
I would like to thank the International Commission for Human Rights and Religious Freedom for

hosting this event and for inviting me to speak about the vision and the mission behind the new

Center for Global Polytheist and Indigenous Traditions at Indic Academy, of which I am the

director. My life’s work, and the mission of the Center, is the study of polytheism and of

polytheistic traditions and advocacy on behalf of polytheism, its intellectual integrity and beauty,

against widespread misunderstanding and distortion. According to every reasonable historical

account, polytheism was the default religious orientation of the entire world until the spread of

Christianity less than two millennia ago. Christianity and Islam explicitly and vigorously

denounce polytheism, and have eradicated countless other traditions purely because they

worshiped many Gods, and different Gods, and there is no living polytheistic tradition which is

not critically endangered in this global context, even where it may be locally dominant. These

traditions are at risk as well from an atheism which shares with monotheism an antipathy toward

polytheism, and which has inherited from monotheism many of its privileges and prerogatives in

secular contexts. The Center seeks to support polytheistic traditions, which honor the divinity in

all beings and the inexhaustible multiplicity of the divine, whether those traditions existing today

in unbroken continuity, or those being revived after interruptions of centuries, to help

practitioners to tend their legacies and foster creativity within them, as well as in interpreting

them for outsiders. Ours is not the disinterested study of traditions consigned to the museum of

history, but the establishment of networks of reciprocal aid among them, to help them confront

the human rights issues that specifically affect them, and which cannot be addressed in interfaith

settings which fail to acknowledge the power relations between the globally hegemonic

monotheist traditions and those which have been targeted by them for elimination in every part

of the world. We seek to understand the intersectional nature of the monotheist project with



colonialism, white supremacy, and other forms of domination. We recognize the distortions these

traditions have suffered from Western scholarship as well, and therefore seek to promote

interdisciplinary and innovative research methods and paradigms, including affirming the

inherent value of direct experience of the Gods, spirits and divine forces both in antiquity and

today.

It seems to be a trait of humans everywhere and at every time in history to experience contact

with incorporeal beings who live on a far wider scale than ourselves, and who can be contacted

again and again over the course of generations seemingly without end. The common trait of

those traditions we call polytheistic is to sustain and preserve the relationship with such beings,

and to accumulate these relationships, so that as we encounter these traditions, we find that they

hold religious regard for many such beings. Virtually all of the world’s indigenous traditions are

descriptively polytheistic, that is, they have many objects of religious regard, with different

names and depictions. They may well have in addition ideas about an ultimate reality, such as

Brahman in Hinduism or the Dao in Daoism, or regarding some hierarchical disposition among

these beings, but whatever these ideas may be, they have not prevented these traditions from

accumulating a rich body of relationships with a number of divinities, a number, moreover,

which has typically grown over time, even as some divinities may become the focus of more

intense attention and others become more peripheral.

It is this characteristic about which I wish to speak in particular, namely the perspectival nature

of polytheism, in which at different times or for different worshipers, different Gods occupy the

metaphorical center, while others are at the periphery, while still being recognized and respected.



This property of polytheism has accordingly been termed “polycentricity”. Precisely because

polytheistic systems recognize this mobile center, a center as it were which is everywhere, and

thus is not fixed on a single deity to the rejection of others, polytheisms model a kind of deep or

radical pluralism which I wish to argue is crucial to the possibility for human and ecological

flourishing. This pluralism has been persistently distorted and devalued by modern academic

interpreters, who cannot help but impose upon it their monotheistic assumptions. For them,

therefore, this plurality is a merely contingent variation upon a more fundamental unity. We are

familiar with the metaphors: many routes up the same mountain, or the blind men groping at

different parts of the same elephant. But the eyes of devotees are not blind. Rather, if we are

going to be true to their own experience, and not impose an alienating perspective upon it, we

shall find that for the most intense devotees of a given deity, in every tradition well enough

documented, that deity is absolute, without for that rejecting others, but rather pushing them to

the periphery, whether for the length of a ritual or for the span of a hymn, or for the lifetime of

the devotee or a devotional community. It is not a question, for the devotee, of that deity merely

representing an Absolute. If the multiplicity of such Absolutes causes a problem for our

understanding, it is precisely our problem, and it is up to us to find the intellectual structures

requisite to understanding these theophanies without distortion. The existence of doctrines

respecting an ultimate reality was clearly not intended, within these traditions, to demote or

displace the actual objects of worship, and so we should not pervert those doctrines by using

them as an intellectual crutch, or worse, allow them to be weaponized in order to undermine the

divine relationships which are the treasures of these traditions.



Fortunately, there are intellectual frameworks available for understanding polycentric

multiplicity without flattening it into a multiplicity subordinate to a fixed singularity. Indeed, I

believe that if we approach them correctly, all of these traditions do, in diverse fashions,

articulate this fundamental polycentricity, but to recognize this requires a sustained critique of

monotheistic interpretations which have been imposed upon them by outsiders, and which are all

too often echoed by practitioners themselves when they are attempting to navigate the discourse

about religion conducted in hegemonic international languages and dominated by monotheist

assumptions.

My own work has focused in particular upon reclaiming the doctrine of radical, polycentric

polytheism embodied in ancient Platonism, a tradition of thought which, while it lies at the heart

of the European philosophical tradition, is in important respects scarcely understood today in its

true significance. For the polytheistic Platonists of late antiquity, who stood in militant resistance

to Christian hegemony, the first principle, the One Itself, was nothing like the One God of the

monotheists, whom Plotinus criticized for having “contracted the divine into one” (Enneads

II.9.9.36-7). Rather, it was the pure principle of individuation, source of all things without itself

being anything at all. Plato, in his all-important dialogue the Parmenides, explains that the One

neither is, nor is one (Parm. 141e). This is not to be understood as so-called ‘negative theology’,

as monotheists have termed it in the attempt to appropriate Platonism for their own purposes.

Instead, it is an explicit and rational doctrine which is unpacked by successive generations of

ancient Platonists into a theoretical expression of something fundamental to polytheistic practice,

namely that all the Gods are present in each one (see, e.g., Proclus, In Parm. 1048). This

presence of all in each, as opposed to all in one, which is a completely different concept,



articulates the polycentricity of polytheistic praxis in a manner which is true at once to the

devotee’s experience of their deity as absolute, and to the demands of the most advanced

metaphysics.


