister Crowley 

(1875–1947).  
277 Bhikku Ānanḍa Meṭṭeya (Charles Henry Allan Bennett), “The Religion of Burma” in The Theosophist, v. 

32, n. 8, May 1911, 239. 
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5.2.1 Discussion 

Following Richard King’s arguments (see section 2.2.1), Dayānanda Sarasvatī’s descriptions 

of Tantra enable his construction of a singular religion, Hinduism. In Sarasvatī’s “Hinduism” 

Tantra is entirely rejected. We may also note that Sarasvatī’s critique mainly focuses on the 

ritualism of Tantra, an aspect which was, as we have seen, pointed out by Orientalists as well. 

Within the above accounts, Tantra is for the most part described negatively, by ‘Western’ 

and South Asian Theosophists alike.  

In the cases Tantra is described positively, what is referred to as “white” magic is 

highlighted. In his defense of the Tantras in the April 1880 issue of The Theosophist, Majumdār 

does not refer to transgressive practices such as the pañca makāra that were highlighted within 

Orientalist discourses and Sarasvatī’s account. Both Majumdār’s and the “Bengali friend”’s 

descriptions focus on Tantra’s “white,” non-transgressive aspects. Tantric aspects (imagery and 

rituals, among other things) had permeated “mainstream” religious practices for millennia and 

it seems that it was this aspect of Tantra these two authors wanted to defend. Despite this, it is 

interesting to note that they did so during a time during which Tantra was rejected entirely 

within Orientalist and Hindu reform discourses. These accounts are not influenced by 

Orientalist discourse on Tantra. 

H.P.B. discusses Tantra two times in the selected material. In April 1880, H.P.B’s rejection 

of the reformers’ views on the Tantras could relate to the tense relations between the Ārya 

Samāja and the T.S. during the time period. She describes that “some” of the tantric contain 

aspects of necromancy and Spiritualism. Her referral to the existence of “real,” “old,” and 

“white” Tantras, however, aligns with the Theosophical ideal of an ancient, pure Hinduism as 

practiced in the ancient land of Āryavārta. In the excerpt from H.P.B.’s “The Ensouled Violin” 

(published in 1880) featured in Lucifer, March 1892, H.P.B. distinguishes between white and 

black magic, describes Tantra as sorcery and in a similar style refers to the Tantras as 

“invocations to the demon.” 

The descriptions of Tantra as black magic are the most recurring patterns among these texts. 

In The Theosophist, December 1883, Miad Koyora Koria Hon describes Tantra as black magic, 

necromancy, and sorcery (Sokha).  

The anonymous author of “The Left Hand Path” featured in the May 1885 issue of The 

Theosophist distinguishes between white and black magic and describes Tantra as belonging to 
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the latter. In this account the binary is also connected to the right- and left-hand path, Tantra is 

connected to the left-hand path. As described by Kennet Granholm (see section 4.2), the roots 

of the distinction between the left- and right-hand path, as well as the connection to black and 

white magic, can be traced to the T.S. originating from two tantric paths, dakṣiṇācāra and 

vāmācāra. This was however the only account I was able to find which discusses the right- and 

left-hand path in relation to Tantra. 

In the review of “The Idyll of the White Lotus,” by “The Solar Sphinx” in The Theosophist, 

July 1886, Tantra is described as black magic, which is furthermore considered impure and 

degenerate, selfish and immoral. In the anonymous article “Occultism Versus the Occult Arts” 

featured in Lucifer, May 1888, Tantra is described as sorcery. S.E.G.’s review featured in the 

December 1892 issue of The Theosophist, also divides Tantra into black and white magic and 

claims ‘black’ Tantra to be prohibited within “Hinduism.”  

Tantra is referred to as black magic yet again in the article “Scraps from a Hindu Note-Book: 

More about the Hindû Religion,” in the February 1893 issue of Lucifer. In the anonymous 

review featured in Lucifer February 1889 of Qabbalah, the Philosophical Writings of Solomon 

Ben Yehudah Ibn Gebirol (Or Avicebron) by Isaac Myer, the author does not acknowledge the 

possibility of “white” Tantras but rather describes Tantra as mere sorcery.  

In Purnendu Narayan Sinha’s review of Max Müller’s “Esoteric Hinduism”  in The 

Theosophist, September 1893, Sinha rejects the knowledge of Orientalists, claiming that 

Theosophists have a better understanding of Hinduism than Orientalists. Sinha, however, 

claims that Theosophist have to defend Hindus against the ‘black’ Tantra. The view of Tantra 

as evil and immoral, however, is essentially an Orientalist construct as well as a bias within 

orthodox, brahmanical Hinduism. Additionally, Sinha, like previous authors refers to Tantra as 

either black or white. Nakur Chandra Bisvas’s article “Bengali Folk Lore” in The Theosophist, 

May 1899 is another example which demonstrates this Orientalist view on Tantra as sorcery 

and magic. In Lucifer, October 1893, Kali Prasanna Mukherji in “The Religion of the Hindus,” 

describes Tantric practice as either white or black, claiming that a majority of the Tantras teach 

black magic.   

In the discussed texts, there are two accounts relating to Buddhism. In the first one of these 

accounts, by Peter de Abrew, featured in The Theosophist November 1902, de Abrew denies 

that Tantra ever had a prominent place within Buddhism, claiming Buddhists to be repulsed by 

such practices. The second account on Buddhism is featured in the May 1911 issue of The 
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Theosophist, in the article “The Religion of Burma,” where Bhikku Ānanḍa Meṭṭeya describes 

Tantra as degenerate and degraded practices within Buddhism. Both these accounts are, as we 

know, historically incorrect (due to the major influence of Tantra within Buddhism) and 

furthermore points to an Orientalist understanding of Tantra. 

In The Theosophist, August 1884, D.D.K.’s article “Adepts and Magicians: Occultism in 

India,” seemingly acknowledges certain Tantric elements, like the tantric goddess Kālī which 

the author claims has been misinterpreted by ‘Thugs,’ perhaps referring to what he/she 

considers to be ‘left-hand’ or ‘black’ Tantra.  D.D.K. also features a frightening anecdote of 

Tantric practice which, most likely, is included to warn potential practitioners of Tantra from 

entering such practice. Altogether, D.D.K.’s view of Tantra is similar to the one which was 

frequent in Orientalist discourse, as Tantra is described as sorcery, necromancy, and dangerous 

to practice by referral to its “horrible rites and incantations.” Within the account, these “black” 

and thus negative aspects of Tantra are highlighted, and the author only makes a brief mention 

of ‘white’ Tantra. We should also note that the ritualistic aspects of Tantra are highlighted 

within the account, similar to Sarasvatī’s account discussed previously, and as such influenced 

by Orientalist discourse who focused mainly upon the ritualism of Tantra. 

H.S. Olcott appears two times within these articles. The first time, in the July 1888 issue of 

The Theosophist, in “Precipitated Pictures in New York” Olcott describes Tantra as sorcery. 

Additionally, he claims that its practitioners summon phantoms. The second account by Olcott, 

an excerpt from Old Diary Leaves published in the August 1906 issue of The Theosophist, is 

another negative account of Tantra which is described as sorcery and necromancy. 

Another influential Theosophist, G.R.S. Mead discusses Tantra two times, the first one being 

“On the Watch-Tower” in the January 1896 issue of Lucifer, and the second one being his article 

“The Sword of Moses” in the March 1896 issue of Lucifer. In his accounts he describes Tantra 

as sorcery, ‘Jadoo,’ black arts, strange insanities, and foul abominations. 

We should note that two of the Society’s most influential members (H.S. Olcott and G.R.S. 

Mead) reject Tantra. This could have in part related to their early cooperation with the Ārya 

Samāja, as well as an adoption of Orientalist descriptions of Tantra that were prevalent at the 

time.  
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5.3 Tantra as Yoga 

The discussions on yoga as a connected practice to Tantra are considerably fewer than the 

ones on magic in the periodicals.  

