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and the Exhaustion of Modernity
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ABSTRACT: Infamous for his drug use and extreme sexual practices,
and proclaiming himself the “Great Beast 666,” Aleister Crowley
remains to this day one of the most influential and yet most often mis-
understood figures in the history of Western new religious movements.
This article offers a fresh approach to Crowley, by placing him within
contemporary debates about modernism and postmodernism. By no
means the outcast enemy of modern Western society so often depicted
in the media, Crowley was, I argue, a stunning reflection of some of the
most acute cultural contradictions at the heart of modern Western civ-
ilization in the early twentieth century. A uniquely Janus-faced char-
acter, he reflects both the “Faustian” will of modernism as well as its
tragic failure and exhaustion at mid-century in the aftermath of the
two World Wars.

Where does our modern world belong—to exhaustion or ascent?—Its
manifoldness and unrest conditioned by the attainment of the highest

level of consciousness.
—Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power'

The point about Crowley is that he seems to contain all these sorts of
ideas and identities—indeed most of the vices of the Twentieth
Century—and he was dead at the end of 1947.

—Snoo Wilson, author of the play “The Beast™ (1974)?

Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions, Volume 7, Issue 3, pages
7-25, ISSN 1092-6690 (print), 1541-8480 (electronic). © 2004 by The Regents of the
University of California. All rights reserved. Send requests for permission to reprint
to: Rights and Permissions, University of California Press, Journals Division, 2000
Center Street, Suite 303, Berkeley, CA 94704-1223,




urely few figures in the history of Western new religious move-
ments are so colorful, so notorious. or the subject of so many scan-
dalous exposés as the self-proclaimed “Greal Beast 666,” Aleister
Crowley. Infamous for his drug use and sexual habits, chased out of sev-
eral countries and finally dying in poverty, Crowley is today one of the
most influential figures in the modern revival of magic and Neopagan
witchcraft. While there are many popular and journalistic works on
Crowley, he has seldom been taken seriously by modern scholarship,
however, and never examined critically for his key role in the history of
religions,?
In this article I argue that Crowley is not only an important and neg-
lected figure in the history of new religions, but that he also opens an
illuminating window onto the social, political and religious history of the
twentieth century. In most previous literature, Crowley has been por-
trayed as the great outcast and enemy of mainstream modern society, In
his own writings, he depicts himself as a solitary voice of freedom crying
in the wilderness of moderni ty, a champion of the individual will against
the dull conformity of the modern state. What I hope to show is that
Crowley is by no means the arch-enemy of modern Western civilization;
on the contrary, he is in many respects the epitome of Western modernity
in the 1920s and 1930s before the exhaustion, disillusionment and dis.
aster of World War II. As Paul Heelas has argued, many new religious
movements do not represent so much 3 rejection of modernity; rather,
they are often better described as powerful affirmations of certain basic
modern ideals, such as progress, individualism and free will, and thus
represent a kind of “celebration of the self and sacralization of moder-
nity,™ Crowley is one of the clearest examples of this trend, Indeed, he
is perhaps the embodiment of what Marshall Berman calls “the Faustian
individual,” who expresses the grand aspirations and tragic failings of
modernity as a whole.?

Crowley also reflects the modern preoccupation with sexuality in the
carly twentieth century. As Michel Foucault has argued, the Victorian era
has often been mistakenly characterized as a period of prudish repres-
sion and suppression of sexuality. In fact, it was anything but a time of
repression, and instead was an era of intense proliferation of discourse
about sex, which was now categorized, classified and theorized as never
before. With his central emphasis on sexual magic (or Magick, to use
Crowley’s spelling)% as the most powerful ritual secret, Crowley epito-
mizes this modern fascination wi th sex as the innermost essence of the
human self. To use the terms of Georges Bataille, Crowley’s ultimate
goal was one of transgression on every level—to explode the boundaries
of all morality and conventional models of sexuality in order to achieve
an intense experience of superhuman liberation,

