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•The sp iritua l l i f e  . . .  is  a l i f e  whose experiences 
are proved rea l to their possessor, because they remain 
v ith  him when brought closest in to contact with the 
objective rea litie s  o f  l i f e .  Dreams cannot stand this 
test. He wake from them to find that they are but 
dreams. Wanderings o f  an overwrought brain do not 
stand this test. These highest experiences that I 
have had o f God's presence have been rare and b r ie f  -  
flashes o f consciousness which have compelled me to 
bxclaim with surprise -  God is  here -  or conditions 
o f exhaltation and insight, less intense, and only 
gradually passing away. I ’nave severely questioned 
the worth o f  these moments . . .  but I find that, a fter 
every questioning and test, they standout today as 
the most real experiences o f my life....When they came,
I was liv in g  the fu lle s t , strongest, sanest, deepest 
l i f e ,  aware that I was immersed in  the in fin ite  ocean 
o f God'.

-  J. Trevor (quoted by V. James)
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gliis essay is  concerned with, the taxonomy o f that kind o f experience 
referred to by Trevor. Despite Stace and others? we have as yet no 
incontrovertible way o f deciding whether and on what basis mystical 
experiences can be construed as constituting a type and, without 
knowing th is , cannot be certain what our data base encompasses or what 
kind, o f approach is  indicated. By philosophical analysis o f various aspects 
o f the experience presented in  mystical reports, I aim to produce a 
characterisation that the data supports and one which is  corr ig ib le .

I-3y defin ition  o f  a-mystical type is  unconventional largely because I
give l i t t l e  role  to mystical claims in  the characterization o f the
experience. The reasons for this are examined in  chapters 1 and 2 where
I argue that these claims are not meaningful and, in  any' event, are

(
inaccessible to rational analysis. However, i f  I ignore the content 
o f these claims, I do identify  certain features about them, notably 
the concreteness and apparent rea lity  o f mystical experience, which 
could prove to be a basis for  typology. Justifying the selection  o f 
this feature as distinguishing and defining leads, in  chapter 3, to 
an epistemological debate in  which I argue that n en ta listic  models 
cannot explain this feature in  the case of mystical perception or indeed 
perception more generally. Believing concreteness to have a hypothetical 
importance, I turn away from the sociology o f mysticism and, in  chapters 
4 and 5, find that we can give our subject matter d istin ctive  defin ition  
and context by relatin g  i t  to cy clic  and syndromical changes in  personality 
which occur in  the context o f traumatization, mystical perception here 
is  defined by it s  circumstances -  a curious sequence in  psycho-physiological 
functioning - and by it s  sensory or quasi-scnsory nature. In chapter 6 
I look further into physiology, unsuccessfully, for  empirical confirmation 
o f this picture.

In conclusion, I explore and answer some o f the questions a type, defined 
in terms o f the essentia lly  empirical world o f human functioning, poses us 
This is  not a reductionist account but, i f  I am more concerned with the 
human aspects than the divine, this is  because my primary aim is  giving 
typology' a corrig ib le  basis and. only the former aspects o f the experience
allow th is.



17.

TARLE OP COKTEHTS

CHAPTER 1 -  Mystical Claims and Existence ................................  P1

Are mystical claims meaningful in  empirical terms?
The exclusivity  o f empirical knowledge -  we cannot 
in fer from religious doctrines as these have no empirical 
basis -  no evidence in the case o f mystical claims.

CHAPTER 2 -  Characterizing Mystical Phenomena........................  P55

Is a descriptive categorization o f mystical claims 
possible?
The content o f mystical claims is  unapproachable -  
two features only o f this aspect o f the data can be listed
a) the rea lity  and b) the meaningfulness o f these experiences 
for  the subject.

CHAPTER 3 -  A M entalistic Explanation? ...................................... P123

I f  the concreteness mystical claims have i s ,  as I believe, 
a s ign ifican t feature which distinguishes these claims from 
others rather than just being a descriptive feature o f some 
claims, an epistemological issue is  raised. I shall argue 
that contextualism cannot explain sensory or quasi-sensory 
experience be i t  mystical or mundane and that a re jection  o f 
the socio log ica l in  favour o f the b io log ica l approach is  
indicated.



V

CHAPTER 4 -  The Ego-Spiritual Cycle ......................  P219
Mystical reports enable ne to identify  a d istin ctive  
pattern o f changes in  outlook, se lf-id e n tity  and 
personality which accompany mystical perception.
This pattern gives the experience a clear and d istin ctive

i

defin ition .

CHAPTER 5 -  The S h i f t ........................................................................... P 289
The wider sequence o f which mystical perception 
is  a part occurs in  the context o f traumatization, 
a psycho-physiological condition that explains a 
number o f the features related to mystical perception, 
though not a l l .  Chapters 4 & 5 t ie  mystical perception 
firmly to a combination o f psycho-physiological events.

■4

CHAPTER 6 -  A naturalistic Explanation?...................... ...............  P555
Can physiology be used to em pirically'confirm  the 
descriptive characterization I have given and could 
'physiology adequately explain a l l  we might wish to 
know about i t ?  The evidence is  at present minimal 
but, more importantly, there is  no reason to think 
that a naturalistic order o f explanation alone would 
su ffice . In conclusion, I look at three higher order 
questions mystical experience poses and seek to answer 
them in the framework o f a new model o f psycho-physiological 
functioning which gives the mystical an important role 
in  our mundane world.

POSTSCRIPT ........................................................................................  P424

APPENDIX A -  A Minimal Characterization of the Content
o f Mystical C laim s....................................   P426

AEPEKDIX B -S p iritu a lity  and R e lig io n ........................................  P429

NOTES ........................................................................................ P436

BIBLIOGRAPHY P441



1

CHAPTER 1

MYSTICAL CLAIMS AND EXISTENCE

The question o f whether or not supernatural claims can be treated as 

statements about existence has received a great deal o f attention, 

especially a generation ago from C.B. Martin and others, but s t i l l  

occasions debate for i t  has never been entirely resolved. As w ill be 

seen, the various considerations lead to no clear cut conclusion but on 

balance lead me to accept that there is  no compelling rational basis for 

treating supernatural claims as i f  they had to do with rea lity . As a resu lt, 

my subsequent approach to mystical experience is  anthropocentric rather 

than theological. The argument here is  in three parts. F irstly , ignoring 

altogether the analytic truths o f maths and log ic  that empiricism is  today 

the only acceptable basis for knowledge, indeed v irtually  defines what 

can be accepted as knowledge. Secondly, I discuss how far religious doctrines 

can be treated as empirical knowledge and, whilst there are arguments both 

ways, conclude that there are in su fficien t grounds to accept that these 

are empirically based and therefore that we are not entitled to in fer 

anything about the world from them. Thirdly, I argue that we cannot 

demonstrate that mystical claims have to do with existence and, since we 

cannot in fer this by appeal to religious doctrine, must accept that there 

is  no reason to assume that claims of this class have to do with rea lity .
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Apart from some minor arguments in Part 11, the considerable differences 

between fa iths, as between mystics, with respect to the claims they make, 

do not materially a ffe ct  this discussion. Though l i t t l e  more than a 

restatement o f  the standard em piricist position , I aim to include a l l  

the relevant arguments as this is  a central issue which determines so much 

else about one's approach to mystical experience.