The first time yoga is discussed in the context of Tantra is in the August 1893 issue of The 

Theosophist. Here, S.E. Gopalacharlu, who refers to himself as “A Vaishnava Brahmin,” 

reviews Max Müller’s Theosophy or Psychological Religion (1891). In his review, 

Gopalacharlu divides the Hindu scriptures into esoteric versus exoteric, placing the Tantras 

within both categories: 

 
Broadly dividing the whole Indian Religious Literature into exoteric and esoteric, we may roughly indicate 

that the Puránas, and Itihásas, and even the Brahmanas and Mantra portions of the Vedas are exoteric, and the 

Upanishads are esoteric. The Tantras, however, are both esoteric and exoteric, and the more advanced Tantrics, 

especially the S’aivas and S’aktas, teach a lofty kind of Yoga, which is free from all objectionable practices; 

but that teaching is not generally known, but remains concealed.278 

 

On the Tantras, Gopalacharlu comments 

The Tantras playing as they do such an important part in the modern form of Indian Religion, should be 

carefully studied by all students of Indian Religion, and no consistent theory as to the formation and growth of 

the Indian Religion can be worked out, until these writings are seriously taken up. They have been hitherto 

avoided by modern Indian, and Western scholars alike, because of the difficulty of the subject.279  

 

The article “The Religion of the Hindus” by Kali Prasanna Mukherji, featured in the October 

1893 issue of Lucifer, which was discussed in the foregoing section describes the different 

“parts” of Hinduism, a religion he describes as “the most ancient of all the religions still 

existing.”280 As we have already seen, Mukherji describes it as a religion consisting of three 

aspects:  

The first part is the Religion of Shakti or Tantra Mârga, the second is the Religion of Love or Bhakti Mârga, 

and the third is the Religion of Wisdom or Jñana Mârga. Tantra Mârga or practical occultism leads to the 

 

278 S.E. Gopalacharlu, “Psychological Religion” in The Theosophist, v. 14, n. 11, August 1893, 667. 
279 Ibid., 668. 
280 K.P. Mukherji, “The Religion of the Hindus” in Lucifer, v. 13, n. 74, October 1893, 150. 



 

73 

 

acquisition of Yoga power, the Bhakti Mârga culminates in complete self-sacrifice for the spiritual good of 

humanity, while Jñana Mârga leads the Upâsaka to Advaita Jñânani when one sees nothing but the One Reality 

or Paramârthika Satyam, in comparison with which every phenomenon in nature is but reflected truth, 

Pratibhâsika Satyam, and hence Mâyâ or Illusion.281 

Mukherji also discusses mokṣa which he defines as “the liberation from this wheel of birth 

and death.”282 He claims that the motivations for mokṣa vary within the aforementioned aspects. 

Within the ‘Tantra Mârga,’ mokṣa relates to becoming: “…a Deva would say a Tantrika.”283 

He furthermore claims that “the principal Yoga of the Tantra Mârga is concentration.”284 

In the March 1895 issue of Lucifer, G.R.S. Mead reviews The Buddhism of Tibet by Laurence 

Austine (L.A.) Waddell (1854–1938). 285  In his review, Mead criticizes Waddell for not 

distinguishing between ‘Yoga proper’ and the “degenerate magical practices of the 

Tantrikas.”286 

Mead further criticizes Waddell for claiming that yoga was incorporated in Buddhism in 500 

CE as well as for referring to yoga as an essential part of Tantra and Śaivic mysticism, doctrines 

that worship female power (śakti).287 

 
This “Yoga parasite” he [Waddell] seems to identify with “Tantrism or Shivaic mysticism, with its worship of 

female energies.” Now, whatever may have been the date of Patanjali, and this is still very much sub judice, 

Yoga proper is at least contemporaneous with the oldest of the Upanishads, all of which deal directly and 

 

281 Ibid. 
282 Ibid., 151. 
283 Ibid. 
284 Ibid. 
285 Laurence Austine (L.A.) Waddell (1854–1938) was a Scottish professor of Tibetan, scholar of Sanskrit and 

an army medical officer, among other things. Waddell published several books on Buddhism such as The 

Buddhism of Tibet, or, Lamaism (1894), Lhasa and its Mysteries (1905) and, later in his life, works surrounding 

theories on an ‘Aryan’ descent of the Egyptian and Sumerian civilizations such as The Makers of Civilization 

in Race and History (1929). Arthur Avalon criticizes L.A. Waddell’s works in Shakti and Shâkta (1918), 

claiming his view on Tantra (for instance his comparison of Tantra and necromancy) to be completely distorted. 

See Arthur Avalon, Shakti and Shâkta, 48–49, 52, 156. 
286 G.R.S. Mead, “The Buddhism of Tibet” in Lucifer, March 1895, v. 16, n. 91, 17. 
287 Ibid. 
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indirectly with this one great science of the soul. Moreover, if Gautama Shâkya Muni did not gain his 

illumination by this means, we should like to know by what other means he attained it.288 

 

Mead furthermore comments on ‘Yoga proper:’ 

 
Now Yoga proper, as every theosophical student knows, is that Kingly Art whereby the individual soul is 

united with the universal soul.289 

Additionally, what Mead refers to as ‘Râja Yoga’ is described as superior compared to haṭha 

yoga,290 in which “vulgar Tantrism have degenerated into the horrors and licentious physical 

and psychic debaucheries that mark the worst phases of sorcery.”291  

In his description of the T.S., Waddell, according to Mead, describes the Society as claiming 

kinship to Mahāyāna Buddhism, a part of Buddhism Waddell considers to be “essentially un-

Buddhistic.”292 Contrary to this, Mead argues that the Society’s members have always criticized 

“the excesses and dangers of Hatha Yoga and the enormities of Tantrika magic.”293 In contrast, 

he claims that the Society have only represented the yoga found in the Upaniṣads and the 

Bhagavadgītā as well as the “highest side of contemplative Buddhism.”294 

Again, Mead distinguishes between ‘proper’ yoga and the practices of Tantrikas, which he 

criticizes Waddell for failing to do: 

Surgeon-Major Waddell, however, does not seem to make any clear distinction in his own mind between Yoga 

proper and the degenerate magical practices of the Tantrikas. In tracing the development of Buddhism in India, 

he states that in a.d. 500 the “pantheistic cult of Yoga” was imported into it, and that this cult was introduced 

into India by Patanjali about 150 B.C.295 

 

288 Ibid. 
289 Ibid., 13–14. 
290 Ibid., 17–18. 
291 Ibid., 18. 
292 Ibid. 
293 Ibid. 
294 Ibid. 
295 Ibid., 17. 
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In the February 1896 issue of The Theosophist, Francesca Arundale (1842–1924)296 in her 

article “Psychism and Spirituality” describes yoga as “this science of the development of the 

psychic nature [which] has been so systematized that numberless treatises have been written on 

the subject.”297 Arundale distinguishes ‘Raj-Yoga’ from haṭha yoga due to the latter form of 

yoga supposedly belonging to  

 
…the Tantras which are religions and magical works dealing almost entirely with the development of magical 

powers. Most of these works are undoubtedly pernicious in every way, and would surely lead the unwary 

disciple to the worst evils of psychic development. All the Hatha Yoga practises begin on the physical plane 

and prescribe exercises which are calculated to subdue the physical and give complete control over the bodily 

organs.298 

 

In the article “The Symbolism of the Two Schools of Yoga in Southern India,” featured in 

the February 1909 issue of The Theosophist, P. Narayana Aiyer299 identifies two yoga schools 

in southern India: firstly, the ‘Mūlāḍhāra,’ or ‘Kailāsa Guru Param Parāi School,’ and secondly 

the school of ‘Chiṭambaram,’ also called the ‘Subramania’ or ‘Guhan’s school.’300 The first 

school he is practiced by ‘Shaiva-Ṭānṭrikas,’ in a pursuit to obtain siḍḍhis, “or psychic 

powers.”301 The siḍḍhis are described as follows: 

(1) Kāyā Siḍḍhi; i.e., the purification and strengthening of the physical body by strict regimen of diet, by 

medicament, by strict celibacy. 

