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Why Ancient Wisdom Wasn't Secret -
It Was Just Pre-Scientific

What looks like mystical secrecy often turns out to be a problem of missing tools.
Ancient and early modern practitioners weren't hiding a supernatural method so
much as working without the scientific language, measurement, and institutional
support needed to explain inner training clearly.

The real story behind esoteric “secrecy” isn't what most people think. When Franz
Bardon wrote about initiation and hidden knowledge, he wasn't protecting mystical
secrets. He was working within the constraints of his time: no scalable education
systems for internal cognition, no reliable measurement tools, and no shared
language for mental training.

Esoteric knowledge wasn't mystical. It was pre-scientific cognitive control
training wrapped in symbolic language and protected by necessity.

The Infrastructure Problem That Created
“Secrecy”

That becomes easier to see once you stop treating old esoteric texts as failed
science or coded religion and start treating them as attempts to transmit difficult
inner skills under severe infrastructural limits. | was reminded of this while
reviewing Bardon's Initiation Into Hermetics with a client who'd struggled with the
exercises for years. His question was simple: why is this so vague, and why can't
Bardon just say what's actually happening?

The answer is that Bardon's era lacked the machinery required to formalize
cognitive training. There was no neuroscience to describe attentional control, no
practical psychology for mapping inner states, and no standard framework for
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teaching intention, emotional regulation, or metacognition at scale. If you couldn't
reliably observe, measure, or verify an internal process, you couldn't standardize it.
And if you couldn't standardize it, you couldn't safely distribute it widely.

That constraint pushed these practices into teacher-student transmission, which is
what later came to be called esoteric. The secrecy wasn't mystical gatekeeping. It
was a scaling problem. How do you verify someone's attention state without tools?
How do you teach emotional regulation without shared vocabulary? How do you
reduce harm when you don't yet understand the risks in modern psychological
terms? In practice, you don't solve those problems cleanly. You narrow access, rely
on mentorship, and build crude safety stages that later generations interpret as
initiation rites.

What looks like occult concealment is often just a pre-scientific response
to the problem of teaching inner skills without reliable models.

When Symbols Replace Science

Once that limitation is clear, the symbolic language in these texts stops looking
quite so mysterious. It starts to read more like compression. Without cognitive
science, information theory, or formal systems language, practitioners reached for
images and analogies that could carry clusters of meaning efficiently. Elements,
magnetism, and energy weren't necessarily claims about exotic forces. Often, they
were the best available handles for patterns of attention, emotion, motivation, and
perception.

In that frame, “fire” can be read as drive, activation, and action bias. “Water” points
toward emotional plasticity and receptivity. Such terms helped people refer to
recurring internal states before there was a disciplined way to describe them with
precision. The language feels mystical to us because we inherited the symbols
without inheriting the practical translation key.

A founder | know spent two years trying to understand Bardon's “magnetic fluid”
before recognizing that the description functioned more like focused attention
carrying emotional charge. Once translated into modern language, the exercise
became more workable. The important point isn't that every old term has a perfect
one-to-one scientific equivalent. It doesn't. It's that symbolic systems often served
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as functional shorthand for inner operations that couldn't yet be named directly.

That matters because it changes the belief structure around these texts. Desire
draws people toward them because they promise access to unusual capacity.
Friction appears when the language seems obscure or irrational. The key
mechanism is simpler than it looks: symbolic language held together instruction,
motivation, and memory when explicit scientific description wasn't available. The
decision condition, then and now, is whether you can translate the symbol into a
trainable practice without stripping away the structure that makes the practice
usable.

The Risk Management Behind Initiation

That leads to a second point modern readers often miss. Historical initiation
systems didn't just manage knowledge transfer. They also managed risk. Training
attention, emotional intensity, self-concept, and suggestibility without structure can
destabilize people. Deep inner work can intensify obsessive tendencies, distort
interpretation, or loosen identity boundaries in ways a person isn't prepared to
handle.

Initiation wasn't mystical theater. It was a crude safety protocol built before anyone
had good clinical language for what could go wrong. Staged progression, teacher
oversight, and gradual disclosure all acted as governance mechanisms. They limited
the pace of exposure, filtered for readiness, and gave communities some way to
intervene when practice veered into confusion.