At the same time, Crowley also reveals the first signs of the collapse of
Western modernity in the middle of the twentieth century. Having explored
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Aiwass appeared to him and dictated the Book of the Law ( Liber Legis) . His
most famous work, the Book of the Law announces the dawn of a third
aecon of mankind: the first aeon was that of the Goddess Isis, centered
around matriarchy and the worship of the Great Mother; the second
aeon was that of Osiris, during which the patriarchal religions of suf-
fering and death—i.e., Judaism and Christianity—rose to power. Finally,
with the revelation of the Book of the Law, a new acon of the son, Horus,
was born. “In this acon the emphasis is on the self or will, not on any-
thing external such as gods or priests.™

The peak of his magical career—and also of his infamy as the
wickedest man alive—was in the period from 1920-22, when he founded
his own spiritual community called the Abbey of Thelema in Cefalu,
Sicily. The original inspiration came from Rabelais’ classic work,
Gargantua, which describes an ideal spiritual community that transcends
the hypocritical corruption of the Christian monasteries. Called
“Theleme” (from the Greek, meaning “will”), the government of the
community was “do what you will,” in a joyous blending of Stoic virtues
with Christian spirituality. Crowley took Rabelais’ ideal a good deal fur-
ther, however, by creating a utopian community in which every desire
could be gratified and every impulse expressed through free experi-
mentation in drugs, sex and physical excess.

Perhaps the most infamous product of this period was Crowley’s
semi-autobiographical novel, Diary of a Drug Fiend, published in 1922,
Written at top speed to fund his growing drug habit, the Diary is one of
Crowley’s most outrageous works, but also the one that provides the
most insight into his character and historical context. A thinly disguised
image of Crowley himself, the central character Peter Pendragon
describes his rapid descent into cocaine and heroin addiction, as he
careens through the affluent, excessive life of the Roaring Twenties,
exploring every possible sensual pleasure and moral vice. As Leslie
Shepherd comments, the book is a striking reflection of this age of vio-
lent contrasts: “It was the world of censorship of taste and also the Jazz
Age of petting parties, wild automobile rides [and] speak-easies . . . .
Puritanism and interwar permissiveness lived side by side and made
faces at each other.”'” Ironically, Pendragon is finally redeemed by a
mysterious figure named King Lamus, who runs a spiritual center called
the Abbey of Thelema in the far-off town of “Telepylus.” In other words,
the drug-addicted Crowley has portrayed himself as the character’s own
final savior and redemption.

By the 1940s, however, Crowley had run through both his money and
his once infinite will to power. Though he continued to believe that his
Book of the Law might have a decisive role in the unfolding of global
events during World War II, most people who saw him in those years
described him more often as “a bored old man who found the lonely
evenings frightening.”! He would spend his last years in a small guest
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the O.T.O.'s nine grades of initiation focused on sex magic and the

techniques of autoerotic and heterosexual magic.
Crowley became involved with the O.T.O. in

became its most prominent leader. According to Cro
was approached by Reuss, who had read a cryptic chapter of his Book of
Lies and accused him of revealing the innermost secret of the O.T.O: the
secret of sexual magic. After the two discussed the matter, Reuss believed
that Crowley had stumbled upon the secret on his own. Thus Reuss rec-
ommended that Crowley be named the sovereign Grand Master General
of Ireland, Tona and the Britains. As Crowley later commented, this
secret of sex magic is “of such remendous importance” that it cannot
be used indiscriminately or revealed to the unworthy:

1910 and quickly
wley's account, he

[1]f this secret [of sexual magic], which is a scientific secret, were per-
fectly understood . . . there would be nothing which the human imagi-
o8

nation can conceive that could not bhe realized in practice . ...~

One could even produce new atomic elements with this power, accord-
ing to Crowley!