 

 

296 Francesca Arundale (1842–1924) was one of the T.S. earliest and most distinguished members, and a close 

friend of Annie Besant’s and H.P.B.’s. She was active in the T.S. Benares branch from 1902 and lived in India 

until her passing in 1924. Her adopted son, George S. Arundale (1878–1945), would in 1934 become the 

president of the T.S. in Adyar. 
297 Francesca Arundale, “Psychism and Spirituality” in The Theosophist, v. 17, n. 5, February 1896, 279. 
298 Ibid. 
299 Narayana Aiyer (1854–1918 or 1923) is referred to in Theosophical sources as Narayanaswami (the title 

svāmī was added to his name since he was a Saṃnyasi). He was a member of the T.S. in India, wrote and 

lectured extensively on Yoga and published several articles in The Theosophist.  
300 Narayana Aiyer, “The Symbolism of the Two Schools of Yoga in Southern India” in The Theosophist, v. 

30, n. 5, February 1909, 469–470. 
301 Ibid., 469. 
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(2) Purification of the Prāṇas, especially the three vital airs, Idā, Pingala and Sushumnā, called Pranayama, or 

Vasibanḍhanum. 

 

(3) Yoga Siddhi, i.e., concentration of Manas on the six Chakras one after another, from the Mūlāḍhāra Chakra 

upwards.302 

 

These practices, Aiyer claims   

…enable the aspirant to rouse the Kuṇdalinī fire, and to make it rise through the spinal-cord to the Brahma 

Ranḍra, (literally Brahma's hole), where Shiva is said to be seated. These call themselves Shaiva Yogīs, as they 

attain the highest bliss as the result of Yoga, or the union effected between the Kundalinī Shakṭi at the lower 

part of the body with Shiva at the head.303 

Aiyer also refers to the ‘Shaiva Āgamas,’ which he claims explains “the main tenets of this 

school.”304 He also links these tantric practices to haṭha yoga: 

This is called the Ṭānṭrika system, or the Hatha Yoga system. It may be called the head doctrine as distinguished 

from the other school, called the heart doctrine – the school where the heart plays the prominent part.305 

5.3.1 Discussion 

In the descriptions of Tantra as yoga, Tantra is described both negatively and positively. In 

The Theosophist August 1893, S.E. Gopalacharlu’s review of Max Müller’s Theosophy or 

Psychological Religion (1891), is not negative but rather demonstrates a positive opinion of 

Tantra. Tantra is described as esoteric and important, but it is stated that it has been avoided 

due to it being a difficult subject to discuss. As such, Gopalacharlu’s discussion of the notion 

is not affected by Orientalist understandings besides his referral to the subject being a difficult 

one to discuss. 

In Kali Prasanna Mukherji’s article “The Religion of the Hindus in Lucifer, October 1893, 

Tantra is described as practical occultism by which the practitioner develops ‘Yoga power.’ 

Mukherji’s account treats the different ‘Mârgas,’ among them the Tantra Mârga, equally. 

 

302 Ibid. 
303 Ibid. 
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Thereby, Tantra is considered as one of three aspects which Hinduism consists of, in contrast 

to Orientalist and Hindu reform notions which strived to erase Tantra from their construction 

of the singular religion of Hinduism. 

G.R.S. Mead, whose opinions on Tantra were distinctively negative in the previous section, 

are negative here as well. In Lucifer, March 1895, in his review of The Buddhism of Tibet by 

L.A. Wadell, Mead’s rejects the worship of śakti within Tantra. This aligns with an Orientalist 

worldview which emanated from a Protestant worldview which did not accept the worship of 

female goddesses, as we have seen in chapter 2. Mead claims yoga to be too old to be a part of 

Tantra and claims that yoga deals with the “great science of the soul”306 rather than female 

energies. We may also note Mead’s claims concerning the legitimacy of the Upaniṣads 

considering that that was one of texts which was romanticized within nineteenth century 

Romantic and Orientalist discourses, forming part of key texts side by side with texts like the 

Bhagavadgītā and the Vedas, within the construction of “Hinduism,” as previously discussed 

in chapter 2. The Upaniṣads also took a prominent place within Ārya Samāja central tenets 

which were also as previously heavily influenced by Orientalist discourse. Additionally, Mead 

refers to the “degenerate magical practices of the Tantrikas,”307 which also is consistent with 

an Orientalist view on the negative aspects of Tantra. 

 

Additionally, what Mead refers to as ‘Râja Yoga’ is described as superior compared to haṭha 

yoga, wherein he claims that “vulgar Tantrism have degenerated into the horrors and licentious 

physical and psychic debaucheries that mark the worst phases of sorcery.”308 Tantra is thus 

described as haṭha yoga, which additionally is distinguished from ‘Râja Yoga,’ which is 

described as superior. 

 In Francesca Arundale’s article “Psychism and Spirituality in The Theosophist, February 

1896 expresses a negative view of Tantra as well as the division of black and white magic. In 

her description, Arundale identifies Tantra with haṭha yoga, and claims the tantric works to be 

“pernicious,” leading its practitioners to the “worst evils of psychic development.”309   

 

306 G.R.S. Mead, “The Buddhism of Tibet” in Lucifer, March 1895, v. 16, n. 91, 17. 
307 Ibid. 
308 Ibid., 18. 
309 Francesca Arundale, “Psychism and Spirituality” in The Theosophist, v. 17, n. 5, February 1896, 279. 
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13 years later, in 1909, in the article “The Symbolism of the Two Schools of Yoga in 

Southern India,” featured in the February 1909 issue of The Theosophist, P. Narayana Aiyer 

describes Tantras as haṭha yoga which additionally is described in a positive manner, the 

account is furthermore not affected by Orientalist descriptions surrounding the notion. 

The most negative comments on Tantra are made by the ‘Western’ authors (Mead and 

Arundale) and the more positive descriptions are by Indian authors (Mukherji, Gopalacharlu 

and Aiyer). However, since these accounts are few, it is hard to conclude anything from this. 

5.4 Tantra as Science 

In the July 1880 issue of The Theosophist, in his article “A Glimpse of Tantrik Occultism” 

Baradā Kānta Majumdār, previously discussed in section 6.2, underlines a perceived lack 

within modern science to grasp the problem of existence, which occultists already 

understood:  

There is a point beyond which experimental science cannot go; and that is the point which divides the empire 

of what is called matter from the empire of force. Certainly the physicist is acquainted with the nature and laws 

of certain forces, or more correctly, certain modifications of some mysterious force, but beyond this everything 

is in darkness. To the modern scientist the land of mystery is sealed with seven seals. His instruments and 

machines, his scalpel and retort serve him ill to solve the grand problem of existence.310 

 

Majumdār claims that such knowledge could only be obtained with the help of internal, 

rather than external senses,  

When we confess to ourselves the existence of matter and force which are not cognizable by the senses, we 

can, perhaps, safely look upon the mind as the only agent that can perceive such subtile phenomena; for in one 

state at least, I mean dream, we know of its independent powers to see, hear, &c. This clairvoyance of the mind 

was known to the ancients many thousand years ago. During their trance state (samádhi) the Yogis by means 

of inner vision could see the mysterious agencies of nature underlying the universe.311 

 

 

310 Baradā Kānta Majumdār, “A Glimpse of Tantrik Occultism” in The Theosophist, v. 1, n. 10, July 1880, 244. 
311 Ibid.  
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He describes ‘occult nerves’ and ‘forces’ found within the human body as having been 

identified by the ‘Tantrik Yogi,’ Purnananda Gaswami: 

Purnananda Gaswami, an eminent Tantrik Yogi, who lived more than two hundred years ago, has left a book 

in Sanskrit, the name of which is Shat Chakrabhed, in which he treats of the occult nerves and forces in the 

human body. Mention of these nerves and forces, however, is to be found in the Brahmanda Purana, (Uttragita, 

Chapter II., verses from 11 to 18), but credit, is due to the Tantrik author for having described them at length. 

