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Abstract

This paper explores the significant role popular media plays in influencing societal perceptions and understanding of the
occult. Drawing from a diverse range of TV shows and movies, we illuminate how these mediums have shaped public
consciousness towards the occult, either embedding fear, fostering fascination, or driving misunderstanding. A notable
case study is the acclaimed series "The X-Files", which serves as a potent example of the intersection between popular
culture and occult representations. The paper delves into the performative language of magick within the series, based on
the discussion in "Techno-Kabbalah: The production of occult knowledge". The objective of this study is not only to
analyze the portrayal of the occult in popular media but also to understand its impact on societal attitudes towards such
practices. This investigation contributes to the broader discourse on media’s role in shaping cultural and individual beliefs
about the occult.
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1. Introduction

The term 'occult’, often associated with the unknown and the mysterious, has found its way into popular
culture through various mediums such as TV shows, films, literature, and even music (Eisenstadt, 1970).
These portrayals have significantly influenced public perceptions and understanding of the occult, moving it
from the fringes into mainstream conversation (Moore & Williamson, 2006).

This paper explores the relationship between popular media and societal attitudes towards the occult. A key
focus will be the influential TV series "The X-Files", known for its exploration of the paranormal and
references to occult practices (Albanese, 2007). We will use insights from the discussion in the academic work
"Techno-Kabbalah: The production of occult knowledge" (Stuckrad, 2005) to analyze the performative
language of magick within the series and its impact on viewers' perception of the occult.

We have structured this paper into several sections: The Background section provides a historical overview
of the occult and its portrayal in media (Kripal, 2014). The Occult and Popular Media section examines the
role of media in shaping perceptions of the occult using "The X-Files" as a case study (Carroll, 2006). The
Impact of Media Portrayal section analyzes the societal implications of these portrayals (Hess, 1993). Finally,
the Conclusion summarizes our findings and discusses areas for future research.

IJRP 2023, 133(1), 12-18; doi: 10.47119/10.47119/1JRP1001331920235472 WWW.ijrp.org



%, 1JRP.ORG

ISSN: 2708-3578 (Online)

Claudia Monacelli Ph.D. / International Journal of Research Publications (IJRP.ORG)

13

2. Background

The occult, derived from the Latin word 'occultus’ meaning hidden or secret, refers to theories and
practices involving a belief in and use of supernatural forces or beings (Hanegraaff, 2006). These concepts
have been part of human culture since ancient times, with evidence of occult practices found in civilizations
worldwide (Luck, 1985).

In the Western world, the occult has been linked with witchcraft, alchemy, astrology, and mysticism,
among other practices (Adler, 1986). Historically, those involved in the occult were often marginalized or
misunderstood, their practices deemed heretical or dangerous by mainstream religious and social institutions
(Thomas, 1971).

With the advent of mass media, perceptions of the occult began to shift. As early as the 19th century, the
occult was being incorporated into works of fiction, such as Bram Stoker's "Dracula" and Mary Shelley's
"Frankenstein" (Bayer-Berenbaum, 1982). These stories brought the occult into the public consciousness,
sparking curiosity about these mysterious practices.

In the 20th and 21st centuries, the rise of television and film further propelled the occult into mainstream
culture. TV shows and movies, such as "The X-Files", began to embrace the occult as a source of intrigue and
entertainment, incorporating elements of witchcraft, divination, and supernatural phenomena into their
narratives (Jowett, 2016).

The following sections will delve deeper into how these portrayals in popular media, using "The X-Files"
as a primary example, have shaped societal perceptions and understanding of the occult (Hendershot, 2019).
We will also discuss the production of occult knowledge, based on the discussion in "Techno-Kabbalah"
(Stuckrad, 2005).

3. The Occult and Popular Media

The connection between the occult and popular media is not a recent phenomenon (Truzzi, 1971).
However, with the advent of mass communication and the explosion of entertainment platforms, this
relationship has deepened and become more complex (Edwards, 2005).

