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Abstract

The present article offers a critical review of Wasserstrom's book "Religion After
Religion", examining its main themes, methodological approaches, and scholarly
impacts. The primary objective of this article was to assess how Wasserstrom
portrays the contributions of Scholem, Eliade, and Corbin to modern religious
thought, particularly their shared focus on mysticism, symbolism, and the
phenomenological study of religion. Utilizing text-based content analysis of the
book, this research examined Wasserstrom's use of the concept "Religion After
Religion" and his critical engagement with the scholars' ideological commitments
and methodological choices. The findings highlighted significant strengths, such as
Wasserstrom's comprehensive historical context and interdisciplinary approach, but
also raised notable criticisms. These include ambiguity in defining "Religion After
Religion," which blurs the boundaries between personal spirituality, academic
inquiry, and ideological commitments, raising questions about the concept's
coherence as an analytical category. Additionally, the overemphasis on mysticism
often overshadows critical historical analysis, particularly in Scholem's works, and
an insufficient critique of the ethical dimensions of the scholars' political ideologies
limits the depth of Wasserstrom's analysis. This review emphasizes the need for a
more balanced and precise engagement with the complex interplay between

mysticism, history, and politics in modern religious studies.
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Extended Abstract

This article presents a comprehensive critical examination of Steven M.
Wasserstrom's seminal work "Religion After Religion: Gershom Scholem, Mircea
Eliade, and Henry Corbin at Eranos" (1999), analyzing its methodological
approaches, scholarly contributions, and theoretical limitations within the broader
context of modern religious studies. The research employs a text-based content
analysis methodology to evaluate Wasserstrom's portrayal of three pivotal figures
who fundamentally transformed twentieth-century approaches to religious
scholarship through their convergence at the Eranos conferences in Ascona,
Switzerland. The central thesis examines how Wasserstrom conceptualizes "Religion
After Religion" as a framework for understanding the intellectual trajectory of
Gershom Scholem (1897-1982), the pioneering scholar of Jewish mysticism and
Kabbalah; Mircea Eliade (1907-1986), the Romanian phenomenologist and historian
of religions; and Henry Corbin (1903-1978), the French philosopher and Iranologist
specializing in Islamic esotericism. These scholars shared a fundamental
commitment to phenomenological approaches that prioritized mystical experience,
symbolic interpretation, and the transcendent dimensions of religious phenomena
over purely historical-critical or sociological methodologies. Wasserstrom's analysis
demonstrates how the Eranos conferences, established in 1933 by Olga Frobe-
Kapteyn under Carl Jung's influence, created an unprecedented intellectual milieu
that facilitated interdisciplinary dialogue between scholars, mystics, psychologists,
and philosophers. This unique environment deliberately blurred traditional academic
boundaries, encouraging participants to engage with subjects that integrated
systematic scholarship with spiritual inquiry. The conferences became instrumental
in fostering what Wasserstrom terms "dialectical imagination" — a dynamic mode of
thinking that enabled these scholars to navigate between contradictory ideas and
synthesize diverse perspectives into coherent understandings of religious
phenomena. The study reveals several significant strengths in Wasserstrom's
approach, particularly his comprehensive historical contextualization and
interdisciplinary methodology. His analysis effectively illuminates how
phenomenological approaches enabled deeper engagement with the experiential and
symbolic dimensions of religious traditions, moving beyond reductionist
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explanations that limited religious phenomena to social, psychological, or historical
factors. Wasserstrom successfully demonstrates how each scholar's work reflected a
shared focus on mysticism, symbolism, and the phenomenological study of religion,
while simultaneously maintaining their distinctive methodological signatures.
However, the analysis identifies substantial methodological and conceptual
limitations that constrain the depth and precision of Wasserstrom's critical
engagement. The most significant weakness lies in the ambiguous definition of
"Religion After Religion", which blurs boundaries between personal spirituality,
academic inquiry, and ideological commitments. This conceptual imprecision raises
fundamental questions about the coherence of this framework as an analytical
category and its utility for understanding the complex relationship between mystical
engagement and scholarly objectivity. The research highlights four primary areas of
critical concern. First, the phenomenological emphasis, while providing insights into
mystical dimensions, often overshadows critical historical analysis, particularly
evident in Wasserstrom's treatment of Scholem's rigorously historical approach to
Jewish mysticism. This methodological imbalance risks misrepresenting the
sophisticated integration of mystical interpretation with empirical historical research
that characterized Scholem's scholarly methodology. Second, the analysis
demonstrates insufficient engagement with the ethical implications of the scholars'
political and ideological commitments, particularly Eliade's associations with
Romanian nationalism and the Iron Guard, and Corbin's romanticization of Iranian
spirituality, which often overlook complex socio-political realities. Third, the study
reveals methodological inadequacies in  Wasserstrom's treatment of
phenomenological limitations. The phenomenological suspension of judgment,
while facilitating deeper engagement with subjective religious experience, can lead
to overly idealistic interpretations of religious symbols and practices, treating them
as timeless truths rather than constructs shaped by specific historical and cultural
contexts. This methodological concern is particularly relevant given critiques by
scholars such as Jonathan Z. Smith, who argue that phenomenological approaches
can obscure the material conditions and power structures that shape religious
phenomena. Fourth, the analysis exposes the problematic conflation of mystical
engagement with academic objectivity inherent in the concept of "Religion After
Religion". This conflation raises fundamental questions about the boundaries
between personal spiritual exploration and scholarly inquiry, particularly regarding
how ideological commitments influence interpretive choices and theoretical
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frameworks. The research findings emphasize the need for more balanced and
precise engagement with the complex interplay between mysticism, history, and
politics in modern religious studies. While acknowledging the innovative
contributions of phenomenological approaches to understanding religious
experience, the analysis argues for methodological frameworks that maintain critical
distance from the subjects of study while remaining sensitive to their experiential
dimensions. The study concludes that although Wasserstrom's work provides
valuable insights into the intellectual development of three influential scholars, its
limitations necessitate more rigorous critical engagement with the methodological
and ethical dimensions of their scholarship. Future research should address the
identified gaps by developing analytical frameworks that can accommodate both the
phenomenological insights and the critical-historical rigor necessary for a
comprehensive understanding of religious phenomena. This critical evaluation
contributes to ongoing scholarly debates about the appropriate methodological
approaches for religious studies, particularly regarding the tension between
empathetic understanding and critical analysis. The research demonstrates the
importance of maintaining analytical precision when examining the intersection of
personal spirituality, academic scholarship, and ideological commitment, while
recognizing the continuing influence of these scholars on contemporary religious

thought and the necessity of engaging critically with their intellectual legacy.
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