It is to be regretted that the author has used figurative language throughout the work which renders it valueless, 

except to such as have the key to the allegories.312 

He then presents a translation of Gaswami’s texts, discussing the “six revolving wheels of 

force,”313 claiming them to be “connected with one another and … further connected with the 

grand machinery of Maya pervading the Universe.”314 Majumdār then discusses the “seven 

systems of psychological forces pervading the body through the cerebro- [sic] spinal cord,”315 

points where the “spinal accessory nerves, Ira [sic] and Pingalá, meet with the Sushumná 

nerve.”316 He refers to these points as cells. 

 

In a footnote, H.S. Olcott points out that  

 
The fondness of the Asiatic mind for allegory and parable is well illustrated in this paper on Tantrik Occultism. 

To a Western man who cannot read the meaning between the lines, it will very likely seem void of sense. Thus 

the Atharva Veda appeared to Max Müller only ‘theological twaddle,’ whereas its text is full of profound 

philosophy and proves that its author or authors were intimately acquainted with hidden energies of nature.317 

 

Olcott further comments: 
 

The significant feature of the present essay is that the Tantrik Yogi from whose work the extracts are translated, 

knew the great and mysterious law that there are within the human body a series of centres of force-evolution, 

the location of which becomes known to the ascetic in the course of his physical self-development, as well as 

 

312 Ibid. 
313 Ibid. 
314 Ibid. 
315 Ibid. 
316 Ibid. 
317 Footnote by H.S. Olcott in Majumdār, “A Glimpse of Tantrik Occultism” in The Theosophist, v. 1, n. 10, 
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the means which must be resorted to bring the activities at these centres under the control of the will. To employ 

the Oriental figurative method, these points are so many outworks to be captured in succession before the very 

citadel can be taken.318 

 

In the June 1883 issue of The Theosophist, in the previously discussed article “The 

Tantras,” T.S. describes the beliefs of Tantric initiates and furthermore interprets Tantra as 

science. T.S. claims that the Mahānirvāṇa Tantra is the most highly regarded text among 

the Tantric texts, here referred to as Tantrikas, and describes its content as conversations 

between Śiva and his consort Pārvatī. Śiva’s name, he furthermore claims 

…signifies “Peace,” and Parvati that which is generated in the mountains, generally the seat of meditation of 

Shiva, or Yoga. One of the chief names of Shiva is Maha-Yogee, and therefore we can easily infer what and 

who his consort is. This Maha-yogee’s names are innumerable. He is called “Bhoot Nath” (the lord of the 

ghosts), “Mrittyunjoy” (conqueror of death), “Mahal-kala” (great Time or Eternity), “Maha Deva” (the great 

God), &c. &c. Parvati too has as many corresponding female names, such as Mahakali, Mahadevi (great 

goddess), Prakriti (Nature), Maha Maya (the great illusion), Sakti (Force or energy), &c. &c. &c. 319 

The reader is also introduced to a ‘scientific’ definition of the word Tantra: 

The word Tantra literally signifies science. There are three kinds of Tantras; the Sakta, the Vaishnava, and the 

Bóudha.320 

T.S. also describes two principles prevalent in Tantra can be linked to science: 

Another view of the Tantricas [sic] is that the generation of everything is due to the action of two principles, 

i.e., a positive and a negative, a father and a mother, or a male and a female element. This is a well known law 

of Occultism and admitted, in other terms, by modern science.321  

In a footnote written by H.P.B., she agrees with T.S.’s view:  

The above explanation of the allegory, and its secret meaning being found in the oldest works treating upon 

Aryan occultism, goes far to prove that the ancient Aryas know as much as we, if not more, of the physical 

sciences as taught to-day; western science having reached the present knowledge herself but very recently, 

comparatively speaking.  

 

318 Ibid. 
319 T.S., “The Tantras” in The Theosophist, v. 4, n. 45, June 1883, 226. 
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In the September 1885 issue of The Theosophist, the author K.D.M. discusses the causes of 

earthquakes in his article “Earthquakes.” K.D.M. claims that there are not yet sufficient theories 

surrounding how these earthquakes appear, but that Hindus have “a superstition” surrounding 

the cause of earthquakes: 

 …the great snake Basuki carries the earth on its head, and when the earth becomes heavy with sins, this snake 

moves its head and this is the cause of earthquakes. If we try to go to the bottom of this superstition we may 

got a glimpse of what was believed by the ancients as the cause of earthquakes.322  

He further claims that the “Tantrik yoga philosophy” more specifically shares the belief that 

“the earth is sustained by a force named Kundalivi [sic] sakti, this force is the life of the 

earth.”323 

Additionally, he claims that “Professor Maxwell” claims electricity to be “a state of strain in 

the luminiferous ether, and all the phenomena of the magnetic force are observed when 

electricity flows along a spiral coil.”324  

Related to this, he claims that 

 …what is called magnetism in modern science is one form of the Kundalivi [sic] sakti of the Hindu yogis. It 

is a fact proved by the scientists that this earth is a large magnet. And I think that the internal disturbance in 

the earth’s magnetism is symbolically represented in the superstition above alluded to as regards the cause of 

earthquakes.325  

He then claims that “modern scientific men” 326  are incorrect when failing to see a 

“connection between the cause of earthquakes and events on the mental plane of the earth.”327 

Instead, he claims that “there is no such thing as accident in this universe”328 but rather “every 

event which appears to us as accident, is the effect of a force on the mental plane.”329 If these 

 

322 K.D.M. “Earthquakes” in The Theosophist, v. 6,  n. 72, September 1885, 285. 
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men understood this, he claims “they will be able to understand why the superstitious Hindus 

look upon earthquakes as the effect of accumulated sins committed by men.”330 

He also comments that  

…the accumulated effect of the bad Karmas of men on the earth impressed in the astral fire, is, to produce a 

change in the position of the centre of the force which is earth’s life. This centre of force, known by the Hindus 

as Padma or Chakra, is the head of Basuki. When the earth, to sustain its own life, requires to change the 

position of the centre of its active life, a disturbance in the internal magnetism of the earth is produced, amongst 

other phenomena earthquakes occur, just as nervous tremors occur in a man’s body.”331 

He furthermore claims that only students of natural sciences can decide whether or not 

the described superstitions are true:  

Only one who is an adept in the knowledge of all departments of natural forces can say how far this view of 

the Hindus is correct. Let the reader seek the help of such a one to clear his doubts, and when I have said this 

I have nothing more to say.332 

In the March 1888 issue of The Theosophist, in the article “The Anatomy of the Tantras,” 

the author B.B. describes the Tantras as mystical works and comments that they 

…have not received that attention at the hands of Oriental scholars which their contents undoubtedly deserve. 