Crowley's most infamous sexual rite w
An elaborate, highly choreographed ceremony, the Mass was designed
to provide the O.T.O. with a central ritual analogous to the Catholic
Mass. In place of bread and wine, Crowley substituted semen and men-
strual fluid as the “Cake of Light and Cup of Wine” to be consumed by
the Priest and Priestess. In the course of the ceremony, the Priest “parts
a sacred veil with his Lance and embraces the knees of the Priestess,”
who has removed her robes to embody the “sacred nakedness of the
Goddess.™*

Crowley’s most explicitly transgressive practices occurred in the years
between 1920 and 1922 at his Abbey of Thelema in Sicily. According to
diaries from this period, Crowley believed that he had transcended all
moral boundaries and material distinctions, such that even the most
defiling substances became for him divine. He describes one perform-
ance of his Gnostic Mass in which the sacred Host was replaced with the
excrement of his consort, Leah Hirsig, which she then forced him to eat
as the Body of God: "My mouth burned,” he recounts, “my throat
choked, my belly wretched . . . . My teeth grew rotten, my tongue ulcered,
raw was my throat; but to her tongue it was ambrosia, in her belly the

One God.™

I would suggest that Crowley’s sexual magic is a striking illustration
of what Georges Bataille calls the power of transgression, which is a
central aspect of eroticism, religious ritual and mystical experience
alike. As Bataille suggests, transgression is not a matter of simple hedo-
nism or un restrained sexual license. Rather, its power lies in the dialec-
tic or play between taboo and transgression, sanctity and sacrilege,

as the full-scale “Gnostic Mass.”
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with and discourse about sex, which now defines and determines our
very existence. “We have not in the least liberated sexuality, though we
have . .. carried it to its limits: the limit of the law, since it seems the sole

substance of our universal taboos.”™*

THE FAUSTIAN SELF: CROWLEY
AND THE MODERN WILL TO POWER

In his life, writings and sexual practices, Crowley is a figure far more

donistic drug fiend attacked by the media.

Indeed, he reflects some of the central concerns of the twentieth cen-

tury, embodying the most grandiose aspirations of modern Western cul-
ture and foreshadowing its crisis at mid-century. We might say that he
manifests the inner contradictions at the heart of modernity itself, its
desire for power and transformation, along with the growing terror and
disorientation of a world falling apart. “To be modern is to find ourselves in
an environment that promises adventure, joy, growth, transformation . . .
and at the same time threatens to destroy everything. . . . It pours us into
a maelstrom of perpetual disintegration and ren ewal.”! Crowley seems
to have thrown himself into this maelstrom headlong.

While there are many ways of defining modernity, Jurgen Habermas
suggests that it is essentially rooted in currents going back to the eigh-
teenth century and the project of the Enlightenment. Among other
things, this project was an attempt to develop an objective science, a uni-
versal morality and law with the goal of human emancipation and “lib-
eration from the irrationalities of myth, religion and superstjl.ion."?'f’
Above all, the project of modernity rested in a fundamental belief in the
value of the individual self and the possibility of pmgress——-m(wing for-
ward toward a truly free but well-ordered society.

These ideals of progress and the celebration of the self also bore

with them certain internal tensions, however. By the late nineteenth

century, the remarkable new productive and technological tools gen-
remendous force of change,

erated by modernity had unleashed a t

transformation and seeming constant revolution. The speed of devel-
opment had made the modern world itself seem shifting and
ephemeral, shattering any sense of stability, a world “capable of spec-
tacular growth, capable of appalling waste and devastation, capable
of everything except solidity and stability.”® A sense of the fragmenta-
tion and impermanence of modern life appears in a wide array of late
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century authors, from poets like
Charles Baudelaire to sociologists like Emile Durkheim. Friedrich
Nietzsche, for example, believed that this 1er1:ifying change could be
heroically embraced by the individual—the Ubermensch—who affirms
the will to power as the “monster of energy,” without beginning, without

interesting than the he
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end. “The modern was nothing more than a vita) energy, the will to live
and to power, swimming in a sea of disorder, anarchy, destruction,
alienation and despair. 7 '

According to Marshall Berman, the literary incarnation of the mod-
ern spirit is Goethe's Faust. Driven by the ideals of progress and utopian
perfection. Faust ends by destroying everything that stands in the way of
his vision.

