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The Pathos of Knowing:
Affectivity, Gnosticism, and Education

Robert Farrugia

Abstract

This article examines the phenomenology of knowing in the context of education by
foregrounding affectivity as a constitutive dimension of knowledge. It diagnoses Gnosticism
as a mode of knowing marked by affective detachment, in which abstraction and intellectual
mastery are privileged over lived, embodied experience. In response, the article turns to
phenomenology—particularly accounts of life and pathos—to clarify knowing as an immanent,
affective activity grounded in being affected. It offers a conceptual diagnosis of gnostic
tendencies in educational understandings of knowledge and reflects on their implications for
conceiving education as a formative, affective, and embodied practice.
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Introduction

When knowledge is reduced to conceptual mastery or technical competence, its formative
relation to life, and to the affective experience through which life is lived, risks being obscured.
Such abstraction reflects not merely a pedagogical tendency but a deeper structure of knowing
that can be described as gnostic. Classically, Gnosticism designates a range of religious and
philosophical movements that emerged in the first centuries of the common era,
contemporaneous with early Christianity, in which salvation was sought through privileged
knowledge detached from ordinary existence and material life. While these movements were
later systematised in late antiquity, their underlying logic was already operative in the cultural
and theological milieu of the New Testament period (Pagels 1979, 142). As such, Gnosticism
denotes not only a historical phenomenon but also a recurring posture toward knowledge, one
marked by detachment from embodied, affective life and concrete human experience.

In contemporary discourse, this posture is often described as a form of modern Gnosticism,
visible in technocratic rationality and purely informational conceptions of knowledge that
elevate abstraction over lived reality. Such critiques do not primarily concern doctrinal error
but point to a cultural disposition in which knowledge becomes separated from life as it is felt,
endured, and inhabited. This separation reveals a fundamental tension between knowing as
detachment and knowing as lived participation, a tension that phenomenological accounts of
responsiveness and being-affected have brought into sharp relief (Waldenfels 2011, 50). When
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knowledge is conceived primarily as a form of possession or escape, it risks losing its

formative, relational, and affective dimensions, those through which knowing implicates the
subject rather than leaving them untouched.

Phenomenology offers conceptual resources for clarifying this tension by attending to the
affective conditions under which knowledge is experienced. Rather than beginning from
knowledge as an object or representation, phenomenological inquiry asks how knowing
appears within lived experience, and how it is sustained through being affected. From this
perspective, knowledge is not first an external acquisition but a mode of engagement that
unfolds within embodied and affective life. When knowing is detached from this immanent
dimension, it becomes abstracted from the very life it claims to illuminate. Gnostic modes of
knowing thus represent not merely an epistemic limitation but a phenomenological and
affective distortion, in which abstraction displaces lived appropriation and knowledge is placed
above the world, if not against it.

Such gnostic knowing amounts to a mode of understanding that resists being affected by others
and by the world it seeks to comprehend. In educational contexts, this tendency becomes visible
when learning is reduced to the accumulation of information or conceptual coherence, rather
than the formation of persons, a reduction that echoes broader critiques of education’s
instrumentalisation and its displacement of subjectivity (Biesta 2010, 22). This educational
diagnosis resonates with wider cultural critiques, as Pope Francis observes that Gnosticism’s
“only interest is a certain experience or a set of ideas and bits of information which are meant
to console and enlighten, but which ultimately keep one imprisoned in his or her own thoughts
and feelings” (Francis 2013). Knowledge here promises illumination, yet risks deepening
estrangement. As an institutional practice concerned with the transmission and validation of
knowledge, education can inadvertently reinforce gnostic structures of knowing by privileging
abstraction, evaluation, and technical mastery while marginalising affectivity, embodiment,
and lived meaning.

This article does not reject conceptual rigour or intellectual clarity, nor does it propose a
specific pedagogical program. Instead, it offers a phenomenological diagnosis of gnostic
tendencies operative within educational understandings of knowledge by foregrounding
affectivity as a constitutive dimension of knowing. By examining how knowledge is
experienced, appropriated, and lived through pathos, the article seeks to clarify what is at stake
when education privileges detached knowing over formative engagement with life. In what
follows, the article first examines Gnosticism as a structure of knowledge understood as
affective detachment, distinguishing its historical expressions from its enduring logic. It then
turns to phenomenology to recover a conception of knowing grounded in affectivity and life,
thereby offering a philosophical and theological clarification of the conditions under which
knowledge remains genuinely formative.
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Gnosticism and the Detachment of Knowledge

Rather than treating Gnosticism primarily as a historical anomaly, this section approaches it as
a structure of knowing characterised by detachment from lived and affective existence. While
gnostic movements took shape in the early centuries of Christianity, often contemporaneous
with, and in tension with, emerging orthodox claims, their significance extends beyond their
historical manifestations. Gnosticism names a recurring posture toward knowledge in which
knowing seeks exemption from the vulnerabilities of embodied, relational, and affective life,
reconfiguring knowledge as a means of escape rather than participation.

