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Welcome and Opening Remarks 

 

Eric Voegelin (1901–1985) was a German-American political scientist who created a 

comprehensive theory of human nature, society, and history. Although his writing is difficult to 

understand and categorize, Voegelin remains one of the most important contemporary political 

philosophers whose interdisciplinary approach provides unique insights into metaphysics, 

epistemology, and politics. Voegelin’s focus on the symbolic nature of politics as well as his 

incorporation of transcendence into human experience has placed his works with the likes of 

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), Leo Strauss (1899-1973), and Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900-

2002). These thinkers were concerned about the “crisis of modernity”; and preoccupied with the 

question of metaphysics (the question of “Being”) and hermeneutics (the interpretation of texts); 

and looked to ancient Greek philosophy to renew philosophical thinking. 

 

Provided for you is optional reading about the work and life of Eric Voegelin from Charles 

Embry’s and Glenn Hughes’ The Eric Voegelin Reader to give you the historical and intellectual 

context of Voegelin’s thought. Also enclosed is a glossary of terms that Voegelin employs in his 

writing. Voegelin had a predilection for neologism in his work which can make it difficult to 

understand for new readers.  

 

In these sessions, we hope you will be able to walk away with a fundamental understanding of 

the main ideas and thoughts of Eric Voegelin and prompt you to do further reading of and about 

his work. 

 

Further Resources 

 

VoegelinView (https://voegelinview.com/) 

 

Eric Voegelin Institute at Louisiana State University (sites01.lsu.edu/faculty/voegelin/) 

 

Eric Voegelin Archive am Geschwister-Scholl-Institute der LMU Munchen (voegelin-

archiv.userweb.mwn.de/englisch/archiv_en.htm) 

 

The 34-volume set, The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin and Eric Voegelin Institute Series in 

Political Philosophy (both published by the University of Missouri Press) 

  



2 
 

First Session 

Reason and Existence 

 

We begin with Eric Voegelin’s account of reason where in the appendix of “Reason: The 

Classical Experience” he outlines his theory of human nature as participatory in several 

ontological levels: vegetable, animal, human, and divine. Reason therefore is not construed by 

Voegelin as a subject-object relationship but instead as one living in “truth” or “untruth.” Those 

who live in truth exist in a constant state of tension among the various levels of reality and can 

participate in rational debate; those who live in “untruth” (i.e., psychopathology) subscribe to a 

world of “second realities” where rational debate ceases to exist. 

 

Readings 

 

“Reason: The Classical Experience” (26 pages) 

“On Debate and Existence” (15 pages) 

 

Questions 

 

What is the experience of reason for Voeglein? How do Voegelin’s concepts of “differentiation,” 

“psychopathology,” and “life and death” relate to his understanding of reason? How do these 

concepts relate to his diagram in the appendix of his essay, “Reason: The Classical Experience”? 

 

What are the conditions required for rational debate? What are “second realities” and how do 

they prevent rational debate? How does the philosopher “set forth the truth” analytically and 

“guard the truth against error”? How is debate a type of healing for Voegelin? 
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Second Session 

Voegelin’s New Science of Politics 

 

The New Science of Politics (1952) established Voegelin as premier thinker in political theorist 

where he sought a restoration of political science on Aristotelian philosophy. After he diagnoses 

the character of contemporary social science, which culminates in the work of Max Weber, 

Voegelin proposes that to understand societies we must first understand their own self-

interpretations first which is expressed in the language of symbols. Seen as representative of 

truth, societies articulate their self-understanding as cosmological, anthropological, or 

soteriological.  

 

Readings 

 

The New Science of Politics (45 pages) 

 

Questions 

 

According to Voegelin, what are the two fundamental errors of positivism? Why does he think 

Weber’s value-free science is reductio ad absurdum? Does positivism still characterize 

contemporary social science today? 

 

Why does a theory of politics must be a theory of history for Voegelin? What is the relationship 

between the language of symbols and a society’s self-understanding as representative of truth? 

Do some societies have a better understanding or expression of truth than others? How do we 

know?  
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Third Session 

Order & History: Israel and Revelation 

 

In “Equivalences of Experiences and Symbolization of History,” Voegelin states the assumptions 

of his theory of politics (p. 120-1). In this essay he argues that there is an equivalence of 

experiences throughout time and across place but the articulation of this experience is shaped by 

a particular historical and social context. This theory of politics is further explicated in the 

introduction of Order & History: Israel and Revelation where he discusses the symbolizations of 

truth in cosmological, anthropological, and soteriological forms. In this work, he contrasted the 

cosmological truth of Egypt and other Mesopotamian civilizations with Israel with its discovery 

of history and a transcendent God. We look at the excerpt of “The Suffering Servant” as an 

example of Voegelin’s analysis. 