An epic hero prepared to destroy religious myths . ., and customary ways
oflife in order to build a brave new world. . .. Faust is g tragic figure. . . ,
Faust forces himself and everyone else to extremes of , . pain and exhaus-
tion in order to master nature and create a new landscape.”%

In response to this growing sense of transformation and collapse of
a once stable world, many intellectuals of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century began to see a need for a wholly new social order. For
some like Durkheim, the solution was anew national state and a kind of
secular religion to provide the social cohesion once provided by tradi-
tional religions. For others like Marx, it was the hope of an egalitarian,
classless society based on the recognition of human dignity and the
value of labor. And for stil] others of the 1930s and 1940s itwould be the
fascist vision of a supremely powerful totalitarian state, As Max
Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno argue, “the Enlightenment project
was doomed to turn against itself and transform the quest for emanci-
pation into a system of universal oppression.”™ Fascism, in other words,
was perhaps the inevitable outcome of the “hubristic aggressive ego of
the Faustian individua], "4

Crowley is one of the clearest examples of these contradictory, con-

“every man and woman is a star” and his motto of “do what thoy wilt,”
Crowley took the modern sanctification of the Self to its furthest con-
clusion. Indeed, he would set up his own religion of the Self in place of
the religion of the “Dying God,” Christ: “The Law of Thelema avows and
Justifies selfishness: it confirms the inmost conviction of each one of us
that he is the centre of the cosmos, ™!

At the same time, Crowley also clearly reflected the destructive side
of the late modern era, the sense of accelerating change and the vio-
lently creative power of the human will. Nowhere js the dizzying, elec-
trifying and yet terrifying sense of change more apparent than in his
Diary of a Drug Fiend. According to the recurring mantra of the book.
“Every day in every way it gets better and better.” As Pendragon and Lou
careen wildly on heroin and cocaine, whirling “from pleasure to pleas-
ure in an inexhaustible rush,” the entire world becomes a bewildering
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blur of transformation. Even amidst this frantic blur of modern life,
however, they see a glimmer of the eternal:

i i e C sec ick of the
Lou and I were living minute by minute, second by "'e('m?d.' A LI(_L. i
clock marked for us an interval of eternity. . . . We were living acc orL:I g
to the instruction of the Savior: “Take no thought for the morrow.”. . .

E g 42
Limitations were abhorrent.

Through the intensity of cocaine and heroi_n bliss, they ex.per;.fn[c.e TLl:}ef
ultimate sense of self-deification, an expansive, zixll-constlln}ng ce 1115; !
power. “The feeling of mastery increases to a point that nothing matters
43
" 329 Crowley himself observed, his wildly uuresiﬂ@ined characlr:ers' al:e
not unlike the whole state of the modern West—"like Europelzll ter t Ei
war,” driven relentlessly on by the need for wealth :11.1d th‘e eqn‘(‘. esls c:;l?s
sumption of resources. He goes on to obscrvfz .that it wga Plc‘ltllh{-: v -
unrestrained will to power that enabled the British to C{:}l“iqu er u]i;e p e
tions of the world and build one of the largest empires ever now[0
“When one is on cocaine’s honeymoon, 01.1e really is. .. mcllp,er 101
one’s fellows. One attacks every problem .Wlth- Perfect conﬁ an}e.li];e.
The British Empire is due to this spil-“it."‘H BTmSl-].solclhc,.'l-h’ mlt;(;]Le -
drug users, functioned with the confidence inspired by ignor:
ir true situation, . .