At the core of this posture lies a radical dualism that is not only metaphysical but affective in
character. Classical gnostic cosmologies divide reality into opposed domains, sharply
distinguishing spirit from matter, truth from appearance, and knowledge from life. As Henri-
Charles Puech observes, gnostic thought conceives the universe as split into “two
heterogeneous and hostile domains,” the spiritual and the material (Puech 1957, 59). Hans
Jonas similarly describes Gnosticism as advancing an “extreme polarisation of existence” in
which soul and body, light and darkness, life and death are placed in irreconcilable opposition
(Jonas 2001, 32). Within this framework, the material world is not merely imperfect but alien,
and salvation is imagined as liberation from worldly involvement rather than reconciliation
with it. Such dualism expresses a refusal of affective exposure to the world, treating being-
affected as a condition to be overcome (Stoyanov 2000, 2).

This metaphysical separation finds an epistemological counterpart in the gnostic distinction
between true knowledge (gnosis) and false knowledge (pseudonymos gnosis). Here, falsehood
is not understood as a deformation internal to truth but as originating from an altogether
different principle. Knowledge is thus purified by separation: from the body, from affectivity,
and from the shared conditions of ordinary life. What counts as knowing is no longer
participation in meaning but possession of insight. The knower is defined not by engagement
but by exemption, protected from being affected by what is known. Such a conception of
knowledge gives rise to an intrinsically elitist logic. Historically, gnostic communities
identified themselves as the gnaostikoi or pneumatikoi, those capable of receiving a higher
revelation inaccessible to the many. Salvation was selective rather than universal, dependent
upon cognitive or spiritual capacity. To this end, Gnosticism is “pessimistic about the prospects
for the general mass of humankind, who do not possess sufficient reflective or Gnostic powers
to take this teaching seriously” (Moore and Turner 2000, 195).

Although contemporary forms of knowledge rarely speak in explicitly soteriological terms, this
underlying structure persists wherever knowing is treated as the exclusive domain of experts,
insulated from vulnerability and resistant to challenge by lived experience. It is this persistence
that Pope Francis identifies in his critique of contemporary Gnosticism. Describing it as
deceptively attractive, he notes that Gnosticism presents itself as orderly, rigorous, and
intellectually refined, while subtly displacing encounter, embodiment, and compassion
(Francis 2018). What renders this tendency remarkably resilient is its apparent neutrality, since
gnostic knowledge does not openly reject life but claims to stand above it. Ideas, systems, and
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coherence acquire primacy, while concrete, affective existence becomes secondary, if not

dispensable.

In educational contexts, this structure manifests as a privileging of detached cognition over
lived appropriation. Knowledge is increasingly construed as informational, technical, and
measurable, while its affective and formative dimensions recede from view. Learning risks
becoming an accumulation of representations rather than a transformation of the knower
through being affected by what is learned. What is lost is not knowledge itself, but its grounding
in life, in the way knowing is felt, endured, and inhabited. The result is a form of intellectualism
that remains curiously untouched by what it claims to understand.

What is ultimately at stake, then, is not an opposition between reason and experience, nor a
rejection of conceptual clarity, but the forgetting of the affective conditions under which
knowledge first becomes meaningful. Gnosticism names a mode of knowing that has severed
its relation to life as its ground by resisting vulnerability, passivity, and affective exposure.
This diagnosis calls for a renewed inquiry into the foundations of knowledge, one that does not
begin with systems or abstractions, but with the lived experience through which knowing is
first given. Such an inquiry requires a turn toward phenomenology.

Toward a Phenomenology of Knowing

If Gnosticism names a mode of knowing grounded in the separation between truth and
falsehood, spirit and world, knower and life, phenomenology offers a way to clarify the
affective foundations from which such separations arise. Rather than beginning from
knowledge as a possession, system, or representation, phenomenology attends to how knowing
is lived, undergone, and sustained through being affected. From this perspective, knowledge is
not first an abstract relation between subject and object, but an activity rooted in experience
itself.

This orientation is already evident in Edith Stein’s definition of knowledge as the “mental
[geistig] grasping [Erfassen] of an object,” which emphasises knowing as an act rather than a
static possession (Stein 2000, 65). Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological project radicalises this
insight by grounding knowledge in lived experience rather than external causality. His
conception of phenomenology as a “science of essences” [Wesenswissenschaft] does not
abstract from experience but seeks to describe the structures through which meaning appears
(Husserl 2002, §18). What is at stake here is not the rejection of objectivity, but the recognition
that all objectivity presupposes a subject who is already involved, oriented, and affected.
Michel Henry’s phenomenology of life deepens this insight by drawing attention to a
dimension of knowing that precedes all objectification. Henry argues that dominant
epistemological models privilege the world’s visibility, i.e. what appears externally, while
neglecting the invisible self-experience through which life first gives itself. Against this
tendency, he insists that all knowledge presupposes a more originary form of knowing, i.e. the
affective self-experience of life itself [épreuve de soi]. This “knowledge of life” [savoir de la
vie] 1s not objective, representational, or theoretical, but immanent and affective. It is the way
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life feels itself in joy and suffering, effort and fatigue, desire and resistance. As Henry insists,
“the theoretical negation of subjectivity implies the practical destruction of humanity” (Henry
1989). Knowledge, insofar as it remains human, must therefore be grounded in life as affective
self-revelation rather than in detached observation.

