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Section Philosophy 

CONCEPTUALIZING CULIANU’S MODEL 

Dr. Dorin David1 

1
 Transilvania University of Brasov, Romania 

ABSTRACT 

This article will delineate a set of aspects of Ioan Petru Culianu (1950-1991) 

philosophical viewpoint – what will be called here Culianu’s model. Culianu was a 

Romanian-born historian of Religions, a Literary Theory scholar, and also a fiction 

author. Culianu’s model is an original way of researching Religion (at first), with the 

intention of extending on Humanities in general, Science and even Literature. It was 

started by Culianu in several books and articles, but unfortunately it remained 

unfinished because of his death. Analyzing these sources the article will outline 

Culianu’s model key elements. 

Succinctly, applied to religions Culianu’s model considers Religion to be an 

autonomous system of thought, generated by human mind and “moved” by a specific set 

of rules; in time it intersects our history in a complex way, apparently discontinued, but 

in fact, affirms Culianu, it is a synchronic one, a unique system.  

Keywords: Ioan Petru Culianu, Culianu’s Model, Religion, thinking system 

INTRODUCTION 

Ioan Petru Culianu (1950-1991) was a Romanian-born scholar of Religious Studies. 

Also, he had great contributions in fields of study like history of ideas, literature theory 

or philosophy of culture. He is an author of fiction literature as well.  

Culianu graduated two faculties: first one, of Letters, Bucharest 1972, with a paper on 

Italian Renaissance: Marsilio Ficino e il platonismo nel Rinascimento; the second one, 

in 1975, while in political asylum in Italy, of Religious Studies at the Università 

Cattolica del Sacro Cuore of Milan, with the study: Gnosticismo e pensiero moderno: 

H. Jonas. As soon as he obtained his PhD in Religious Studies at Sorbonne University 

in 1980, with the thesis: Expériences de l’extase et symboles de l’ascension de 

l’Hellénisme à l’Islam, with Michel Meslin as the supervisor, Culianu started the 

Doctorat d’Etat, one of the highest academic distinctions in Europe. He completed it in 

1987 with the thesis Recherches sur les dualismes d'Occident. Analyse de leurs 

principaux mythes, published in 1990 as Les Gnoses dualistes d'Occident: Histoire et 

mythes, and translated into English by the author and Hillary S. Wiesner, as The Tree of 

Gnosis: Gnostic Mythology from Early Christianity to Modern Nihilism, and printed 

posthumously in 1992. 

Between these last two books, the French original and the English version “completely 

revised” as it is stated on the cover page, there is a substantial difference in method. 

Gnosticism was Culianu’s main expertise so in his famous books about dualist gnosis, 

he could experiment his intuitions, what this article named Culianu’s model. 
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Unfortunately he could not take further steps in developing his theory, because at 41 

Culianu was murdered by (still) unknown assassin/s.  

In what follows, this study will delineate the major aspects of this new embryonic 

theory of Ioan P. Culianu, as it appears in an unsystematic way in several books and 

articles.  

Culianu’s model 

For sure his background, both Literary Theory and Study of Religion/s, his competence 

in Renaissance magic, experiences of ecstasy and soul ascension, and certainly 

Gnosticism, in conjunction with his interest in scientific theories, of physics and 

mathematics, have guided Culianu to a new method of research of religion, but it was 

his intuition that have led him to the affirmation of a complete new point of view; first, 

of religion, with the intention to extend its application to entire humanities, followed by 

science – and even literature.  

In 1987 Culianu studied intensely theories with apparently no association with his 

academic field, for example Einstein’s theory of relativity, Mandelbrot’s concept of 

fractals or Rudy Rucker’s mathematical scheme (“mind tools”) [1] 

One year later, he taught two courses at the University of Chicago: Religion as a system 

and Religion and Science: the Fourth Dimension afterward published in two books: the 

first as an Introduction to Dictionnaire des Religions, 1990 (the English version: The 

Eliade Guide to World Religions, 1991, becoming in 2001 The HarperCollins concise 

guide to world religion. The A-to-Z encyclopedia of all the major religious traditions); 

and the second one partially reproduced as the Introduction of Out of this world: 
Otherworldly Journeys from Gilgamesh to Albert Einstein, 1991. Reading the 

Introductions, the researcher will find a complete new approach of religion than the 

usual. These two studies, together with The Tree of Gnosis and few other studies 

contain enough clues to facilitate a good understanding of Culianu’s model. In 1990 he 

inaugurated a journal in consonance with his new preoccupations: Incognita. 