1) EMPIRICISM, the only basis o f Knowledge.

The advent of s c ie n t if ic  methodology proved to be a revolution in 

epistemology for whereas previously there was thought to be a variety o f 

ways in  which one could come to know something more about the world -  

reason, revelation etc. -  today, in the cultural mainstream, 'the grounds 

o f  argument to be in te llig ib le  to us would have to include no unverifiable 

assertion s '. (1) That is  to say that the only claims that can command 

public acceptance are those that can be demonstrated. Clearly science 

has been very successful in using verifica tion  procedures to build up -  

in a usually gradual, piecemeal and endlessly se lf-correctin g  process -  

a picture o f the world that can be shared by a l l  since i t  re lies  on no 

private or psychological insight but the important point is  that the 

em piricist would claim that verifica tion  is  the only basis for  such a 

picture.
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The exclusivity o f empiricism rests on the proposition enshrined in 

log ica l positivism that a fa ct about the world must be verifiab le  and, 

i f  a proposition o f a metaphysical kind, say, "God sustains the universe 

from beyond the world o f experience", can in principle neither be shown 

to be true nor fa lse ; as a statement about rea lity  i t  is  meaningless*.

There are d if f ic u lt ie s  with the verifica tion  principle -  can we verify  i t ? ,  

does the procedure need to be standard? -  and, more generally, problems 

with the philosophy of science but i t  is  hard to refute the general 

principle that fo r  a claim about rea lity  to be accepted i t  needs to be 

tested in  such a m y that i t  can be shown publicly and ob jectively  to be 

true or fa lse . There appear to be few advantages in claiming something 

to be true i f  i t  is  beyond testing for not only have we no rational reason 

to accept the claim and the knowledge would prove ..unusable but i t  is  to 

accept that rea lity  has nothing to do with the world o f experience which is  

our fondest presupposition. One could, a fter the manner o f P lato 's 'ca v e ', 

conceive the idea that we are liv ing  only with the illu s ion  o f rea lity  but, 

i f  what is  'r e a l ' is  forever beyond our experience and is  in principle 

unverifiable, nothing follow s, true or fa lse i t  is  just the same.** I t  is  

d i f f ic u lt  to escape the conclusion that the only rea lity  worth talking about 

is  the world we are capable of experiencing and v er ifica tion  is  the acid 

test o f what is  or is  not the case in this world.

* This is  not however to say, as some c r it ic s  seem to believe, u n in te llig ib le , 
for  as in  fic t io n  one may imagine worlds in which such a proposition could 
be true, however this does not show that such a proposition is  meaningful 
with respect to our own world.
**This is  not to deny that there may be consequences for society in holding 
metaphysical be lie fs  but only that such pragmatic arguments cannot be used 
to ascertain the meaningfulness o f such b e lie fs .
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There is  a special case worth mentioning for one might wish to argue that 

supernatural claims are an unknown quantity, something we are not yet 

able to test and thus this principle cannot be applied for the present 

at least. In the case o f 'r e la t iv i ty ',  for example, the theory is 

accorded a provisional status even though none of it s  principal claims 

have yet been v er ified . There appear to be two important points about 

such theories. F irstly , unlike religious claims, 'r e la t iv ity ' has a 

contiguity with established empirical knowledge which legitim izes the 

inferences upon which its  claims are based and secondly, unlike meta­

physical 'hidden manipulator o f dreams' arguments;, o ffers the p oss ib ility  

o f  fa ls ifica tio n  for  one is  able to say under just what conditions 

'r e la t iv ity ' could be shown to be true. The point here is  not whether 

religious claims have been verified  but whether they ever could be.

As most religions would claim that their objects are, in part at lea st, 

within the world o f experience, i t  is  perhaps a digression to consider 

attempts to show that seme thing about the world is  true even i f  this 

cannot be established empirically. However, these arguments represent 

a fa ll-back position for theologians faced with the d if f ic u lty  of 

substantiating their claims and i t  is  worth discussing whether any 

represent an acceptable substitute fo r  verifica tion . The most common
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form o f argument, used by rationalists such as Descartes and Spinoza as 

well as theologians, is  that we may come to know something about the world 

from unaided reasoning alone. In the 'argument to design ', for example, 

i t  is  said that God 'the clockmaker' must exist for how else can we explain 

the regularity and integration o f the universe? Interestingly, in  physics 

there is  a te leo log ica l argument -  the 'strong anthropic prin cip le ' -  that 

sees the development o f man as the purpose o f the universe but the problem 

with a l l  such attempts is  that the presuppositions on which they are based, 

a synthetic a p riori principle o f causation, for instance, carry no 

warranty as to how the real world is .  The world may just be inherently 

ordered and unless we can show that no order is  natural, we are not 

entitled to deduce anything from this state o f a ffa irs . Like IZume, I can 

see no value in  trying to arrive at a truth that is  not analytic so le ly  

thorough 'relations o f ideas' fo r , i f  something is  true only because in the 

light o f certain assumptions i t  must be true, the analogy is  with a 

detective story. In the real world we are not obliged to deduce that x 

must be the murderer on the basis o f motive and opportunity alone for 

without proof that x is  guilty there are simply too many other 

p o s s ib ilit ie s . There appears to be no case where we are entitled to move 

further than tested inferences allow however impeccable the log ic for i t  

is  unwarranted to make assumptions about the world i f  these cannot be
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validated. Some would argue, as in the case o f the unified theory in 

physics, 'N = 8 supergravity1, that impeccahle log ic  is  su ffic ien t but 

even physics is  not mathematics so what do we know for certain from 

reasoning however symmetrical, elegant, parsimonious and comprehensive?

I f  derived from empirical knowledge we might treat i t  as best guess but 

in so far as throughout i t  contains neither 'abstract reasoning concerning 

quantity or number* or 'experimental reasoning concerning matter o f fact 

and existence' (2) nothing is  established for certain. I t  is  true that 

reasoning makes the claim offered publicly accessible but alone this is  

not enough to establish existence, only testing can do that unless one is  

prepared to claim that rea lity  must mirror one's thought processes.