Even the moral language in these systems looks different from this angle. Ethics
wasn't always ornamental piety. It often functioned as operational containment. If
you're training influence, attention, and self-regulation without external
measurement, then character isn't a side topic. It's part of the control system.

The Modern Paradox: Visible but Ineffective

Today, the original knowledge problem has changed shape. We now have much of
the language earlier practitioners lacked. Psychology can describe internal states
with greater clarity. Neuroscience can say more about attention and habit. Modern
frameworks let us discuss intention as directive control, emotion as state
modulation, and attention as limited bandwidth.
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Yet availability hasn't produced widespread competence. The knowledge is more
visible than ever, but the ability remains rare. That's the modern paradox.

The reason isn't especially mysterious. Our environment degrades the very
conditions these practices require. Constant input fragments attention. Notification
streams interrupt continuity. Social and technical systems reward reactivity over
coherence. So while the old problem was restricted access, the new one is signal
collapse. The faint glimmer in the blackness is still there, but modern life makes it
harder to hold steady long enough to work with it.

We solved the problem of access and replaced it with the problem of
sustained application.

Where the Engineering View Helps, and Where It
Doesn’'t

Translating esoteric practice into cognitive science terms is still valuable. It clears
away false mystification and gives us a more precise vocabulary. But it also has
limits. An engineering view can explain mechanism while flattening the larger
structure that made the mechanism effective.

Historical practices rarely presented attention training as an isolated technical trick.
They embedded it in ethics, community, worldview, and disciplined routine. Those
surrounding structures weren't always incidental decoration. Sometimes they were
part of what made the training durable. If you reduce “fire meditation” to “drive
state activation, ” you may capture something real while losing the motivational
and moral frame that helped the practice cohere.

This is where the Triangulation Method matters: not treating symbolic language as
literal metaphysics, not dismissing it as nonsense, and not assuming scientific
translation exhausts its function. The useful move is to triangulate across
phenomenology, historical form, and modern cognitive explanation. That doesn't
romanticize the past. It simply avoids a category error.

© John Deacon 2025 - Cognitive Systems. Structured Insight. Aligned Futures.
https://johndeacon.co.za - All rights reserved.



Esoteric Knowledge Cognitive Science Explained

= ESOTERlC KNOWLEDGE BEYDND LITERAL & DISMISSAL
£S5 A 3-POI NT INTEGRATIGN METHOD - A

.1, % PERSONAL
< '} EXPERIENCE

_— T
/ "'__.. . ( __:_ :_:‘/‘::'\I “'il \I\'
o \ C \|'.cl.| =/ ” f
r INTEGRATED -1\ '+ =9,
/ \ _ PERSPETVE | \ O——"
. o ! @ | CURRENT
Y — e — 4 SCIENTIFIC «—>
! \\ UNDERSTSATAINGS
'

HISTORICAL CONTEXT @1

[

W
TRANSLTATBLE, FUNCTIONAL
KNOWLEDGE

And even perfect translation wouldn't remove the main obstacle. Knowing more
about attention doesn't produce attention. A clear model isn't the same thing as
trained capacity. Modern language can tell you what's happening, but it can't
supply the stability required to do the work.
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From Access to Application

Seen this way, the shift is stark. Then, these methods were hidden because they
couldn't be explained, verified, or safely scaled. Now, they're visible but still weakly
adopted because the environments surrounding most people don't support the level
of continuity they demand.

Bardon's work wasn't mystical in the way people often assume. It was pre-scientific
cognitive control training shaped by the limits of its historical moment. What has
changed isn't the basic human challenge. What has changed is our ability to
describe the challenge more clearly, and our tendency to underestimate how much
environmental friction still matters.

That is the real continuity between ancient practice and modern cognitive science.
The problem was never just knowledge. It was always governance: how to train
attention, emotion, and self-direction without distortion, overload, or misuse. Earlier
systems solved that imperfectly through secrecy, symbolism, and initiation. We now
have the chance to solve it more openly and precisely, but only if we take the
conditions of practice as seriously as the concepts themselves.

The real secret was never hidden doctrine. It was the disciplined maintenance of
coherent attention, which remains difficult in every era, and especially in one
designed to disperse it.
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