the;:i lt(Jel lsds‘:;ﬁn?ellec tuals of his day, Crowley t.no had hl.-S own ws:o‘n‘ f)f
a new social order that would heal the ills of h.1s gCI}(‘.lI"ﬂ[]_UI] “ In ce:éail::
respects, he seems to have taken the modern 1d.eal‘ of p1 (,)[g:) ?:Sna::\, er{.{
utopian vision to the furthest extreme, by Proclannmg awh : bm.h L.he
of human history—the aeon of l—lows, which would _sllcge’efr bath jhe
matriarchal age of Isis and the patrlarch‘al age of Osiris ) ;Lrl(:l]w%em,,
power of the individual will. In Crowley’s vision, Lh( Law o o lran‘_
would provide the basis for a wholly new k‘mfi of so.cwt}’, one .i 12 16.010_
scends both the servile superstition of Christianity and the vain id

gies of contemporary politics.

Already we see . . . that communism is utterly .ll.lllibl(:‘ to pulfil% prmc:ples
into prJai:tice. ... We see the paralysis of parliamentary govern n]]c:; t har
The only hope of saving mankind from a catastro phe so co;np et r.e“—.
the verv'name of civilization will perish is the appearance of a nle\-. o
gion. The law of Thelema . . . does not r_lcn‘y human nan_m:h t offe
every individual the fullest satisfaction of his true aspirations.

For Crowley, the Law of Thelema provides the Un;y solltn_;lo.nt::; 31\113:)([‘
many competing political systems. It Lranscengs not 011 yt lc i
ideals of communism and fascism, but also the d1'51liuhmntic a.n o
dream of democracy, which is only “the political 1d.c;?.l LTf (lll rls;llaillﬂ t}-ks
its dying phase.™ In one of his last and most explicitly politic ;
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The Scientific Solution to the Problem of Government (1937), Crowley argued
that the Law of Thelema provides a “scientific” solution to the false
ideologies of other systems, for it is the only system that weds the
absolute rule of the state 1o the absolute liberty of each individual.

The Scientific soly tion to all this ram pant ch

thou wilt shall be the whole of the law. Let this formula be accepted by

every government. . .. The absolute rule of the state shall be a function
of the absolute liberty of each individual will 17

aos is the formula, Do what

Crowley had high hopes that his law of Thelema would be adopted
by the major political figures of his day and so become the foundation
for a new social order, According to his own notes, he clearly believed
that the nation that first accepted the Book of the I.aw would become the
leading power in the world. Indeed, he initially saw Hitler and the ris-
ing power of fascism as a possible vehicle for spreading his new law. He
read and made copious marginal notes on Hitler's writings, in which he
tound much agreement with his law of Thelema. Crowle
times to have copies of his work placed in Hitler
it would provide “a philosophical basis for
however, when his attempts to sway the Fiihrer failed, he would Just as

eagerly try to sell his law of Thelema to the British government, as the
MOst necessary way to counter the growing German threat, 1%

y tried several
's hands, suggesting that
Nazism.” Quite remarkably,

THE BEAST WITH TWO BACKS: THE LAST GREAT
MODERNIST OR THE FIRST “POSTMODERN?>?

Like so many of the utopian dreams of the late modern er
dream of a new aeon of Thelemg e
years might be said to he

a, Crowley’s
nded in failure. Crowley’s own last

an allegory for the weariness of Europe itself in
the 1930s and 1940s: hence, he expresses the deepest contradictions of
the modern West at mid-century and foreshadows many of the contra-
dictions of postmodernism as well. The Great Beast seems to have had
two backs, as it were, turned both backward and forward, reﬂecting the
aspirations of a past era and the darkest fears of a new one,