Sometimes i t  is  claimed we 'ju st  know' what the truth o f a matter i s ,  

planted in us perhaps by the 'divine light o f truth' or i t  is  revealed 

by a prophet or handed down by authority though in none o f these cases 

is there any more reason to accept the claim without verifica tion  than 

in the case o f reasoning. As to 'ju st  know' arguments, I do not doubt 

that we often h it upon the truth without knowing how. Be i t  physiology 

or divine guidance, frontiersmen just knew when they were being followed 

as I certainly know when a house I am approaching is  empty. I t  is  worth 

pointing out however that in tu ition  is  no substitute for verifica tion  in

this case. Since mystical 'knowledge' has never been checked out as my
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feelings are when I get to the front door, i t  does not make sense to say 

"I  know what i t  fee ls  like when God is  close" in  the same way that i t  does 

when we say "I  know what i t  fee ls  like i f  there is  a prowler close hy/the 

house is  empty e tc ."  As paranoia demonstrates, whole classes o f in tu itive 

feelings may be delusory and until i t  has been shown that a 'rea l God' gives 

rise  to just such feelings they sign ify  nothing certain about the world 

however 'realft they seem or strong the sense of conviction which accompanies 

them. In the case o f mystical experience the -e is  no reason at a l l  to 

assume that in tu ition  implies existence. Revelation, whe: e the claims 

made are beyond v er ifica tion , rea lly  ccmes down to questions o f authority 

for  i t  is  quite irrelevant whether or not the claims are consonant with 

other unverifiable claims. I t  is  however interesting to note, and I shall 

go in to this in much greater deta il elsewhere, that religious claims do 

form an internally consistent whole but then so do most works o f fic t io n  

and the coherence o f a l l  such claims is  no argument for their verid ica lity . 

I t  may be that the prophet is  also a miracle worker perhaps, but unless the 

miracles are offered as an experimental confirmation o f  the claims in 

question rather than as a reason to accept his personal authority in  a l l  

matters, this and similar considerations s tr ic t ly  belong to the psychology 

o f b e lie f  rather than to epistemology. However, I think authors such as 

MacIntyre push this d istinction  too hard. I f  the miracle worker explains 

that he is  in a special position to know and demonstrates that he is  in a 

special position , I am less than convinced that i t  would be wholly
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unreasonable to believe that we were hearing the truth. I accept that 

there is no analogy with scientists who, i f  pressed, could verify  each of 

their claims, though in fa ct we rarely ask for this, but nonetheless 

miraculous powers would seem to be a form o f warranty which we would not 

wish to re je ct  out o f hand at least before we had explained them to our 

satisfaction . I ,  at least, having met MacIntyre's 'angel o f proven 

veracity ' would be prepared to believe both in the angel and his claims; 

scepticism can be taken too far.

I t  is  often argued that such alternative routes to knowledge, i f  wanting 

clear cut verifica tion ,are  nonetheless confirmed in ways other than by 

hard evidence, testable predictions and so forth. For example, some 

authors, such as Wainright, have argued that i f  holding a b e lie f  is  beneficia l 

to the individual and his community then this is  evidence of its  

v er id ica lity , others follow a similar line introducing fecundity. These 

arguments, however, are untenable for to show that true b e lie fs  produce 

good -  so d i f f ic u lt  to  define -  i t  would have to be shown that good is  

in tr in sic  to rea lity  and only to rea lity  and neither proposition 

is  sustainable. No pragmatic argument based on the value to the individual 

o f the consequences o f his holding a b e lie f  would seem to be able to show 

that the b e lie f  is  true for a l l  involve assumptions about rea lity  we have
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no right to make. Similarly, i t  is  sometimes argued that, i f  a b e lie f  

has stood the 'te st  o f time' rather than the test o f empiricism, this 

shows that i t  is  well founded. Though I am not an 'instrum entalist' i t  

seems to me evident that almost any system of b e lie f about the world, 

however ill-founded , w ill enable human society to survive and often flourish  

hut our adaptivity is  by no means the same as a factual knowledge o f what 

is  or is  not the case. Anthropologists often make the point that b e lie fs , 

however prim itive, are adapted to the needs o f society but, because i t  is 

pragmatic to believe such and such offers no guarantee that this has to do 

with re a lity , which alone, I suggest, is  what we mean when we claim 

something is  true. I

I have argued that neither reasoning -  however impeccable -  in tu ition , 

revelation or authority can t e l l  us what is or is  not the case in  the 

world without recourse to verifica tion  procedures and that i t  is  these 

alone which determine what is  accepted as knowledge. One may question the 

assumption that the world we are confronted with is  rea lity  but to do this 

is  to deny that we have any way, certainly any shared and public way, o f 

agreeing what rea lity  is .  One may also question what we mean by verifica tion  

procedures and this w ill be discussed below but, i f  these thoughts are 

persuasive, there can be l i t t le  reason to doubt that we need to submit 

supernatural claims, as much as any other, to some convincing form of 

testing to establish just how far they are te llin g  us something about the

world
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2) A EE RELIGIOUS DOCTRINES EMPIRICAL KNOWLEDGE?

'(she) beheld our Lord, fu l l  o f splendour . . .  He spoke other words 
which she understood better than she can repeat them . . .  i t  le f t  her 
bewildered and amazed both on account o f the vividness o f \fhat she 
saw and of the words heard at the time, also because i t  took place 
in  the in terior o f the soul. As far as can be understood, the soul,
I mean the sp ir it  o f this soul, is  made one with God who is  Himself 
a sp ir it  and who has been pleased to show how far His love for us 
extends in order that we may praise His greatness. He has thus deigned 
to unite Himself to this creature' (Teresa o f Avila -  Interior Castle 
7.2 1-3).

In questioning whether or not we have any firm grounds for treating

relig ious doctrines, even provisionally, as a form o f knowledge, the issue 

is  not only whether we can legitim ately explain mystical experience in terms

o f these but whether we are entitled to in fer  anything at a l l  about such

phenomena, their existence perhaps, on the basis o f relig ious doctrine. 

There are two principal objections to the v a lid ity  o f  theological claims, 

A) that they have not been verified  and B) that the main tenets o f faith 

appear to be beyond fa ls ifica tio n  a lso . On these grounds i t  is d i f f ic u lt  

to accept that religious doctrines are making meaningful claims about the

world though I would be the f i r s t  to accept that in neither case are the 

arguments conclusive. Not only is  i t  not clear whether religious claims 

might be put into a s c ie n t ific  form or which ver ifica tion  procedures should 

be adopted to meet this type o f claim but there are questions about the 

defin ition  of rea lity  i t s e l f  which make i t  impossible to re jects such claims 

out o f hand. I add here two other arguments, c) that religious doctrines 

are d i f f ic u lt  to accept on other log ica l grounds, for example, their 

complexity and d) that religious doctrines do not in any event appear to be
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explanations o f  mystical experience as a class "both o f which are 

subsidiary arguments against accepting religious accounts o f these 

experiences. The primary question i s ,  however, whether or not religious 

doctrines amount to an empirical knowledge o f  the world*

a ) reugious doctrines have not been verified.