Popular media, with its wide reach and influence, has played a significant role in shaping societal
perceptions of the occult (Gunn, 2005). It has brought the unknown and mysterious into living rooms
worldwide, providing a lens through which audiences can explore these concepts without fear or prejudice.

Take, for example, the iconic TV series "The X-Files". This show expertly weaves elements of the
paranormal and the occult into its narrative (Jowett, 2016). Its characters, FBI agents Mulder and Scully,
regularly encounter and investigate cases involving unexplained phenomena, many of which have roots in
occult beliefs and practices (Hendershot, 2019).

"The X-Files" utilizes what is referred to in "Techno-Kabbalah: The production of occult knowledge" as
the performative language of magick (Stuckrad, 2005). This means that the series not only portrays the occult
but also engages viewers in the production of occult knowledge. Through its complex narratives and cryptic
clues, the show encourages viewers to actively participate in uncovering and understanding the mysteries
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presented in each episode.

This performative aspect is key to the show's success and its impact on viewers' perception of the occult
(Edwards, 2005). By engaging viewers in the process of decoding its mysteries, "The X-Files" fosters a sense
of curiosity and intrigue about the occult, rather than fear or suspicion (Gunn, 2005).

However, it's not just "The X-Files" that has used the occult as a central theme. Other TV shows and
movies, from "Charmed" and "Supernatural™ to "The Sixth Sense™ and "The Conjuring”, have also
incorporated occult themes into their narratives, further contributing to the public's familiarity and fascination
with the occult (Hendershot, 2019).

In the next section, we'll delve deeper into the specific impacts of these media portrayals on societal
attitudes towards the occult.

4. Impact of Media Portrayal

The portrayal of the occult in popular media has had profound effects on society's attitudes towards these
practices and beliefs (Gunn, 2005). While the impact varies among different cultures and communities, there
are some common trends that can be observed globally (Hendershot, 2019).

One significant trend is the normalization of the occult. By incorporating elements of the occult into
mainstream entertainment, media has contributed to a shift in public perception (Edwards, 2005). The occult,
once viewed as something secretive and dangerous, is now seen as an intriguing element of popular culture.
This shift is evident in the growing popularity of occult-themed books, movies, TV shows, and even
merchandise (Jowett, 2016).

Another impact is the democratization of occult knowledge. As discussed in "Techno-Kabbalah: The
production of occult knowledge" (Stuckrad, 2005), shows like "The X-Files" engage viewers in the process of
uncovering and understanding the mysteries of the occult. This interactive approach has made the occult more
accessible to the general public, breaking down barriers that were once upheld by secretive societies or
specialized practitioners (Edwards, 2005).

Furthermore, the portrayal of the occult in media has led to increased curiosity and open-mindedness
towards these practices (Gunn, 2005). Characters who engage with the occult are often portrayed as
intelligent, resourceful, and open-minded - traits that are admired by many viewers. This positive portrayal
can counteract negative stereotypes and foster a more accepting attitude towards those who engage in or study
the occult (Hendershot, 2019).

However, it's important to note that this impact is not always positive. Sensationalized or inaccurate
portrayals of the occult can contribute to misinformation and fear (Edwards, 2005). Additionally, the
commercialization of the occult can lead to the exploitation and misrepresentation of sacred practices and
symbols (Gunn, 2005).

The portrayal of the occult in popular media has both broadened understanding and acceptance of these
practices, while also presenting challenges related to misinformation and commercial exploitation (Edwards,
2005). Understanding these impacts is crucial for a nuanced view of the relationship between the occult and
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popular media.

5. Case Studies

In this section, we will dive deeper into specific case studies of TV shows and movies that have
prominently featured the occult, analyzing their portrayal and the impact on societal perceptions of the occult.

5.1

5.2

5.3

5.4

5.5

5.6

5.7

"Charmed": This popular TV series follows the lives of three sisters who discover they are powerful
witches (Stein, 2008). The show incorporates various elements of the occult, including spells,
potions, and magical beings. "Charmed" has been praised for its positive representation of female
empowerment and sisterhood, but it has also been criticized for its often light-hearted and simplified
portrayal of witchcraft and the occult (Stein, 2008).