Though it is an undeniable fact that the magic and black arts form the chief topics in a Tantrik work, yet 

valuable information regarding the customs, manners, sciences, &c, of the Hindus during the Middle Ages, 

when groaning under the tyrannies of the Mohamedan [Muslim] rule, can be gathered from them when read 

between the lines.333 

He credits ‘Baboo Sris Chandra Basu,’334  

 

330 Ibid. 
331 Ibid. 
332 Ibid. 
333 B.B. “The Anatomy of the Tantras” in The Theosophist, v. 9, n. 102, March 1888, 370. 
334 Shris Chandra Vasu (1861–1918) was a Bengali Sanskrit scholar and judge who, among other things, 

translated several works on yoga into English. In 1884, he was the first to translate the Śivasaṃhitā into English. 
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…the first to translate one of the most popular and widely know Tantras, Shiva Sanhita Tantra into English, 

and thus enabling the English-knowing public to become acquainted with the contents of these mystical 

books.335 

Something which he praises him for, however he criticizes him for not explaining the 

“Tantrik rituals”336 and showing “…what scientific truths are contained in them.337 

B.B. describes the Tantras as important because they  

 
…throw a flood of light upon the anatomical knowledge of the Hindoos – especially they give a more clear 

description of the nervous system of man than is to be found in the Hindoo medical works.338 

 

He claims that the study of the human nervous system is specific for the Tantrists and Yogis:  

 
Trying to explain the mysteries of man – to understand the relation he bears to God, the Almighty Creator, - 

the Yogis and the Tantrists had made a special study of the nervous system. And undoubtedly this knowledge 

they had gained by dissection.339 

 

He then describes having trouble understanding the Tantras:  

 
The language of the Tantras being too allegorical and too mystical to be understood by the uninitiated, it is 

very difficult to identify the Nadis, the Chakras, and the Padmas described in them.340  

 

Despite this, he claims that some of the works can be understood: 

 
However, some of the spots are easily identifiable from their simple and lucid description. Thus it is apparent 

that the “nectar-rayed moon” (vide Shiva Sanhita, Ch. II, verse 6) is the underpart of the brain; that “Sushumna” 

is the spinal cord; “Ida” and “Pingala” are the left and right sympathetic cord respectively.341 
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After this, the author elaborates by attempting to “identify some of the nervous structures 

described in the Tantras.”342 He first identifies a nāḍī, “Chitra” as the grey matter of the spinal 

cord.343 This matter, he claims is “a structure whose functions remain as yet to be discovered 

by the physiologists,” 344  but argues that Tantric practitioners have already “traced its 

connection with the lateral ventricles of the brain”345 and has considered it as the “seat of the 

human soul.”346  

He further claims that this knowledge is still somewhat alive among contemporary Hindus: 

 
Even in these days, when it is no exaggeration to say that the Hindus have quite forgotten the scientific truths 

discovered by their ancestors, they point to the hollow space in the crown of the head (known as the anterior 

fontanelle) of the new born child as the Brahmarandhra.347  

 

He furthermore identifies the “Sacred Triveni”348 described in the Śivasaṃhitā as the “spot 

in the medulla oblongata where the sympathetic cords join together or whence they take their 

origin.349 Besides this he identifies the “mystic Mount Kailas”350 described in another part of 

the Śivasaṃhitā as “certainly the brain.”351 

B.B. then discusses the “Padmas”352 and “Chakras”353 which he is not sure of whether they 

exist or not, however he believes that the Tantrists know them thanks to dissection. He, 

however, claims that that the “Tantrik Padmas and Chakras”354 is the “ganglia or plexuses of 

the modern anatomists.”355 A claim which he supports by the following statements: 
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1st - The position of some of these Padmas and Chakras corresponds with that of the plexus or ganglion of the 

modern anatomists.  

2nd - These Chakras are said to be composed of petals designated by certain letters, which clearly point to 

either the nerves that go to form a ganglion or plexus, or the nerves distributed from such ganglion or plexus. 

3rd - Certain forces are said to be concentrated in these Chakras, thus identifying them with the plexuses or 

ganglia which the modern physiologists have proved to be “separated and independent nervous centres.”356   

After this, he claims that “the Nadi Sushumna has six Padmas”357 which signifies “the six 

nervous plexuses formed by the spinal cord.”358  He also claims that “the description of the 

thousand petalled lotus shows it to be the medulla oblongata.”359  

He then continues by identifying the “famous six Chakras of the Tantras:”360 

I. Muladhar Chakra (Shiva Sanhita, p. 44) is the sacral plexus. 

II. Swadhisthan Chakra (Shiva Sanhita, p. 46). There can hardly be two opinions as to its being the prostatic 

plexus of the modern anatomists. 

III. Manipur Chakra (Shiva Sanhita, p. 47) appears to be the pigastric plexus. 

IV. Anahat Chakra (Shiva Sanhita, p. 47) is the cardiac plexus. 

V. Vishuddha Chakra (Shiva Sanhita, p. 48) is either the laryngeal or pharyngeal plexus. 

VI. Ajna Chakra (Shiva Sanhita, p. 49) is the cavernous plexus.361 

 

He then claims that by the “contemplation on these Chakras, one obtains psychic 

powers”362 because “contemplation leads to control over the functions of these Chakras or 

plexuses:”363 

The intimate connection between the sympathetic nerves and the great viscera renders it highly probable that 

the sympathetic system has mainly to do with the organic functions. The sympathetic is the system of organic 

life. When one gets control over the sympathetic nervous system, he is the master of his body, he can die at 
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will. The heart beats at his will. The lungs, the intestines, nay, all the different viscera of the body, carry on 

their allotted duties at the command of such a Yogi. Verily, verily, that is the stage of Samadhi.364 

The six chakras are something which all Yoga and occultism disciples should aim their 

attention at, the author claims:  

 
It behoves [sic] all students of Yoga and occultism then to gain a clear knowledge of these six Chakras from 

the contemplation of which he can aspire to attain to the stage of Samadhi.365 

 

He also describes that it is unfortunate that Tantric literature has not been further examined: 
 

This is an [sic] humble attempt on our part to identify these Chakras, and how far we have succeeded in our 

task, it remains for those who are abler and more learned than ourselves to decide. It is passing strange indeed, 

that the three famous Nadis of the Tantras, viz., Sushumna, Ida, and Pingala, which, there cannot be the 

slightest doubt, form the spinal cord, right and left sympathetic cords respectively, have not as yet been 

identified by any Orientalist. But we believe that as a Tantrik work has been rendered into English, greater 

attention will be bestowed by Oriental scholars in illumining the dark recesses of the Tantrik literature, and it 

is to be expected that within a not very distant date the Chakras, Vayus, &c., of the Tantras will be more 

correctly identified.366  

 

In the article “Kosmic Mind,” written by an anonymous author, featured in the April 1890 

issue of Lucifer, the author claims that out of the “hundreds of accusations against Asiatic 

nations of degrading superstitions”367 there “exists no more serious denunciation than that 

which accuses and convicts them of personifying and even deifying the chief organs of, and in, 

the human body.”368 Out of these, the author points out practitioners of Tantra as a 

 
…sect of mystics, giving proper names to nerves, cells and arteries, connecting and identifying various parts 

of the body with deities, endowing functions and physiological processes with intelligence, and what not?369 

 

364 Ibid. Samadhi (which translates to “total self-collectedness”) within Hinduism and Buddhism refers to a 

state of intense concentration in which the practitioner is united with the highest reality. Within Buddhism, 

samadhi is the eight (and final) step of the eightfold path (Aṣṭangika-mārga), which leads to nirvāṇa. 
365 Ibid.  
366 Ibid. 
367 Anonymous, “Kosmic Mind” in Lucifer, v. 6, n. 32, April 1890, 96. 
368 Ibid. 
369 Ibid. 



 

87 

 

 

Thereafter, the author comments:  

 
The vertebræ, fibres, ganglia, the cord, etc., of the spinal column; the heart, its four chambers, auricle and 

ventricle, valves and the rest; stomach, liver, lungs and spleen, everything has its special deific name, is 

believed to act consciously and to act under the potent will of the Yogi, whose head and heart are the seats of 

Brahmâ and the various parts of whose body are all the pleasure grounds of this or another deity!370 

 

The author considers this to be ignorance, 

  
…especially when we think that the said organs, and the whole body of man are composed of cells, and these 

cells are now being recognised as individual organisms and—quien sabe—will come perhaps to be recognised 

some day as an independent race of thinkers inhabiting the globe, called man! It really looks like it.”371 

5.4.1 Discussion 

As discussed in section 2.2.2, following the argument of Baier, Theosophy strived towards 

the establishment of a scientific link to Eastern religious traditions, leading the two distinct 

binaries of religion and science to become integrated with each other. These descriptions are 

demonstrative of this. In Majumdār’s article featured in The Theosophist, July 1888, he claims  

Tantra as being able to grasp what modern science fails to do, claiming a “Tantrik Yogi” to 

have identified “occult nerves and forces in the human body”372 “more than two hundred years 

ago.”373 Majumdār as such claims that the East possessed such scientific knowledge hundreds 

of years prior to the West, which furthermore aligns with the Theosophical ideal of ancient 

wisdom concealed in the ‘East.’ 