Most religious statements take a form that appears in principle to be 

verifiab le  yet we have no certain evidence to support any of the central 

tenets concerning sp ir itu a lity . One might give reasons for th is , the tests 

are inappropriate perhaps but since no theologian lias explained why these 

claims are beyond our current a b ility  to confirm and thus explained under 

precisely  which conditions they might be confirmed, the temptation is  to 

conclude that there is  nothing to confirm rather than that we are going 

about i t  in the wrong way or, as in the case o f  'r e la t iv i t y ', we,for the 

present, lack the means. Though no claim which is  in principle verifiable 

yet for which there is  no evidence or convincing explanation o f why 

confirmation is  not forthcoming can comman acceptance -  'y e t i ' ,  'A tlantis' 

etc. -  in the case o f religious claims i t  might be argued that some 

evidence, however s ligh t, can be produced and this forces us to keep an open 

mind. There are two areas in  which the religious might look for evidence 

to validate their b e lie fs , predictions about the world and predictions about 

human experience o f the world, which are worth discussing i f  only for the 

questions they raise about what constitutes evidence and how much is  

needed for confirmation.
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Successful prediction is  one o f the more important of: science 's  in ter­

locking procedures though, alone, i t  does not confirm the theory -which 

gives r ise  to i t .  Unless a l l  stages in the process leading up to the 

predicted result have been tested, there remains the p o ss ib ility  o f  chance 

or, as when Chinese astrologers successfully predicted eclipses on the 

basis o f accurate observation and accounted fo r  these in terms o f a 

ce le s tia l dragon, that the process is  imperfectly understood. Nevertheless, 

successful predictions about the world on the basis o f relig ious doctrines 

would bring these within the orbit o f empirical methodology. Most religious 

predictions of the 'la s t  judgement' and 'immortality of the sou l' variety, 

like those to do with the future prospects o f the poor and meek, are quite 

useless fo r  the purposes of empirical confirmation fo r , not only are most, 

apparently, beyond ver ifica tion  in this l i f e ,  no time limits or other 

specifications are set, o f f i c ia l ly ,  for  those which have to do with this 

world -  the second coming etc. Despite their foim, is  i t  even reasonable 

to treat these as predictions? Certainly, few religions would appear to 

treat their doctrines as blueprints for the course of history and world 

events and i t  makes one doubt whether even the religious now believe that 

they are the possessors of an explanatory model o f the world which is  the 

only place their doctrines might be validated. However, there are some 

who do treat doctrine as a blueprint and these are capable o f springing
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surprises on the sceptic. I am obliged to record that the fundamentalist 

Hal Lindsay, taking these to be 'The Last Days', on the basis o f  'R evelations', 

reasoned unequivocally that within a very few years a) Isrea.l would make 

peace with Egypt and b) that Iran would become v io len tly  hostile  not only 

to Israel but to a l l  western-inclined states in general. The publication 

date was 1970, a year in which both predictions would have appeared absurd 

on the basis o f normal reckoning. Either 'Revelations' gave him predictive 

advantages which events have confirmed or this was chance, su ffice  i t  to say 

such success would have amply confirmed more obviously s c ie n t if ic  theories.

One wonders both how many such precise predictions religious doctrines might 

be made to  y ie ld  and how many successes i t  would take for  relig ious doctrine 

to be treated at least as a p roto -scien tific  theory. One understands the 

hesitance o f churchmen but either their doctrines have to do with the 

workings of the world or they do not and one o f the few ways they can show 

which, is  by making sp e c ific  predictions which can be tested.

The second form of evidence is  based on the ad hominem argument -that 

religious b e l ie f  works, for example, that God does keep His promises to 

the fa ith fu l revealed in scripture by healing, regenerating and providing 

fo r  them in providential or miraculous ways. The weight o f  testimony would 

appear to show that the predictions in scripture are verified  in human 

experience in ways that appear quantifiable, for example, that prayer
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produces sp ec ific  resu lts. I for one do not believe that most who make 

such claims have lost  touch with rea lity  and ascribe benefits to their 

re lig ion  where there are none but there are two d if f ic u lt ie s  with this 

line o f argument. The f i r s t  is  that, however much life -events appear to 

vindicate religious doctrines, there is  no way we can in fer from this the 

truth of religious doctrine. I t  may be that by setting criter ia  we could 

show that prayer, say, indeed worked but there are other, simpler, 

explanations for what might be happening which have a greater consonence 

with the mainstream understanding o f the world. One may accept that the 

advantages are real but argue that these stem from the psychology o f fa ith , 

the 'protestant work-ethic' perhaps or the undoubted power o f 'fa ith  healing' 

rather than have recourse to the supernatural. There is  no way we can 

in fer the existence o f  God from such events as we can a hidden planet by 

observing the irregu larities of other orbits for we have no tested rule of 

inference equivalent to the laws of gravity to legitim ize such a move. Like 

the ce le s tia l dragon theory the c ircu larity  o f religious reasoning would 

count for  nothing u n til each stage o f the process could be tested or 

legitim ately inferred.

The second and more immediate objection to the great volume o f testimony 

is  that, even i f  i t  is  a l l  concerned with events that can only be 

explained supernaturally, in empirical terms, i t  is very poor evidence.
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I f  each testimony to God's intervention in this l i f e  originates in a 

highly i; diosyncratic and unrepeatable life -s itu a tio n  despite the 

co llective  impact o f the claims no one case can be confirmed, certainly not 

independantly corroborated under controlled conditions. That Mr. Jones 

gave up booze through the saving power o f Jesus or that Mrs. Smith 

providentially received some money through the intervention o f the saints 

to which she had been praying, are one-off occurences which took place at 

a particular point in  the kaleidoscopic complexity o f human l i fe  and allow ?\c 

experimental confirmation. This would certainly appear to be a weakness 

in our understanding o f empirical knowledge for one may imagine the case 

where everyone could t e ll  o f a divine intervention in their own lives yet -  

as for reasons to be explained below attestation alone cannot determine 

what is  true -  this phenomenon would not form part o f the body o f empirically 

established knowledge. Could the interlocking procedures o f the s c ie n t ific  

method ever deal with a class o f phenomena in which every occurence took 

place in a d ifferent set o f circumstances, none o f which could ever be 

repeated?

There are in fact two objections to the use o f  testimonies as evidence.

F irstly  that these are in corrig ib le  for in  no case can the exact circumstances 

be replicated and secondly not only are the events unrepeatable but 

avowedly occurred only with the active participation o f the observer. I f  

God only intervenes as a result o f prayer, even taking the events at face 

value, there is  a unique relationship between observer and observed which
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precludes ob jectiv ity . However, the em piricist co Id not object to  this 

for in physics the 'uncertainty princip le ' was provided for just such a 

situation and the 'participatory anthropic prin cip le ' underlines the 

thinking o f many physicists who now hold that 'ob jective  re a lity ' is  an 

illu s ion  on the basis that 'to  be is  to be observed'. The point about 

these parallels is ,  not only that they provide a precedent for accepting 

the inherent sub jectiv ity  of religious 'ev idence ', but that they also 

provide a precedent in  which science is  w illing  to sa cr ifice  the old 

concept o f an objective rea lity  'out there' to which a l l  have access for 

the sake o f some sort of understanding and this is  relevant to the larger 

problem of the in co rr ig ib ility  o f most religious witness. Perhaps the 

demand for independent corroboration in verifica tion  procedures was a 

happenstance that arose because the phenomena which science f ir s t  

investigated proved ordered and regular. Yet i t  is  not clear how far one 

could sa cr ifice  ob jectiv ity  to accommodate religious claims without our 

losing confidence in the method of verifica tion . It  may be tolerable to 

accept that data can only be obtained with the active participation o f the 

observer but is  i t  tolerable to  say that no two observers can ever be in 

the same position? This would seem to offend a l l  our democratic 

assumptions about existence but, whilst these are the root o f rationa lity , 

i t  is  not self-evident that a l l  observers are the same or must be able

to take up the identical position o f their fellow s. However, whilst one
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would be prepared to forgo many of the tests which might be applied and 

even design unique verification-;procedures in astronomy or some other fie ld  

in which warranted inferences may be made, in the case o f religious doctrines 

to deviate from standard procedures would appear to deny a l l  p oss ib ility  

o f public access and agreement. Without corroboration, controlled 

experiments and a l l  the rest o f  i t ,  how could one convince the sceptic 

that testimonies amount to evidence fo r , in saying that'th is is  just how 

this type o f evidence is ,  unrepeatable e t c . ' one is  going against an 

accumulated knowledge o f rea lity . Whilst i t  is  clear that empirical 

methods are not well adapted to dealing with situations as complex as human 

experience o f l i f e ,  i f  we claim that l i f e  events do not behave as 'real* 

things are expected to do, we have no way o f compelling the unanimity of 

our fellows which is  possible only on the basis o f tests and corroboration.