"Supernatural": This long-running series features two brothers who hunt demons, ghosts, and other
supernatural beings, drawing heavily on occult mythology and folklore (Leonard, 2015). The show's
exploration of the occult is extensive, with references to demonology, angelology, and various forms
of magic. While "Supernatural” often portrays the occult in a dark and dangerous light, it also
emphasizes the importance of knowledge and understanding in dealing with these forces (Leonard,
2015).

"The Sixth Sense": This acclaimed film tells the story of a young boy who can see and communicate
with the dead (Bordwell, 2000). The movie explores themes of death, the afterlife, and spiritual
communication, offering a sympathetic portrayal of the occult that encourages empathy and
understanding.

"The Conjuring" Series: These popular horror films are based on the real-life investigations of
paranormal investigators Ed and Lorraine Warren (Britton, 2016). The movies feature various
elements of the occult, including demonic possession, haunted objects, and witchcraft. While the
"The Conjuring" series often portrays the occult as something to be feared, it also emphasizes the
importance of faith and courage in confronting these forces (Britton, 2016).

"Buffy the Vampire Slayer": This cult classic series follows the life of Buffy, a young woman chosen
to battle the forces of evil (Wilcox, 2005). The show is steeped in occult symbolism and themes,
from its depiction of witchcraft (notably through the character Willow Rosenberg) to its exploration
of demonic lore. "Buffy" has been noted for its subversion of horror tropes and its nuanced portrayal
of the occult, blending elements of horror, comedy, and drama (Wilcox, 2005).

"American Horror Story: Coven": This season of the anthology series delves into the world of
witchcraft and voodoo in New Orleans (Benshoff, 2015). It presents a complex portrayal of the
occult, interweaving historical events like the Salem Witch Trials with fictional narrative elements.
While it often portrays the occult in a dark and horrific light, it also explores themes of power,
oppression, and identity through its occult narrative.

"The Craft": This movie follows a group of high school girls who form their own coven of witches
(Gelder, 1999). It presents the occult as a metaphor for the trials and tribulations of adolescence,
exploring themes of empowerment, rebellion, and the consequences of unchecked power. "The
Craft" has been praised for its representation of female friendship and power dynamics, though it has
also been criticized for its sensationalized portrayal of witchcraft (Gelder, 1999).
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5.8 "Sabrina the Teenage Witch" / "Chilling Adventures of Sabrina": Both the light-hearted '90s sitcom
and its darker Netflix reboot present the story of Sabrina Spellman, a half-witch navigating the
challenges of adolescence and her magical heritage (Roberts, 2019). These shows offer contrasting
portrayals of the occult - while the original often presents the occult in a fun and playful light, the
reboot delves into darker themes and presents a more complex and mature exploration of witchcraft
and the occult.

5.9 "Twin Peaks": This cult TV series by David Lynch incorporates elements of the occult within its
mysterious narrative (Telotte, 2008). The show uses the occult to explore themes of good and evil,
reality and illusion, and the mysteries of human nature. Its cryptic storytelling and atmospheric
presentation have contributed to its status as a classic example of occult-themed television.

5.10 "Hellboy": This film series, based on the comic book of the same name, features a paranormal
investigator who is himself a demon (McNeil, 2008). It incorporates various elements of the occult,
from ancient mythologies to secret societies, presenting them within an action-adventure framework.
Despite its fantastical portrayal of the occult, "Hellboy" often emphasizes themes of acceptance,
identity, and the struggle between destiny and free will (McNeil, 2008).

These case studies illustrate the diverse ways in which the occult is portrayed in popular media. They also
highlight the influence of these portrayals on public perceptions of the occult, contributing to its normalization
and demaocratization, but also to potential misinformation and fear. As we continue to consume media that
features the occult, it's important to approach these portrayals with a critical eye, recognizing their potential
impacts on our understanding and perception of these complex and often misunderstood practices and beliefs.