As Habermas observes, the once boundless optimism of the modern
era, with its ideal of a perfectly ordered rational society, appears to haye
dissolved with the events of the two World Wars: “The twentieth cenfury—
with its death camps and death squads . . . js threat of nuclear annihi-

lation and its experience of Hiroshima—has certainly shattered this
optimism.™? The dream of human perfection through rapid transfor-
mation—that is, Berman’s Faustian narrative—coulq only end in tragic
disintegration and violen ce. “The figure of Faust now appeared in a new
symbolic role, as the demon who had wrenched mankind free of its
unity with nature and propelled us along the road o catastrophe. "0
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I in large part out of this sense of the disillusionment, falh.;re. 'c_md
i . ) 3 : 5 rnism
astrophe of the modernist project that the concept f’F po.stmo; e-_ o
cami}( A David Harvey suggests that postmodernism is best Llﬂ; erst 1.
St shis eak with modernism;
W t as some radical new phenomenon or decisive break wi .I_h m - i
l-mh : ‘iL is merely the expression of certain internal tensions a}uc 1 er.]
S ] nis as be
m'th' 1 modernism itself.”! Most commonly, postmodernism h kbl i
I‘ " ) » - - - ] >
:imf ed using Jean-Francois Lyotard’s formulation that it l;ff‘ul'n[ p‘y e
ernne JEs i o A .
skepticism toward all metanarratives. It represents thc. i.(l)_s.s (:j ; Wheme;
grqﬁd narrative about the history of humankind uir. L;‘\-l 1za U:l,n.lrr.lﬁ“,
t risti ive of i lightenment narre
i “hristian narrative of redemption, the Ex : :
it be the Christian narra . =align i
f progress toward a rational society, or the scientific narrativ L
; lpgic al advance. In place of any grand narrative about hlumim s ry{._
et ; d, destabilized nature o
1 tends to celebrate the fragmented, destat ‘
he postmodern tends to ce ag e e
:,]xi'iltjcnce Whereas modernist authors like Baudelaire .\.ougl:1 tto d:m o
P : i ience > ife, the postmodern : s
nal wi -ansience of modern life, .
the eternal within the tra : i posttiocern :
the sheer play of fragmentation as an exhila a}ungf,' tf.:lln‘ynt]j,I snlile |
Yo c asis ragments
‘oni emphasis on the s :
Ironically, the modern , : 4 A
: jus : lution of a traditiona
Id lead not just to the disso : shal oo
el . lern declaration of the “death
im: lead to the postmodern declarat ¢
order. It would ultimately _ T i e
ividual woulc 3
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3 he humanist credo, but a
of Man and the end of t : peetBc cn s
focused sexuality into the polymorph perversity of m;lilnaclll Vc:];u Flt)g sl
l v of : 5 €00, WE at E
res. " f the modern autonomous ego, t Engen
iy i 'S driven by the irrational
alle “the dern Faustian person, driv ¥ b et
Halton calls “the postmo ! ‘ . e =it
march of images and fantasies instead of the Grand Mldl .(_ll of 11:1]():lyel.n <
: ingly ic: ‘w trends in pos :
irtually : se seemingly radical new isn
Virtually all of these seer ; i s e
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difficult to imagine a figure who better expresses lhl:-,. n;xi )/‘-Hw}_aw
randime aspiration and ultimate disillusionment. In hlfs hool 0 1 wou]c{
Ee had made it clear that the transition to the new age of _T fil lemz e
| lent:d ion of - world—
involve a violent destruction and devastation of the old tamll iar .
devastation perhaps not unlike the one that actually 100:< pgﬁ ;\ .nn -
eon ‘ or i d Aec
/. on from the
2 Wars. “The wransformatic . 5
onset of the two World . : g
the New must be total. Fire, blood, and blasphemy are t:;;: b:l mpmvge -
Unfortunately, Crowley appears to have been Lll:li.i Eb;;ljl Dipe
own descent into chaos or to realize the U'ansformat{l_\-e Il'dj 'Hu.Sicm s
: : ashed in final disi :
i : / eems to have smashe :
s dream of a new aeon s i i i
2| g addiction, As Shepherd comments, “the record is a depressing
rug ; :
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of broken promises, confidence tricks, decadence . . . bodies and minds
worn out by sex obsessions, faith destroyed by visions that would not
survive the harsh realism of dirt, vulgarity, boredom, lust for life, ego and
ultimate obscurity.™ Already by the 1920s Crowley’s various addictions
seem to have spun increasingly out of control. As we see in the Diary of
a Drug Fiend—uwritten rapidly to fund his own growing pharmaceutical
needs—Crowley was in many ways the embodiment of the Roaring
Twenties and Western capitalism in the decades just before World War I1.
Pendragon and Lou whirl through life in a blur of sex, drugs and ecstasy.
in “an ever-changing phantasmagoria of rapturous sounds and sights.”
Yet already Pendragon, like Crowley himself, was beginning to reach the
point of collapse, and like England itself, Pendragon/Crowley had spent
all his capital and had fallen into depression.