I t  is  unsatisfactory to re ject as evidence the very phenomena which religions 

predict but, in so far as testimonies are beyond corroboration, there is  

no good reason to treat them as empirical evidence for we would not wish 

to bend the rules governing ob jectiv ity  to the extent that would be required.

I f  neither predictions about the world or predictions about the actions of 

God, prayer etc. in  the l i f e  o f individuals has yielded any empirical 

confirmation o f relig ious doctrines, i t  is  d i f f ic u lt  to imagine how else 

in this world supernatural tenets might be confirmed. The line of
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argument that we have simply lacked the technology to test these claims 

d irectly  has» until now, been implausible for i t  might have been said 

that, since there was no evidence o f a supernatural component o f rea lity , 

no new technology would sign ificantly  increase the chances o f  verify ing 

what manifestly forms no part o f our universe. However, physics now 

seriously offers a view o f re a lity  in which i t  is  possible to conceive of 

the supernatural as part and parcel o f rea lity  because, i t  is  said , what 

is  at present beyond our material and tangible universe, w ill soon come 

within the orbit o f experimentation. The theory of the existence o f  an 

in fin ite  number o f para llel universes, in which everything that can happen 

does, is  founded on experiments which show, for example, that a photon 

which is  made to pass through two s l it s  is  in two d ifferen t places at the 

same time. The picture arising is  o f a number o f universes which interact 

with each other sp litt in g  and merging and rea lity  is  not therefore 

composed o f  the world we do experience but of a l l  those worlds which w ill 

one day shortly be detected by machines that have a sen sitiv ity  far beyond 

that o f the human mind. Though there is  no empirical reason to suppose 

that we shall ascertain the truth o f relig ious claims in one or other o f 

these para llel worlds, this theory -  which " is  gaining overwhelming 

acceptance among ph ysicists"(3) -  makes i t  credible to argue that there 

are in v isib le  worlds which await the technology to be brought into our

picture o f  rea lity . This, as in Arjuna's v is ion , for example, is  just the
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sort of picture in which the religious have always understood their 

claims to he true and therefore, in saying that there is  no evidence 

in our world to v er ify  these claims, we cannot rule out the reasonable 

p oss ib ility  that one day these claims might be verified  in one or other 

o f these worlds which are said to constitute empirical rea lity . I f ,  as 

I understand, this is  not an exercise in science f ic t io n , the current 

verdict o f unproven is  not a decisive ground for reasoning that in no 

lik e ly  circumstances could such claims be shown to be true. Nevertheless, 

the fact remains that at present we have not confirmed religious claims 

nor do we, as yet, have any good reason for believing that we could 

confirm these claims in ways which could command universal acceptance.

B) CENTRAL REHGIOUS TENETS ARE BEYOND FALSIFICATION.
Popper introduced fa ls ifica t io n  as the hallmark of s c ie n t if ic  knowledge, 

a criterion  which has became widely accepted. Starting from the 

observation that universal claims -  'a l l  crows are black' -  cannot be 

wholly verified  by any number o f confirmatory observations but can be 

shown to be fa lse , i . e .  i f  a white crow were found, he argued that the 

pursuit o f knowledge is  best served i f  we set conditions on claims to 

see under which circumstances we can demonstrate their truth or fa ls ity . 

Putting a claim to a test rather than simply amassing confirmatory 

evidence is  a method which avoids circu larity  o f reasoning, ensures that 

a l l  claims made are precise and detailed and gives us a reason to discard

those theories which f a i l  the designated test or which can never be put
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to such a test at a l l .  This procedure never allows us to believe that we 

have fin a lly  reached the 'tru th ' for the best one can say about a theory 

is  that i t  has never been shown to be fa lse but most would accept that 

this procedure» rather than v e r if ia b ility , gives us a working picture o f 

rea lity . I wish to look at three points: 1) whether or not religious 

claims are fa ls if ia b le , 2) i f ,  by and large, they are not whether we 

can treat them as i f  they are making meaningful claims at a l l  and 3) 

whether we can understand theology to be even attempting to build up a 

precise picture o f rea lity  as the sciences are when they discard and 

modify their claims in  search o f  ever greater exactitude.

1) Though a variety o f religious claims ranging from the old geocentric 

cosmology to any number o f 'God of the gaps' claims 'nave been fa ls if ie d , 

i t  would appear that a l l  central tenets are beyond fa ls ifica tio n  either 

in principle or in practice. Many are existence claims which might be 

verified  but never conclusively fa ls if ie d . As in  "aliens have v isited  

earth", i t  would be impossible to disprove most religious propositions 

about God, Jesus, the Trinity etc . Nikita Khreuschev's celebrated remark 

that "God does not ex ist. V/ehave been up there and seen for ourselves" 

does not begin to exhaust the p o ss ib ilit ie s  for He might exist elsewhere 

in this universe or one o f the countless others predicted by the new 

physics. Other claims take a form which appears fa ls if ia b le , "a ll  things 

work towards man's redemption" of 'God is  love' but in no case have 

conditions been set which would demonstrate their fa ilu re . I t  might
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be thought that the suffering o f the world is  a test which disproves 

the claim that 'God is  love ’ hut, as in  so man;'' other cases, there 

are no empirical cr iter ia  for fa ilu re , ¿sain  we are sometimes exhorted 

to 1 try prayer', 'put our trust in  Jesus' etc. but these are never 

intended as a means o f fa ls ifica t io n , for not only are 'resu lts ' 

d i f f ic u lt  to determine as precise measurements are impossible but 

the claims are so hedged around with provisos that no fa ilu re , however 

manifest, is  accepted as showing the fa ls ity  o f the theory. It  is  

possible that such tests are used et an individual level to determine 

the meaningfulness of religious claims but, in  view of a l l  the non- 

empirical reasons offered to explain fa ilu re , i t  is  clear that fa ls ifica tio n  

plays no part in the systematic claims o f religious doctrine. Religions 

are geared to affirmation rather than demonstration and, whilst this

may owe something to their p re -s c ie n tific  origins, i t  nonetheless lays then

open to the charge that, not only can we not demonstrate their truth, 

but we cannot be sure that any meaningful claim is  being made.