In a footnote to Majumdār’s article, G.R.S. Mead refers to the “Asiatic mind,” claiming it to 

have a fondness for allegory and parable. Mead also describes an inherent essentialism in the 

“Asiatic mind” for being able to grasp things that would be considered meaningless by a 

“Western man.” ‘Western’ men, Mead claims, would consider the discussed text as seeming 
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“void of sense.”374 This could be interpreted as an example of romantic Orientalism, following 

the argument of Partridge discussed in section 2.2.2., due to Mead’s claims of an essential, 

static, Asiatic mind, in stark contrast to the ‘Western’ mind. Olcott, however, also claims there 

to be a value in the text, since its author “knew the great and mysterious law that there are 

within the human body a series of centres of force-evolution”375 This also aligns with the 

argument by Baier featured in section 2.2.2, i.e., that Theosophists sought to establish a 

scientific link to South Asian traditions.  

In the June 1883 issue of The Theosophist, T.S. describes the beliefs of Tantric initiates and 

furthermore claims the word Tantra as translating to science. T.S. links Tantra to science by 

referring to positive and negative principles, within Tantra expressed as e.g., the Śiva-Śakti 

duality, claiming that Tantric principles can be successfully linked to modern scientific views 

wherein such principles are also acknowledged. This is another example of Theosophical 

Orientalism, due to the attempt to prove that the ‘ancient’ knowledge of the ‘Aryas’ is as 

advanced as contemporary science. 

H.P.B.’s footnote to the article is also demonstrative of the Theosophical Orientalism which 

was outlined by Baier in section 2.2.2. H.P.B. refers to an ancient wisdom of the “ancient 

Aryas,” claiming them to have known more millennials ago than Western scientists of today. 

This is demonstrative of the Theosophical admiration for India, while at the same time claiming 

it to be static. 

In the September 1885 issue of The Theosophist, the author K.D.M. seeks to establish a link 

between Tantra and science by claiming kuṇḍalinī to be synonymous to magnetism within 

modern science. He also claims that modern science is wrong for not recognizing that events 

on the mental plane affect events on the physical plane. K.D.M. for instance claims that an 

earthquake can occur as a reaction to a man feeling nervous. 

In the March 1888 issue of The Theosophist, in the article “The Anatomy of the Tantras,” 

the author B.B. distinguishes between white and black Tantras, the latter which are denied. His 

outlook on the white Tantras is however positive and he provides the reader with a detailed 

explanation of the Śivasaṃhitā and the science he claims to have found therein. B.B. also argues 
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that such valuable information on science has been forgotten because of the Muslim rule of 

India. B.B.’s view aligns with other accounts within the section, via his claims of an ancient 

wisdom which had been forgotten in India for extended periods of time, as well as his referral 

to black and white Tantra. 

The connections made between Tantra and science are protested by the anonymous author 

to the article “Kosmic Mind,” in Lucifer, April 1890. This author describes such accounts as 

horrible accusations against Asian people and seeks to restore the reputation of Asian people 

by rejecting such views. This anonymous account is the only account within the section that 

does not agree with the view of a scientific truth being found within Hindu texts. 

5.5 Theosophical Descriptions of Tantra post Arthur Avalon 

Tantra is most frequently discussed between the years 1879 to 1900. Before reading the 

accounts on Tantra, I had anticipated that attitudes towards Tantra would change after the 

entrance of Arthur Avalon as a pioneer in the field in 1913. I have chosen to include the three 

accounts on Tantra that were found within the periodicals post Arthur Avalon, due to Avalon’s 

importance for reformed attitudes towards Tantra. 

In The Theosophist v. 40 n. 1–12 October 1918–September 1919 (a volume consisting of 

over 1000 pages), an article “Matter and Consciousness: According to the Shākta Āgama,” by 

Sir John Woodroffe is featured for the first time. In the same volume, Johan van Manen (1877–

1943)376 introduces his article “A Tibetan Tantra” by stating that 

All lovers of Indian philosophy are familiar with the magnificent series of works on the Tantra which, under 

the general editorship of “Arthur Avalon,” have seen the light within the last few years. Some 15 volumes, 

either texts, translations, or studies, have hitherto been published, and the titles of a number of further works 

 

376 Johan van Manen (1877–1943) was a Dutch Tibetologist who is regarded as the founder of Tibetology in 

the Netherlands. Van Manen’s legacy consists of 500 Indian palm-leaf manuscripts and 2105 Tibetan block-

prints and manuscripts, among other things. He became a member of the T.S. in India in 1908, and also worked 

as a secretary to one of the T.S.’s leading members C.W. Leadbeater (1854–1934) as well as an assistant 

librarian at the Adyar Library and Research Center, established in 1886 by H.S. Olcott. He lived in different 

regions of India from the first decade of the 1900s to his death in 1943, where he worked as librarian at the 

Imperial Library (established in 1891, since 1953 the National Library of India, located in Alipore, Calcutta) 

and General Secretary of the Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal, among other things. 
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are announced as in preparation or in the press. Just now a new volume has been added to the series, constituting 

Vol. VII of the " Texts," and this book is undoubtedly one of the most interesting of all those hitherto issued.377 

He also underlines the fact that the Tantras have been unkindly spoken of before: 

The Tantras have, often, not been kindly spoken of. It has been said that they have hitherto played, in Indology, 

the part of a jungle which everybody is anxious to avoid. Still stronger, a great historian is quoted as having 

said that it would be “the unfortunate lot of some future scholar to wade through the disgusting details of 

drunkenness and debauchery which were regarded as an essential part of their religion by a large section of the 

Indian community not long ago”. This with reference to these same Tantras.378 

Van Manen then comments: 

But here we have the first translation into a European language of one of these Tantrik texts; and far from being 

obscene or stupid, it strikes us as a work of singular beauty and nobility, and as a creation of religious art, 

almost unique in its lofty grandeur. It is so totally unlike any religious document we are acquainted with, that 

it is almost inconceivable that this is only a brief specimen, a first specimen, made accessible to the general 

public, of a vast literature of which the extent (as existing in Tibet) cannot yet even be measured.379 

In The Theosophist October 1927–September 1928 issue, C. Kunhan Raja 380  reviews 

Tantrarāja Tantra (1918) by Arthur Avalon. Raja comments that 

This valuable book is the twelfth volume of the Ṭānṭric texts edited by Arthur Avalon. India owes a debt of 

deep gratitude to this great scholar, the great authority on Ṭānṭric literature, the friend of India and the admirer 

of Indian civilisation. But for his efforts, this branch of Hinḍû civilisation would still have remained an 

unexplored desert.381 

He further comments that 

 

377 Johan van Manen “A Tibetan Tantra” in The Theosophist, October 1918–September 1919 v. 40, n. 1–12, 

382. 
378 Ibid., 383. 
379 Ibid., 384. 
380 C. Kunhan Raja (1895–1963) was a scholar of Indian culture and Indology. He was an important member 

of the T.S. in India, creator of the Adyar Library Bulletin/Brahmavidya (1937–46), a resident at the T.S.’s 

headquarters in Adyar and Curator at the Adyar Library for several years. He was also the first professor in 

Sanskrit at Madras University. He was the author of several works and translated the Dhammapada from Pali 

into Sanskrit and English (1956). 
381 C. Kunhan Raja, “Reviews” in The Theosophist, v. 49 n. 1–12, October 1927–September 1928, 409. 
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The Ṭānṭric religion is a peculiar form of religion, full of allegories and symbols, and it will appeal only to 

those who are inclined towards ceremonials and rituals, and who believe in symbolism. Every sound uttered, 

every movement, every gesture, every line and curve has a significance.  