International Journal for Cognitive Studies in the Humanities, where some of these 

analyses first appeared in print.  

However in Les Gnoses dualistes d'Occident Culianu already stated: the dualism is “un 

proces de gândire care, o dată pus în mişcare, produce de la sine o infinitate de variante 

perfect previzibile, plecând de la o simplă analiză logică” (“a thinking process that 

starting from a simple logical analysis, once set in motion produces by itself an infinity 

of predictable variants”; translation D.D.) [2] The key element from this quotation is the 

“thinking process”. 

If we take the most simple mathematical example of two pairs of opposites, for 

instance: A & non A (|A), and B & non B (|B), there are only four logical possibilities: 

1. A-B

2. A-|B

3. |A-B

4. |A-|B
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This simple pattern can be found easily in the history of religions. Culianu gives an 

example of the dichotomy soul/ body. The human mind meditated on this long time, but 

the solutions are only four no matter what names people gave them; and they 

materialize regardless the space (i.e. the same solution could appear in unrelated places) 

and the time (i.e. the same solution could appear in different moments in human 

history), without the necessity to look for origins, influences or evolution from a culture 

to another. The transmission is only from mind to mind, starting from the same 

hypotheses and following the same rules. Subsequently, if the opposites are: 

A = the soul preexists the body 

|A = the soul does not preexist the body 

B = the soul is created 

|B = the soul is not created 

Therefore the results are: 

1. A-B. The souls are created and preexistent – this is a conception that can be found for

example in Hinduism, Platonism, some Gnostics, and Origen; 

2. A-|B. The souls are created and do not preexist their bodies – it can be found at

Orthodox Christians started with St. Augustine 

3. |A-B. The souls do not preexist the body, but they are created – this doctrine is called

Traducianism, and was advocated by Quintus Septimius Florens Tertullianus (or 

Tertullian; c. 160 – c. 225 AD). It has sustained that in the same way as an individual’s 

body is the resultant from the bodies of the individual’s parents correspondingly the 

soul is derived from the souls of the parents.  

4. |A-|B. The souls do not preexist the body, and they are not individually created – a

conviction of many north-American populations: they believe there is a reservoir of 

soul’s substance, and the souls go back to it after dying. The same belief shares 

Averroes (1126- 1198), also known as Ibn Rushd, the master of Aristotelian and Islamic 

philosophy. [3] 

This is a simple example, but in history could be found more difficult situations: even 

so, they can be schematized or “reduced” to the same principle. For example, Culianu 

presents a more complex illustration of his theory in The Tree of Gnosis regarding the 

nature of Christ: 

divine (1) vs. human (2) 

 only divine (docetism) (1.1) vs. not only divine (1.2)

 not only human (2.1) vs. only human (psilanthropism) (2.2)

 more divine than human (1.2.1) vs. equally divine and human (1/2) vs. more

human than divine (2.1.1) 

 did not have human soul (Athanasius) (1.2.1.1) vs. had human soul (Origen)

(1.2.1.2 or 1/2.1) 

 was tertium genus (monophysism) (1.2.1.2.1) vs. was not tertium genus

(orthodoxy) (1.2.1.2.2 or 1/2.1.1) 
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 was permanently associated with the divine (Antiochene school) (2.1.1.1) vs.

was not permanently associated with the divine (adoptionism) (2.1.1.2 but also 2.2.1) 

 the union between God and man took place by nature (Cyril of Alexandria)

(1/2.1.1) vs. the union did not take place by nature (1/2.1.2 but according to some 

2.1.1.1.2) 

All these significant dichotomies that make the system works could be distinguished 

easier in Figure 1. 