6. Discussion

The examination of the relationship between the occult and popular media reveals a complex interplay of
influence and perception. From TV shows like "The X-Files" and "Charmed" to movies such as "The Sixth
Sense" and "The Conjuring", the portrayal of the occult has evolved from taboo and fear-inducing to an
intriguing, albeit sometimes still feared, aspect of popular culture.

These portrayals have contributed to a shift in societal attitudes towards the occult, leading to its
normalization and even democratization. By presenting the occult within the safe and familiar context of
entertainment, these shows and films have allowed audiences to explore and engage with these concepts from
a place of curiosity rather than fear or prejudice. However, it's important to recognize that these portrayals
also carry the risk of misinformation and sensationalism, potentially exacerbating misunderstandings about
the occult.

One example is the rise of WitchTok on social media platforms where Gen Z's appetite for tarot and spells
has become viral. This trend has eerie parallels with 16th-century debates about witchcraft and demonstrates
how the occult has become normalized and democratized through popular media (The Conversation, 2021).

The performative language of magick, as discussed in "Techno-Kabbalah: The production of occult
knowledge", has been effectively utilized in these media portrayals. Shows like "The X-Files" engage viewers
in the process of decoding the mysteries of the occult, fostering a sense of active participation and
engagement. This interactive approach contributes to the democratization of occult knowledge, breaking
down barriers and making the occult more accessible to the general public.
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However, this democratization also presents challenges. The commercialization of the occult can lead to
the exploitation and misrepresentation of sacred practices and symbols. Moreover, while the increased
accessibility of occult knowledge can foster understanding and acceptance, it can also contribute to
misinformation and misinterpretation if not handled responsibly.

Future research could delve deeper into these issues, exploring the impact of the commercialization and
democratization of the occult on specific communities and practices. It could also examine how the portrayal
of the occult in media varies across different cultures and societies, providing insights into the global
influence of media on perceptions of the occult. Furthermore, research could investigate the psychological
effects of these portrayals, analyzing how they influence individuals' beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors related
to the occult.

The relationship between the occult and popular media is multifaceted and influential, shaping societal
perceptions and understanding of the occult. As consumers of media, it's important to approach these
portrayals with a critical eye, recognizing their potential impacts and implications.

7. Conclusion

The relationship between the occult and popular media is not only complex but also continually evolving.
Over time, portrayals of the occult in TV shows and movies have shifted societal attitudes towards these
practices and beliefs, leading to a normalization and democratization of the occult. However, these portrayals
also carry the potential for misinformation, sensationalism, and commercial exploitation.

A key finding from our analysis is the use of the performative language of magick in media portrayals. By
engaging viewers in the process of decoding and understanding the mysteries of the occult, shows like "The
X-Files" contribute to the democratization of occult knowledge. This approach breaks down barriers, making
the occult more accessible to the general public (JSTOR, 2006).

Our case studies of various TV shows and movies illustrate the diverse ways in which the occult is
portrayed in popular media. These portrayals contribute to the normalization and democratization of the
occult but also have the potential to spread misinformation and fear.

In light of recent findings, an interesting development to take note of is the emergence of new genres that
make use of the language of the occult. As shown in multiple sources, including "Models of the interaction of
language and social life" and "New digital media and learning as an emerging area and 'worked examples' as
one way forward", there is a growing trend of incorporating esoteric and occult language into various forms of
media. This further highlights the pervasive influence of the occult on popular culture and underscores the
importance of understanding its impacts (Wiley Online Library, 2006).

Future research could delve deeper into these emerging genres, exploring their portrayal of the occult and
their impact on societal perceptions. Additionally, further studies could investigate the role of new media
platforms in the dissemination and interpretation of occult knowledge.

In conclusion, our exploration of the relationship between the occult and popular media underscores the
significant influence of media portrayals on societal perceptions and understanding of the occult. While these
portrayals have contributed to greater acceptance and fascination with the occult, they also underscore the
need for responsible representation and critical consumption. The emergence of new genres utilizing occult
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language presents exciting avenues for future research, promising a richer understanding of the ongoing
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