E. M. Butler, Cambridge historian and author of the Myth of the
Magus, visited Crowley in 1946, the last year of his life. According to
Butler’s account, Crowley looked far older than his 72 years, “not so
much wrinkling but decomposing,” dying alone but still dreaming of
world power. “There he sat, a wreck a mong ruins . . . dying in penury on
the charity of friends, speaking of himself in all seriousness as an ‘instru-
ment of Higher Beings who control human destiny’.”% Like the awe-
some will to progress that drove so much of modern Europe and then
led to its violent ruin at mid-century, Crowley’s own magical will appears
to have burned out by the end of World War II.

Itis in this sense that Crowley can be seen as anticipating the growing
sense of fragmentation that characterizes postmodern thought. Long
before Lyotard, Crowley had proclaimed the death of all metanarratives
and the loss of faith in any grand design to the universe or human history.
“The theories of Divine right, aristocratic superiority, the moral order of
nature are all today exploded bluffs.”™ Often bitterly ironic throughout
his work, he frequently parodied himself as a shameless fraud, even as he
proclaimed himself the herald of a new aeon. This becomes particularly
apparent in works like The Book of Lies, in which Crowley seems to con-
tradict all the grand claims he had made in earlier works like the Book of
the Law. Here the Master pulls the curtain away from the magic show,
declaring all of his own sacred truths to be ridiculous deceptions.

Holy, Holy, Holy are these Truths that I utter, knowing them to be but
falsehoods, broken mirrors. . . . In this utterance of falsehood upon false-
hood, whose contradictories are also false, it seems as if that which is
uttered were not true. Blessed . . . is this last of the illusions.”

Indeed, he even seems to unmask his own motives, by pointing ironically
to the profit-driven desires behind the Master’s teachings:

“Teach us Your real secret, Master! . . . beyond all, how to make gold.” “But
how much gold will you give me for the Secret of Infinite Riches?” Then
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said the foremost and most foolish: “Master, it is nothing; but Fl-crﬂ-lil an
hundred thousand pounds.” This did I deign to aucc]‘:ut.'zmcl (:N‘h]hpt:l edin
his ear this secret: A SUCKER IS BORN EVERY MINUTE.™

ley’s ideal of the divine Self and the affirmation
: have fallen into a chaotic play of pas-

: «sts, Crowley f >d a
sions and conflicting drives. As Symonds suggests, (,i;)\wiey dtoélo:{v; ]’(liit‘1
) . - . - . o l ] (— o
i : site direction of the Hindu and bt
ath that went in the opposi : : & s
[‘)' s whom he had studied in India. Whereas the Indian d15c1pje rises
o f ego to a state of detached egolessness, Crowley

from the false sense O = % C :
s to have begun with a lack of a stable ego and lived his life as a

Ultimately, even Crow
of the individual will would seem o

seem
shifting legion of desires.

1is weakness, out of being egoless. ...
h Indian philosuphy regards as Lh‘l'f
sadhaka strives, but in Crowley’s
1e goal of his endeavors.”