Divine

Only divine  (DOCETISM)

Did not have human soul

Had human soul

Was tertium genus

Was not tertium genus
More divine than human

More human than  divine

Human

Only human (PSILANTHROPISM)

Union took place by nature

Union did not take place by nature

Permanently associated with divine

Transitorily associated with divine

Not onl

Equall divine and hu

y divine

y

y

man

Not onl  human

Figure 1. The nature of Christ - divine vs. human [4] 

Meditating on the same premises the human’s mind will find out the same results. Why 

one prefers a variant and not another is something that cannot be answered. Similar, if a 

variant is the “winner”, at some particular time in history, is due to other factors, usually 

related with the power. For example, from several variants of early Christianity, 

Constantine the Great (reigned 306–337) for some reason chose Orthodoxy as official 

religion, but for a short period of time (359-364) in the Roman Empire Arianism 

replaced Christianity even though its initiator Arius (256-336) was declared heretic by 

the First Council of Nicaea (325). Only Theodosius I, the last Emperor of the Roman 

Empire between 379 and 395, managed to set up Orthodoxy as the authorized religion. 

Yet not for long: what followed, i.e. the split of Roman Empire and the divisions inside 

Christianity are well known, and here is not the place to insist. 
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Religion, states Culianu, is a combination of “ideal objects”. An ideal object is an entity 

non-material, but of thoughts, a thinking system, started by the human mind, and moved 

through history by a specific set of rules, as in above examples. The only problem is that 

the “ideal objects” are dispersed across time through human history in a very 

problematical way, and this is the issue that holds people from perceiving it as what 

really is: a system. Religion, as a system per se, is so complex that so far it cannot be 

entirely explained. But, “maybe, some days we will control technologies” that will 

permit us to “explore vast interactions between systems”. [5] 

What is obvious for Culianu is that not only religion is such a system; also “philosophy, 

and science do not construct their “ideal objects” differently. Consequently they speak 

about the same things, in ways that may sound heuristically different if not incompatible 

but that are systemically identical.” [6] 

Conclusion 

Culianu’s model, and the “cognitive hypothesis” it contains, even summarily described 

in an article, and illustrates a first valuable consequence: it solved the problem of the 

false origin of religion or the inexplicable transmission of similar “traditions” or ideas 

from and in places that could not be linked together. The second visible outcome is 

methodological. Applied to Gnosticism the result is not only a remarkable book as The 

Tree of Gnosis, but a shift in researching Religion from a traditional strictly historical 

approach, to a new one, at a systemic level, focused on similarities between different 

religions, and between them and science and philosophy. Culianu’s model in the 

unfinished form proved to be a starting point that will need more profound and judicious 

investigations in order to realize its complete pluses and minuses.  

There are some questions Culianu asked on the way of discovering his model. What is 

the “mental space” where humans are thinking their ideas is still an unknown territory. 

How we have access to it and where is located, and so on, are questions the still young 

cognitive science is trying to answer. For Culianu a thing was sure: this mental space 

has more dimensions than our three-dimensional world. To make an idea of it a 

researcher needs many multidisciplinary data, from physics, mathematics, history, and 

so on, to religious studies, as Culianu last volume, Out of this World, demonstrates.  

One of the conclusions of The Tree of Gnosis is a good end for this study as well and it 

deserves to quote entirely: “To many the description of religion as a game of mind will 

come as a shock, and many believers will be repelled by what may seem a diminishment 

of their faith. They should not be. They should rather consider the extraordinary fact 

that, from a systemic perspective, there is no contradiction between religion and science 

(which are to the same extent mind games), and, moreover, there should be no 

contradiction among religions either, for where data of sufficient complexity are 

available, religions can be shown to correspond not only in operation (which is the 

operation of the mind) but likewise in the territories of reality they explore.” [7] 

Therefore, on long term there is another important consequence of Culianu’s model: if 

people would forget for a moment their passions and their ambitions and would look at 

their ideas as belonging to the systems as Culianu describes, and if they would make an 

effort to see beyond their senses and ideologies, that will be the first step for a world 

free of religious-conflicts. 
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