2) I t  is  perhaps fu tile  to consider what cr ite r ia  could be offered for 

the fa ls ifica tio n  o f relig ious claims or what experimental controls 

might be appropriate when i t  may be doubted whether theologians are making 

any sp e c ific  .claims about rea lity  at a l l .  A respected author can write
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about Christology, for example, that ’we may d iffe r  about what it s  true 

form is ,  about how i t  should be interpreted and indeed about whether i t  

is  indispensable or even appropriate. But we shall not d if fe r  about the 

rea lity  i t  is  trying to express'.(4 )  On the basis of this quotation i t  

may be doubted that the religious see any connection between their doctrines 

and rea lity  and, i f  they do, that i t  is  not merely humility which prevents 

them from putting their claims forward as theories but an in ab ility  to 

predicate their terms and define ideas to a degree which any form o f 

experimentation requires. Even when not avowedly apophatic i t  is  d i f f ic u lt  

to treat many relig ious claims as i f  they are defining anything in the real 

world precisely enough to test^an issue which has more to do with the 

appearance o f general meaningfulness than the demonstration o f truth or 

fa ls ity rin  any particular case. Quite apart from the problem o f quantifying 

religious claims which would be necessary for any real precision , the 

doctrines and concepts o f which they are comprised are couched in such 

general and unrestricted terms as to appear in principle beyond the 

p oss ib ility  of meaningful testing and corroboration. Unlike other 

em piricists, I do not say that such terms as God or references to the 

workings o f the soul are u n in tellig ib le  given the context in which they 

are made but that, in  the modern age at least, the context gives in su fficien t 

predication or restr ic tion  for us to treat them as sp e c ific  propositions 

about rea lity  that can be universally comprehended. In the past, in the
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context o f a Christian cosmology, God was a restricted  concept -  father 

of Jesus, creator e t c . ,  -  and the workings o f the soul, say, were spelled 

out systematically and to such a degree that the p oss ib ility  o f a test by 

anyone anywhere would not have seemed absurd. We need a return to the 

'how many angels can dance on a pinhead' school o f theology for religious 

claims even to appear similar to s c ie n t ific  ones which by contrast are 

defined to the nth degree. Clearly this issue might be argued at great 

length but the only point I am making is that experiment, even i f  i t  is  

only hypothetical, requires o f a claim a great deal of predication and 

sp ecifica tion  which many religious claims do not apparently possess. We 

may not expect in the relig ious fie ld  the precision o f a s c ie n t if ic  

experiment but without this d iscip line being applied i t  cannot be assumed 

that doctrines, whatever the intention o f their authors, are making claims 

about the world that are universally comprehensible and i t  is  not then 

clear whether, even in princip le , their truth or fa ls ity  might be 

demonstrated. No experimentation, no guarantee that precise concepts 

are being offered.

3) The final point follows on from the second. I t  is  not s tr ic t ly  

necessary for empirical knowledge to develop in a gradual, piecemeal and

endlessly se lf-correctin g  process but through fa ls ifica tio n  science has
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aimed to build up an increasingly certain and exact picture o f the world 

by discarding whatever fa ils  to measure up to the ever widening p o ss ib ilit ie s  

o f experiment. There is  simply no parallel process in the case o f religious 

doctrines. I t  is true that a number o f peripheral religious claims have 

been abandoned -  geocentricity , for example» and that doctrines undergo 

modifications over the years perhaps in  response to a changing in te llectu a l 

climate or the demands of log ic  but whereas science aims to explicate it s  

picture o f rea lity  in terms which have ever greater precision , theology 

apparently does not. Tinsley speaks for many theologians when he described 

his ro le  to  be like that of the music c r i t ic  'constantly attempting to 

achieve in a sign ificant pattern o f words some way o f rationalizing those 

facets o f his experience and history which point to a meaning beyond the 

v is ib le  and m ateria l'.(5 )  There is  in this no suggestion that he and his 

fellows are seeking to s i f t  through the accumulated scholarship o f the 

past to discard what is  manifestly implausible or ill-d e fin ed  and put in 

it s  place concepts which, because they are more precise and better accord 

with rea lity  as we have come to know i t ,  have some claim to universal 

acceptance. I t  is  not only, as mentioned above, that we have no guarantee 

that any meaningful, restricted concepts that have a universal va lid ity  

are being offered but that theologians do not appear to believe that one 

day we may ever get to the point where this 'meaning' can be stated in
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objective terms. Though the works o f theologians may illumine the 

imagination» i t  is  not an empirical aim or method to r e fle c t  understanding 

in  parables but rather to move towards ever greater exactitude and i f  an 

idea in science is  beyond precise formulation i t  is  very quickly discarded 

as meaningless rather than endlessly reworked without hope o f a conclusion. 

I t  is  true that the protestant school toyed with the s c ie n t if ic  method at 

the end of the last century trying to determine exactly what evidence they 

did have for the h istor ica l Jesus, demythologizing doctrine and so forth 

but not only was £his a fa ir ly  isolated attempt in terms o f world re lig ions, 

but few appeared w illin g  to follow the principle through. Admittedly, the 

findings were sketchy but none o f the doctrines for which no support could 

be found have been abandoned and none superseded by formulations which, 

however unsatisfactory, could be defended in the l i^ it  o f the findings o f 

scholarship. I do not say that a secular theology is  necessarily the 

outcome o f such e ffo rts  only that, i f  i t  is  to have any analogy with 

science, theologians must be prepared to take this on board otherwise 

they deny that they are working towards the goal o f defining the meaning 

with precision and c la r ity  even i f  this remains forever unquantifiable.

One might also suggest in this context that with only a few exceptions, 

few new religious sects or cults offer their creeds as a more rational 

or precise picture o f the world in the way that new s c ie n t if ic  theories
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do when they supersede old or that few converts adopt relig ion  or change 

faiths for this reason. Because no fa ls ifica tio n  principle is employed,

I do not believe that i t  makes sense to view religious traditions as 

p ro to -sc ien tific , aiming to build up a more certain and precise picture 

o f rea lity , re jectin g  the untenable and looking for grounds to establish 

what remains and subjecting these to continuing scepticism. On the 

contrary, there appears to be no development at a l l  towards precision 

or ob jectiv ity  in religious claims and the delineation o f what religious 

rea lity  is actually lik e .

My argument is  that central religious tenets are not nor cannot be put 

to the test and as a result we cannot demonstrate the truth or fa ls ity  

o f these claims. More importantly perhaps, because religions do not avail 

themselves o f this procedure, we cannot be sure that their claims are even 

attempting to  describe rea lity  in any meaningful way or that i t  is  even 

their aim to develop as precise and testable a picture o f rea lity  as is  

possible in the circumstances. I f  these points are persuasive, we cannot 

treat religious doctrines even as p ro to -sc ien tific  theories o f the world 

fo r , not only are they not tested, but they have no correspondence with 

empirical aims and methods. Taken together with the earlier argument that 

we do not have any confirmatory evidence -  though religious traditions

would welcome any that they could find even i f  th is, by i t s e l f ,  would not
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establish the truth o f their doctrines -  there is  no reason to treat these 

doctrines as a form of knowledge as i t  is  nowadays defined, for verifica tion  

procedures play no parto I t  would therefore be unacceptable to attempt 

to explain mystical experience, for example, in relig ious terms even though 

this appears to invite some such explanation or to in fer anything about 

these experiences on the basis that such doctrines are available to us.