The subject deserves close study.382 

In the April 1941 issue of The Theosophist, a book review by H.V. of Tantrik Yoga, by J. 

Marquès Rivière (1903–2000),383 is featured. H.V. describes that: 

Some of us may regret that he has chosen Tantric practices for exposition, as these can easily be dangerous; 

but he treats all schools of Yoga with marked fairness and discernment, and elucidates much that has been 

generally left obscure.384 

5.5.1 Discussion 

I was surprised to find that there was not a clear shift in the way Tantra was described after 

Arthur Avalon’s entry as a ‘Western’ expert on Tantra in 1913, something which I had 

anticipated. Even if there were, as we have seen, some positive accounts made after this, the 

number of discussions on Tantra was not affected by the popularization of Arthur Avalon’s 

works. Rather the opposite is true, accounts on Tantra were much more frequent before Arthur 

Avalon. The accounts quoted above, despite seemingly demonstrating a more positive outlook 

on Tantra, are too few to make a conclusion regarding if there occurred a shift in Theosophical 

descriptions of Tantra. 

However, we can identify a shift in the first decade of the twentieth century, considering that 

descriptions on Tantra disappear from the two periodicals. The discussions are at their most  

intense during the years 1879 to 1900, after which such discussions almost disappear, leading 

to Tantra being only occasionally discussed past the year of 1900. The reasons for this shift 

remain unclear to me. A potential explanation to the shift could be that the subject was simply 

not considered to be as interesting or controversial after about twenty years of intense 

discussions, during which the Hindu reform movements also constructed their “Hinduism.” The 

first export of Tantra to the West occurred in the early 1900s, with the aforementioned ‘Neo-

 

382 Ibid. 
383 Jean Marquès Rivière (1903–2000) was a French writer and screenwriter. Distinguishing for his works are 

their focus on Hinduism, Buddhism and Freemasonry. He is the author of two books on Tantra, Tantrik Yoga: 

Hindu and Tibetan (1934), and Kalachakra. Initiation tantrique du Dalaï-Lama (1985). 
384 H.V. “Book Reviews: Yoga” in The Theosophist, v. 62, n. 7, April 1941, 77. 
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Tantric’ Yogi Pierre Arnold Bernard who founded the Tantrik Order of America in 1905 or 

1906. The popularization of Tantra to the West could be another potential explanation of the 

shift. It could also be the case that this shift is isolated to the selected two periodicals, while 

discussions remained active within other occult periodicals of the time period. Additional 

research is needed to determine this.  
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6 Conclusion 

6.1 Conclusion 

This thesis set out to answer the following question: “Within the framework of the 

Theosophical periodicals, The Theosophist and Lucifer, how is Tantra described during the 

years 1879 to 1941?” In order to answer this question, I employed thematic analysis, as 

described by Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, and postcolonial theory. More specifically, 

my thesis departed from Richard G. Fox, Christopher Partridge and Richard King’s “affirmative 

Orientalism” and Karl Baier and J.J. Clarke’s “Theosophical Orientalism,” previously 

discussed in sections 2.2.2 and 2.2.3. 

The scholars within the theoretical perspective of affirmative Orientalism, highlight an 

active, rather than passive, role (the latter being emphasized by Edward Said) of the colonized, 

as in the previously discussed case of Vivekānanda’s appropriation of India as ‘mystical.’ 

Additionally, the scholars underline the employment of positive ‘Oriental’ stereotypes in 

contrast to a Europe which was perceived as capitalist and modernized, among other things. 

Departing from affirmative Orientalism, Karl Baier and J.J. Clarke highlight a specific aspect, 

Theosophical Orientalism. Important aspects as pointed out by the scholars are the 

Theosophists’ ‘ancient wisdom’ (of the ‘East’) narrative as well as the Theosophical strive 

towards an establishment of a scientific link between ‘Eastern’ religion and ‘Western’ science. 

These two postcolonial theories were applied in the analysis of the selected material in order to 

see if, and in that case, how, descriptions on Tantra were affected by Orientalist discourse. 

The aforementioned Orientalist discourse is multifaceted; however, such discussions would 

compare and value ‘Eastern’ and ‘Western’ aspects. The discussed theories within the thesis 

are only a few out of several ways to interpret the varying discourses between the ‘West’ and 

the ‘East.’  

In the specific case of Theosophy, the doctrine was in many ways affected by Orientalist 

discourse but the T.S., unlike other contemporary occult groups, also strived towards 

intercultural learning and encouraged members from various religious backgrounds. Their early 

co-operation with the Hindu reform movement Ārya Samāja is one of the many examples of 

this.  
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In the analysis chapter, three themes – magic, yoga, and science – were identified within the 

selected data set. In part, the descriptions were analyzed as affirmative and Theosophical 

Orientalism. For instance, an exaggerated focus on ritualistic aspects of Tantra, descriptions of 

Tantra as black magic, and the employment of Tantra as an antithesis to the ‘ancient’ wisdom 

of ‘pure’ Hinduism was found within the accounts. 

The accounts featured within the first selected theme, magic, determined that Tantra was 

predominantly described negatively, as sorcery, black magic, immoral, evil and necromancy, 

among other things, aspects that were frequently highlighted within Orientalist descriptions of 

Tantra. The positive accounts, however, related to what was referred to as “white” magic, and 

non-transgressive aspects of Tantra, such as certain imagery and rituals, which had hugely 

influenced Hinduism for millennia. In the second selected theme, yoga, Tantra was also 

described both negatively and positively. Within the negative accounts, Tantra is outlined as 

e.g., degenerate, sorcery and pernicious, which relates to the prevailing Orientalist view of 

Tantra, while the positive accounts highlight Tantra as important and esoteric, leading the 

practitioner to acquire ‘yoga power,’ and more. The positive accounts were not found to be part 

of Orientalist discourse. The negative descriptions were written by two English authors, (G.R.S. 

Mead and Francesca Arundale), whereas the positive accounts were by Indian authors, (S.E. 

Gopalacharlu, Narayana Aiyer and Kali Prasanna Mukherji). Since the accounts on yoga, 

however, were considerably fewer than the ones related to magic it was not possible to draw a 

conclusion from this. In the last identified theme, science, it was argued that the descriptions 

were demonstrative of the Theosophical wish to establish a scientific link to ‘Eastern’ religious 

traditions, a main feature of Theosophical Orientalism. It was also concluded that Orientalist 

stereotypes related to India, such as claims of it being static was expressed within some of the 

accounts, while other accounts were demonstrative of the Theosophical admiration for India. 

Several accounts related to the concept of ‘ancient wisdom,’ an important narrative for 

Theosophists.  

Consequently, the thesis’ findings confirm as well as challenge postcolonial theory. While 

some of the descriptions can be understood as Orientalist understanding of Tantra, some of the 

accounts highlight the positive accounts of Tantra, without taking Orientalist notions (e.g., 

stereotypes) into consideration. As such, it can be concluded that while the descriptions of 

Tantra within these periodicals can partially be understood from an Orientalist understanding 

of Indian religion, but this was not the case for the entirety of the accounts. 
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The discussions took place most frequently between the years 1879 to 1900, after which the 

subject was only discussed occasionally. As such, the thesis identified a shift in discussions 

surrounding Tantra to the year 1900. Further research is suggested to identify whether the 

identified shift occurred in the occult periodicals in general, or was limited to the two selected 

periodicals, as well as to examine the potential reasons for the shift. 