This phenomenological emphasis has decisive implications for the critique of gnostic knowing.
Gnosticism presupposes two independent principles, truth and falsehood, spirit and matter,
such that error cannot arise from truth itself, nor truth from within life as lived. By contrast, a
phenomenology of life insists on a single, irreducible principle, namely life itself. As Henry
writes, there is one “ever-present and active principle [that] orients history at each moment,
and this principle is none other than life” (Henry 2017, 78). Life is not opposed to the world
but grounds it. It is not one domain among others but the condition of manifestation as such.
In this sense, phenomenology resists the gnostic logic of separation by rethinking the relation
between life and world as one of foundation rather than opposition (Henry 1973, 259—60).
Central to this account is the concept of pathos, understood as life’s auto-affection or self-
feeling. Pathos names the affective manner in which life experiences itself immediately,
without distance or mediation (De Jaegher 2015, 112-32). Hunger, joy, fatigue, suffering, and
effort are not objects we observe but modes through which we are given to ourselves. As Henry
notes, “the seeing of an object presupposes the knowledge of seeing itself, and this knowledge
of seeing is its own pathos” (Henry 2012, 16). This affective self-experience constitutes a form
of knowing irreducible to conceptual abstraction. It is a knowing that does not escape life but
coincides with it.

Against the gnostic restriction of knowledge to an enlightened elite, phenomenology insists on
the universality of this affective knowing. Life’s self-revelation is not the privilege of a few
but the condition of everyone’s existence. As Henry remarks, this is “the life of everyone and
the life that everyone speaks about... the life of workers especially but also of idlers” (Henry
2017, 114). Such knowing is not accessed through esoteric insight but through the most
ordinary acts of living: “washing, doing manual work, practising a sport, driving a car”’ (Henry
1975, 199). In contrast to Gnosticism’s pessimism regarding the capacities of the many,
phenomenology affirms that the foundations of knowing are already operative wherever life is
lived and felt.

At this point, it is important to acknowledge a recurring criticism, namely that phenomenology
of life risks reproducing a gnostic inwardness by privileging subjectivity over the world. Such
readings often mistake immanence for withdrawal. Yet Henry does not oppose life to the world
in order to escape it. Rather, he seeks to show that all worldly appearing presupposes life as its
affective condition. The world he problematises is not the shared world of action and
embodiment, but the abstract world that “put subjectivity out of play” (Henry 2008, 134).
Detached from life as lived, such a world loses sight of the fact that it is always a lifeworld,
existing “in and for life” (Henry 2017, 69).

This clarification matters for education. When knowledge is understood phenomenologically
as grounded in affective life, it ceases to be a detached possession and becomes a formative
process. Knowing is no longer something one has over against the world, but something one
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undergoes, appropriates, and inhabits. Such a conception does not reject abstraction or

conceptual clarity but situates them within a broader horizon of lived meaning. Phenomenology
thus responds to gnostic tendencies in education not by opposing knowledge to life, but by
restoring their intrinsic unity.

By recovering the affective and immanent dimensions of knowing, phenomenology offers a
way of understanding education as a practice accountable to life. Knowledge becomes
transformative not because it liberates the knower from the world, but because it deepens
participation in it. From this perspective, the problem with gnostic knowing is not its concern
for truth, but its severing of truth from affectivity as its condition. When knowing is detached
from being affected, it loses its capacity to form the knower. Phenomenology does not oppose
reason. Rather, it safeguards it by recalling its origin in lived, affective experience. In doing
so, it clarifies the implications of prioritising detached cognition over lived appropriation in
education. This is not merely a pedagogical imbalance, but also a neglect of the most
fundamental ground of knowledge.

Conclusion

This inquiry has approached the problem of knowledge in education through the lens of
Gnosticism, understood not merely as a historical phenomenon, but as a recurring structure of
affective detachment within knowing. When knowledge is abstracted from lived experience
and purified of affectivity, it risks indifference to the life from which it arises. Gnosticism thus
names a temptation internal to knowledge itself: mastery without exposure, insight without
vulnerability, clarity without being affected. By turning phenomenologically to the experience
of knowing, this article has sought to retrieve what such tendencies obscure, namely, the
affective conditions that make knowing possible. Knowledge is not first a system of
representations or information, but an activity rooted in life and sustained through pathos. To
know is to be implicated and engaged within one’s own experience. Phenomenology does not
oppose rationality but recalls its conditions of possibility by grounding it in the self-givenness
of life.

In educational contexts, the problem is not abstraction or theory as such, but their detachment
from the formative processes through which knowing is inhabited. Severed from pathos,
education risks producing competence without transformation and understanding without self-
involvement. A phenomenological account, therefore, serves not as an external critique but as
a reminder of what education presupposes to remain formative. Resisting Gnosticism does not
require rejecting knowledge, but re-situating it within the affective life that sustains it. By
recovering knowing as embodied and affective engagement, phenomenology safeguards reason
precisely by refusing to separate it from life. The pathos of knowing is not a limitation, but the
medium through which knowledge becomes meaningful and transformative.
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