 

Readings 

 

“Equivalences of Experiences and Symbolization in History” (18 pages) 

Order and History, Volume I: Israel and Revelation (40 pages) 

 

Questions 

 

What are the equivalences of experience for Voegelin and how are they related to a society’s 

symbolization of truth? Are there some experiences that Voegelin neglected or should remove 

from this list? What are the strengths and limitations of symbolization of propositional truth for 

Voegelin?  

 

What is the underlying relationship between man and reality in the symbols of cosmological, 

anthropological, and soteriological truth? Are any of them superior to understanding the nature 

of reality; or are they experiential equivalents with one another? What does the symbol of the 

“suffering servant” represent? What are the responses of “Isaiah” and “Jeremiah”?  
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Fourth Session 

Order & History: Classical Greek Civilization 

 

After the study of cosmological symbolization and revelation of the Ancient Near East, Voegelin 

next looks at classical Greek civilization with its own “leap in being” (II, pp. 3-7). He then 

compares the Greek experience with the Christian response in the writings of Paul and Augustine 

and the modern Gnostic answer as represented by Hegel. We end with a look at Voegelin’s 

analysis of Plato’s Gorgias as an example of his “new science of politics.”  

 

Readings 

 

Order and History, Volume II: The World of the Polis (24 pages) 

Order and History, Volume III: Plato and Aristotle (21 pages) 

 

Questions 

 

What is the “critical foundation” of Voeglein’s Order and History? What are the different 

features of the “leap in being” for cosmological, anthropological, and soteriological truth? Is one 

representation of truth more insightful (i.e., differentiated) than others for Voegelin? How do 

these accounts of truth differ from modern Gnosticism like Hegel’s philosophy? 

 

How would describe Voegelin’s approach to analyzing the Gorgias? What are the existential 

issues at stake in this dialogue? What role does pathos and philosophy play in the 

communication among the characters? How is authority transferred and what role does the 

judgment of the dead have it? Is this a useful way to interpret a Platonic dialogue?  
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Fifth Session 

Order & History: The Ecumenic Age 

 

In the Ecumenic Age, Voegelin repudiates his earlier thesis that society moves from 

cosmological to anthropological and finally to soteriological truth; rather, there is no pattern 

which civilizations undergo to symbolize themselves in history. Any attempt to impose a pattern 

in history is nothing short of Gnosticism. Voegelin underscores these points with an examination 

of ecumenic civilizations, such as Rome, Christianity, and China.  

 

Readings 

 

Order and History, Volume IV: The Ecumenic Age (58 pages) 

 

Questions 

 

Why does Voegelin repudiate his earlier thesis in Order and History I-III? How do the concepts 

of “linear and axis time” and the “beginning and the beyond” help inform Voegelin’s theory of 

history and consciousness? How are the Gospel of John, Gnosticism, and Philo representative of 

a balance of consciousness or its deformation? 

 

Why is doctrine the deformation of philosophy for Voegelin? How is this related to Voegelin’s 

understanding of religion and scripture? What does ecumenic civilization have to teach us about 

the relationship between philosophical experience and practical politics?  
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Sixth Session 

Consciousness and Gnosticism 

 

We conclude our seminar on Voegelin with a look at his account of Gnosticism and theory of 

consciousness, the latter which is the basis of his mature writing. Gnosticism is a type of “ersatz” 

religion that is a deformed consciousness from truth. To counter this, Voegelin undergoes an 

exercise in anamnesis to discover that consciousness is actually a process illuminated from 

within and is a given in human existence. There is no Archimedean point where one can survey 

all of reality as if it were an object.  

 

Readings 

 

Science, Politics, and Gnosticism (22 pages) 

“On the Theory of Consciousness” (21 pages) 

 

Questions 

 

What are the main features of Gnosticism, including its “symbolic complexes” and deviations 

from representative truth? Can you think of some contemporary examples that Voegelin would 

considered Gnostic? Is there anything missing or deficient in Voegelin’s account? 

 

What is the starting point of consciousness for Voegelin? How is it structured by the dimensions 

of time: past, present, and future? How is a consciousness a type of process and connected to 

other processes in the world? What are the advantages and limitations of this participatory 

account of consciousness?  

 

 