Ko untested inference is  warranted and since no religious doctrine has 

any empirical basis or even contiguity with any other branch o f established 

knowledge, any relig ious inference is  illeg itim ate. Before moving on to 

consider whether mystical claims have any empirical basis, i t  is  perhaps 

worth mentioning two subsidiary arguments neither o f which a ffe ct the 

principal point that we cannot approach mystical experience from a 

theological perspective because this lias no empirical basis.

C) THE THEORETICAL WEAKNESS OP RELIGIOUS DOCTRINES

Even i f  v;e had some reason to assume that religious doctrines are making 

meaningful statements about rea lity , i t  is  far from clear that we would 

wish to accept them as they stand« My reason for  saying this is  that 

such explanations are either not comprehensive or not parsimonious. To 

give an example one might c ite  the doctrine o f the sou l, which most 

religions use in some form. There is  an ontological extravagance in

postulating the worlds o f God and soul -  and in some cases sp ir it  as well -
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without real necessity which has gone against the grain o f rationality  

at least since the tine o f Ockham. Defenders o f the religious view might 

argue that a spiritual realm must he postulated for  there are events in 

the physical world which otherwise cannot be explained. They might c ite  

the continued common identity o f particles in sub-atomic physics that no 

longer have any material connection, the claim that animals and humans 

acquire s k ills  simultaneously but independently or the few mystical 

experiences which are declared to be wholly non-corporeal yet none o f 

these necessitates the m ultiplication o f  worlds and the enormous complexity 

this en ta ils .

In the case o f 'non-corporeal' mystical experience, even assuming that 

a theological explanation is  required, the idea o f some soul to soul 

contact wholly beyond the physical world, causes more problems than i t  solves. 

In the f ir s t  place, as only a few experiences o f God are said to be 'non- 

corporeal' -  'a l l  I have hitherto described seems to come through the 

senses and facu lties . . .  but what passes in the Union is  very d iffe re n t ' (6) -  

to invoke a soul for just a few uncommon experiences leads to a lack of 

parsimony in explaining mystical experience as a class, i . e .  corporeal and 

non-corporeal, and neither the explanation o f God as sp ir it  or God as

physical entity is  comprehensive. In this case a comprehensive explanation



29

is  not simple and no simple account in terms o f sp ir it  or physiology is  

comprehensive, a situation without merit unless there are good 

experimental reasons to ju stify  i t .  In the second place there might he 

some d iff icu lty  in explaining how the two worlds relate. Though declared 

to he o f d iffer in g  ontological status, 'non-corporeal' mystical experiences 

cause 'swoons', 'over-mastering feelings ' and the lik e . Theology usually 

explains the actions o f the s p ir it  on the body as a one-way valve allowing 

love, for instance, to permeate from God who for Eis part cannot he 

corrupted hy physical influences. Nevertheless, i t  is  a lso  said that souls 

are corrupted and the devil -  a sp iritual being -  f e l l  to earth. The problem 

is  not insurmountable perhaps but the main point is  that the complexities 

arising from a sp irit/ph ysica l dichotomy can be simply avoided. There is  

no necessity at a l l  for multiplying worlds in  this case when i t  is  the 

simplest solution to believe that ' non-corporeal' cases represent only 

an unusual form o f consciousness. Sometimes emotions appear to come from 

outside o f ourselves, in dreams we are usually unaware o f  the part 

physiology plays in bringing phenomena to mind and in  'd is a s s o c ia t in ' 

individuals may lose a l l  sense o f sub jectiv ity . Though i t  is  not common 

to perceive something without also being aware o f how i t  is  we perceive i t ,  

our own identity in relation  to i t  e t c .,  there is  no necessity to invoke

a soul for we have precedents to explain such experiences in physiological
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terms. Benoit expands upon this point. 'Man is  conscious o f this dualism 

which reveals i t s e l f  in him by the b e lie f that he is composed o f two 

autonomous parts which he either ca lls  'body' and 's o u l '»  'matter'and 

s p i r i t ' , 'in s t in ct ' and 'reason ', The b e lie f in this b ipartite  composition 

expresses i t s e l f  in  a l l  sorts o f common sayings: 'I  am master o f m yself',

'I  cannot prevent myself from' etc. ...th e re  are not in man two d istin ct 

parts but only two d istin ct aspects o f a single being . . .  the error o f our 

d u a listic  conception does not l ie  in the discrimination between two aspects 

of us -  for  there are indeed two aspects -  but in concluding that these 

two aspects are two d ifferent e n t it ie s ' (7).

The idea o f two largely discrete worlds each with it s  own laws would, a l l  

else aside, be reason to treat religious explanations with suspicion. Though 

we accept that the world o f quantum mechanics d iffe rs  from the macroscopic 

world in its  workings, i t  is  nevertheless one of our fondest assumptions 

that rea lity  forms an integrated whole and this religious doctrines seem 

to deny. There are many other possible objections, for example, the 

m ultip licity  of religious explanations but, on the grounds o f parsimony 

and comprehensiveness alone, we might re ject religious explanations even 

i f  these clearly referred to events in this l i f e .  I do not wish to give 

the impression that I believe the s p ir it  and its  a c t iv it ie s , which are the 

very mystery the re lig ious celebrate, can or ever w ill be natu ra listica lly  

explained but only wish to point out that the hypothesis o f a spiritual
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world» beyond examination and with l i t t le  application , is  a solution o f 

last resort rather than a starting point for empirical enquiry. Nor do 

I wish to give the impression that I believe religious doctrines to be 

te llin g  us nothing o f  importance about the world and our place in i t .  On 

the contrary, there are a variety o f reasons, not a l l  psychological or 

so c io log ica l, for such b e lie fs , not least because they cover aspects o f 

rea lity  which science has not yet investigated and o ffer  a total viewpoint 

which may prove far more adaptive than any atomized knowledge o f a 

depersonalized universe could. However, without subjecting them to log ica l 

considerations and ver ifica tion , I fear we may never ascertain to what i t  

is  they are pointing..

d ) religious doctrines are not theories of mystical experience.

Whatever value religious doctrines may have , I wish here to make the point 

that i t  is  inappropriate to treat them as theories o f mystical experience 

and, i f  this is  the case, i t  would never be satisfactory to explain mystical 

experience as a class from a dogmatic point o f view. I wish to introduce 

two arguments 1) that religious traditions provide no comprehensive 

explanation for the class as a whole nor give reasons why they should be 

viewed as a restricted explanation o f a sub-class and 2) that mystical 

claims have no impact on doctrine as we might expect i f  doctrine was a 

systematic attempt to  explain such phenomena. In short, though mystical
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experience and re lig ious doctrines deal in a common currency there is  no 

way that we could legitim ately claim that the latter provide explanatory 

models o f the former.