Crowley made a religion out of
Egolessness is a condition whic
and toward which the

supreme state ‘
3 from which he begins, not tl

case, it is the point

As such, Crowley serves as a kind of allegury.of twemieth—ce?l,u;?i cn',-‘—‘
s what would follow in the decades (}ftcf his
Crowley’s attacks on established institutions,
his dream of a utopian new world per-
d contradictions of our own contem-

ilization and foreshadow
death. Shepherd notes that
his will to transgress all laws, and
sonified many of the excesses an
porary American culture.

_more than a litle American about the story of
d—the vanity of the sophisticated, Fhe
cks on the fuddy-duddy old Establish-
and hope a new one

There is something . .
Aleister Crowley and his drug worl
desperate addiction, the bitter atta y
and the impatience o tear down an old wor

ment. \
61

springs from the ruins.

prising that there has been a renewal of interest in
Not only has he been an extremely
m and witcheraft, but he has

Thus it is not sur
Crowley during the last two decades. :
influential figure in the revival of Pagaru:s \ i
also been a seminal figure in growing interest in sexua g

ica. " red ¢ ise the
Tantra in contemporary America. Today, one need only bruw;el <
; e : ines, videos : exls
shelves of any book store to find a range of m agam;lt.a, ”de[:gs ;::ﬂ aee
N y - 2 a T 1] ¥y .I-IT- f ; 2
i i ike Tant thout Tears;, Sex, Magic, Tantra ¢
bearing titles like Tantra wt ‘ e e
Secrets Efo*stem Tuntra, most of which are based on a mlx;;n L'Lf (ofte
somewhat deformed) Indian Tantra and Crowleyian sex Magick.

CONCLUSIONS: AFTER THE ORGY

Figures like Crowley are important, not only for our understan(llmgf
. : 3 4 3 - 1 O
of Western occultism and magic, but also for the cornpdrz;tn t_?fsu;;:‘ eybel
religion and modern culture as a whole. Far from being a devian
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or enemy of the modern world, Crowley is better understood as a kind
9[ crystallization or “dialectical image” of the many cultural contradic-
tions at the heart of the twentieth century itself. Historians of religions
ought to look closely at Faustian figures and “holy madmen” likt;
(_lnf)w!ey. We need to take seriously scandalous Eastern Gurus like Oslu);
R';gnet:sh or Chogyam Trungpa, as well as controversial Americ;m. reli-
gious leaders like L. Ron Hubbard and Marshall Applewhite.% They may
well give us some surprising insights into the cultural contradictions ig
our own complex era of global religion and transnational capitalism at
the start of a new millennium.

For Crowley is surely no less relevant for our own generation
Perhaps most importantly, he provides some telling insights into Lh(;
contemporary preoccupation with sexuality, which now saturates sdciet
through media, television and advertising. As Angus McLaren obse ﬁaesy
"Today’s media, while claiming to be shocked by the subversiveness 01,"
carnal desires, deluge the public with explicit sexual imagery 10‘ sell
everything from Calvin Klein jeans to Black and Decker power al‘ill‘i‘ g
In keeping with Foucault, it is probably nof true that Westerners haw:; iib-
en."al.ed sex in any radical way: rather what we have done is to intensify our
discourse about sex, arguing and fantasizing about it as an endless
source of titillation. At the same time, we have also taken sex to the t'u-r-
lhﬁ.‘ft possible extremes—to extremes of transgression and exceéq not
resting until we have violated every taboo. N

.One might well argue, as Baudprillard has, that we are now living in
a k'md of “post-orgy world."™ After all, the great social and sexual revo-
lutions have broken every imaginable taboo. Yet this has lt;fl us in a
strange “undefined state,” in which we are left questioning ou;‘ very
being, just as Crowley did. The sex magician, drug addict, phitosophei2
and entrepreneur seems to have asked himself in the end, what is there
left to do after every forbidden desire has been indulged and every
taboo transgressed? We might well ask ourselves the same question.
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