In the analysis, descriptions that were featured in the periodicals after the entrance of Arthur 

Avalon as a Tantric pioneer in 1913 also was included as a separate section. The accounts were, 

generally, more positive than previous accounts. However, due to these accounts being few in 

number, it is not possible to conclude whether Tantra was described more positive within 

Theosophical discourse in general succeeding the popularization of Avalon’s works. The 

discussions on Tantra were additionally not revived post Arthur Avalon, which I initially 

anticipated. Therefore, additional research is encouraged to determine as whether discussions 

on Tantra were intensified after Arthur Avalon within other occult periodicals during the time 

period.  

As made evident in chapter 4, the T.S. has been one of the most frequently discussed topics 

within the field of Western esotericism, while Tantra has been repeatedly discussed within 

South Asian studies. Tantra is a central notion not only within academia, but also within 

contemporary spirituality, among other things.385 Therefore, it is surprising that research as of 

yet has not considered the ways in which Tantra was shaped within the Theosophical context 

of the nineteenth to mid twentieth centuries, as Tantra was disseminated to the ‘West’ 

predominantly via Theosophy. This thesis makes an important contribution to these fields of 

research since the current study is the first to provide a systematic analysis of Tantra within the 

framework of the Theosophical periodicals. The thesis regards the background to how Tantra 

has evolved into the concept by which it is recognized within contemporary spirituality. 

Furthermore, this background is, I argue crucial to aptly understand the huge phenomena of 

Tantra within contemporary culture. Lastly, while previous scholarship has already identified 

the entering of the notion into the ‘West,’ in general, this thesis aimed to demonstrate more 

precisely the image which was being described to the ‘West’ via the Theosophical periodicals. 

 

385 A Google search on the word ‘Tantra’ generated 11 000 000 search results, which suggests how wide-spread 

Tantra is today.  
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To better understand the implications of the thesis’ result, further research could include further 

material, such as additional periodicals.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

97 

 

Appendix 1 

In this appendix, the selected codes and themes are demonstrated. The themes are presented 

at the top, and the codes are demonstrated below these. Since some of the codes intersected 

with each other, the following three themes were put together into a single theme: powers, ritual 

and magic (Tantra as Magic). 

 

    Magic        Yoga     Ritual     Powers      Science 

Black magic Hatha yoga 

 

Ceremonial rites Magical powers Metaphysical 

knowledge 

Indian magic Hatha yoga practices 

 

External rite Motive powers Scientific 

knowledge 

Magical 

ceremonies 

Yoga Horrible rite Mystic powers Great science 

Magical 

pentacles 

Yoga philosophy Household rite Occult powers Western 

science 

Magical 

performance 

Yoga power Magical rites Psychic powers  

Magical powers Indian yogis Tantric rituals Supernormal powers  

Magical purposes Tantric yogis Tantrik ritual Supernatural powers  

Magical rites Tantric sannyasis 

practice yoga 

Magical 

ceremonies 

Yoga power  

Magical works  Quaint ceremonies   

Tantrika magic  Religious 

ceremonies 

  

Ceremonial 

magician 

 Vaidik ceremonies   

Fire-eating 

magician 

    

Magician 

descends 
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Appendix 2 

In this appendix, the articles discussed in chapter 5 are featured, listed in a chronological 

order. 

Author  Month, 
Year 

Name of Article Periodical 

Swami Dayānanda Sarasvatī December 
1879 

“The Authobiography of 
Dayánund Saraswati” 

The Theosophist 
v. 1, n. 3 

“A Bengali Friend” February 
1880 

Letter The Theosophist 
v. 1, n. 5 

Baradā Kānta Majumdār 
 

April 1880 “Tantric Philosophy” The Theosophist 
v. 1, n. 7 

Baradā Kānta Majumdār 
 

July 1880 “A Glimpse of Tantrik 
Occultism” 

The Theosophist, 
v. 1, n. 10 

Henry Steel Olcott July 1880 Footnote, “A Glimpse of 
Tantrik Occultism” by Baradā 
Kānta Majumdār 
 

The Theosophist, 
v. 1, n. 10 

T.S. June 1883 “The Tantras” The Theosophist 
v. 4, n. 45  

Helena Petrovna Blavatsky June 1883 Footnote, “The Tantras” by T.S. The Theosophist 
v. 4, n. 45 

Miad Koyora Koria Hon December 
1883 

“Mystic Lore: Shamanism and 
Witchcraft amongst the 
Kolarian Tribes” 

The Theosophist 
v. 5, n. 51 

D.D.K August 1884 Adepts and Magicians: 
Occultism in India 

The Theosophist, 
v. 5, n. 59 

Anonymous May 1885 “The Left Hand Path” The Theosophist 
v. 6, n. 68 

K.D.M. September 
1885 

“Earthquakes” The Theosophist, 
v. 6,  n. 72 

The Solar Sphinx July 1886 “The Idyll of the White Lotus” The Theosophist, 
v. 7, n. 82 

B.B. March 1888 “The Anatomy of the Tantras” The Theosophist, 
v. 9, n. 102 

Anonymous May 1888 “Occultism Versus the Occult 
Arts” 

Lucifer  
v. 2, n. 9 

Henry Steel Olcott July 1888 “Precipitated Pictures in New 
York” 

The Theosophist, 
v. 9, n. 106 

Anonymous  
 

February 
1889 
 

“Qabalah, the  
Philosophical Writings of 
Solomon Ben Yehudah Ibn 
Gebirol (Or Avicebron)” 
(review) 

 
Lucifer, 
v. 3, n. 18 
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Anonymous April 1890 “Kosmic Mind” Lucifer,  
v. 6, n. 32 

Helena Petrovna Blavatsky March 1892 “The Ensouled Violin” 
(excerpt) 

Lucifer  
v. 10, n. 55 

S.E.G. December 
1892 

Reviews: Our Magazines. 
Review of “Schools of 
Occultism” 

The Theosophist, 
v. 14, n. 3 

Kali Prasanna Mukherji February 
1893 

“Scraps from a Hindu Note-
Book: More about the Hindû 
Religion” 

Lucifer,  
v. 11, n. 66 

S.E. Gopalacharlu August 1893 “Psychological Religion” The Theosophist, 
v. 14, n. 11 

Purnendu Narayan Sinha September 
1893 

“Esoteric Hinduism”  
(review) 

The Theosophist, 
v. 14, n. 12 

Kali Prasanna Mukherji October 
1893 

“The Religion of the Hindus” Lucifer,  
v. 13, n. 74 

George Robert Stow Mead March 1895 “The Buddhism of Tibet” Lucifer,  
v. 16, n. 91 

George Robert Stow Mead January 15th, 
1896 

“On the Watch-Tower” Lucifer,  
v. 17, n. 101  

George Robert Stow Mead March 15th, 
1896 

“The Sword of Moses” Lucifer,  
v. 18, n. 103 

Francesca Arundale February 
1896 

“Psychism and Spirituality” The Theosophist, 
v. 17, n. 5 

Nakur Chandra Bisvas May 1899 “Bengali Folk Lore” The Theosophist 
v. 20, n. 8 

Peter de Abrew November 
1902 

“Black Magic or Demonology” The Theosophist 
v. 24, n. 2 

Narayana Aiyer February 
1909 

“The Symbolism of the Two 
Schools of Yoga in Southern 
India” 

The Theosophist 
v. 30, n. 5 

Bhikku Ānanḍa Meṭṭeya/ 
Charles Henry Allan Bennett 

May 1911 “The Religion of Burma” The Theosophist 
v. 32, n. 8 

Johan van Manen October 
1918–
September 
1919 

“A Tibetan Tantra” The Theosophist 
v. 40, n. 1-12 

C. Kunhan Raja October 
1927–
September 
1928 

“Reviews” The Theosophist 
v. 49, n. 1-12 

H.V. April 1941 “Book Reviews: Yoga” The Theosophist 
v. 62, n. 7 
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