1) Religious traditions provide no comprehensive explanation o f mystical 

experience as a class. From even a cursory examination o f mystical 

reports i t  becomes clear that no single doctrine provides a universal 

explanation o f mystical experience. Christians, say, might wish to explain 

mystical experience in terms o f God showing His love for man -  especially 

for  those who devote their lives to Him -  but this is  simply not s e l f -  

evident in a great many reports. As Zaehner pointed out there are monistic 

and nature cases to which no theistic  explanation appears relevant and 

other cases in which love appears to play no part. I f  God's love is  to be 

understood as an explanatory principle with universal application as 

survival, say, is  in the case o f evolutionary theory, i t  would have to be 

shown how i t  applies to those cases in which the selected characteristic 

is  not manifest and this Christianity makes no pretence o f  doing. I t  w ill 

not su ffice  to say that cases which do not exhibit the selected 

characteristics are delusory, demonic or 'fa ls e ' in some way for i t  is  a 

tautology to argue that only genuine religious experiences are explained 

by God's love and involves us in a meaningless circu larity . Pantheism, 

i t  could be argued, avoids this problem for  i t  o ffers an hierarchical 

model in terns o f which a l l  experiences could be understood even though
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only a re la tive ly  few cases exhibit fu ll  union. Yet here again there is  

no reason to suppose that 'lower order' experiences are being properly 

explained fo r , apart from a circular argument, there is no reason to accept 

the explanatory principle offered in a l l  but paradigmatic cases. The lack 

o f  a single universal explanatory principle is  a weakness but would not 

cause us to abandon the explanations altogether i f  i t  could be shown why 

they applied r e s tr ic t iv e ly  to one identifiable sub-class as, fo r  instance, 

photosynthesis applies to  green plants but not to fungi.

t

There can be no objection to the arbitrary c la ss ifica tion  o f  mystical 

experience in to Christian type, Judaic type etc. but this is  simply a 

descriptive categorization on a par with the categorizing plants by the colour 

o f their flowers. To avoid the p it fa lls  o f  arbitary se lection , i t  would 

need to be shown both that the cases extracted do form an identifiable  

sub-class and that the explanation offered gives us an advantage in 

understanding what is  happening in this type o f case. Do cases in the 

Christian corpus, say, form a definable type or were they selected on 

wholly arbitrary grounds? The question is made more complex because, in 

the religious traditions, we are seldom dealing with the reports o f sin gle , 

one-off experiences so much as with lives in which i t  is  said there were 

signs o f  mystical progression. Simply on the basis of the type o f reports

associated with particular traditions one cannot doubt that James was right
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to conclude that these represent 'an extract kept true to type "by the 

selection  o f the f i t t e s t  specimens in  schools. I t  is  carved out from a 

much larger mass; and i f  we take the larger mass as seriously as religious 

mysticism has h is to r ica lly  taken i t s e l f ,  we find that the supposed unanimity 

disappears'. (8) In other words there is  nothing about the cases selected 

other than their compatibility with one doctrine or another to have ju stified  

their selection . However, a variety o f authors, such as S.Bernard and 

his ten steps or 'degrees o f love ' or St. Teresa o f Avila and her 'seven 

mansions', have argued that the Christian mystical l i f e  follows a progression

of stages that is  su ffic ie n tly  unique to distinguish one type of mysticism 

from others and thus gives a reason for  supposing that Christian doctrines 

a:e intended as explanations o f just this type o f case. I t  is  not clear 

how much weight the views o f Bernard, Teresa and others carry, even in  the 

Honan tradition , when i t  comes to determining which cases are selected but 

in  any event I would contend that none o f the criteria  offered would give 

us grounds to believe that there is  a definable form of mysticism which 

their theories are addressing sp e c ifica lly . The problem is  that we would 

be hard put to ju s t ify  selection  oil the basis o f such imprecise models as 

these prove to be. The stages outlined are not clea cut fo r  few criteria  

are offered to distinguish one from another and though John o f the Cross' 

'dark n ig h t ', for instance, does stand out, none o f these authors would

argue that the stages must follow  one another in  a precise and necessary order.
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On the contrary, Teresa herself admits that, whilst some may experience 

the most exalted states through divine favour without having gone through 

the progression, others find that a fter  a lifetim e on 'the path' they s t i l l  

at times have experiences which are most appropriate to the novice. Though 

we may recognize the area in which the authors are moving, i t  is  because 

there is  no general agreement about what i t  is  exactly that distinguishes 

a Christian type o f mysticism from any other, that we have no reason to 

suppose that Christian doctrine has any special relevance to any particular 

type o f case. The very fact-that one could argue this at length shows

i

that most religious traditions o ffe r  no clear cut cr iter ia  for defining 

a sub-class o f mystical experience to which their explanations have obvious 

relevance. I f  one accepts that no relig ious doctrine explains mystical 

experience in  general or can be treated as a restricted  explanation o f 

an identifiable  sub-class i t  would, a l l  other things being equal, be 

entirely inappropriate to set about explaining such phenomena in dogmatic 

terms.

2) The second argument against treating relig ious doctrines as theories 

o f mystical experience is  that in few cases would doctrines appear to be 

modified by the reports o f mystics. This may have to do with the more 

general problem that religious doctrines, unlike s c ie n t if ic  ones, are 

rarely treated as servants o f the available data and, as fa ls ifica tio n  

plays no part, are seldom modified on empirical grounds le t  alone
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continuously modified but, i f  this is  so , i t  would be d i f f ic u lt  to argue 

that religions are interested in explaining man's experience o f the divine 

in a l l  it s  d iversity . The traditional concept o f God, say, is  neither 

defined by nor apparently modified by the experience o f mystics even 

avowedly Christian mystics. For example, the fundamental doctrinal 

d istin ction  between creator and created does not accord with some of the 

most treasured experiences of a number o f Christian mystics. Teresa o f 

Avila reported her 'in te lle ctu a l v is ion ' o f C-od tactfu lly  as like the 

'lig h t  from two windows meeting' but i t  would be a moot point to argue that 

this preserves the doctrinal d istinction  o f two fundamentally discrete 

categories o f being. Apart from condemning any experience that does not 

conform to orthodoxy as unsafe, uncertain or simply deluded, i t  appears 

impossible for Christian theologians to deal with such a case for either 

they would need to modify their doctrines in order to accommodate the 

data -  i f  that is  how such reports were understood -  or such claims would 

fa l l  outside the p oss ib ility  o f systematic explanation. The position 

most established religions take towards a mystical experience has in fact 

always been ambiguous. On the one hand they w ill not modify their tenets 

to accommodate d iversity , on the other they treat as confirmatory just 

those cases whose orthodoxy would appear to illu stra te  their tenets. In 

either event i t  is  d i f f ic u lt  to construe doctrine as even a p ro to -scien tific  

attempt to explain man's experience o f the divine, as Tart amongst others 

has suggested, for there is  no interaction between doctrine and data.
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There would however appear to he exceptions, most notably Yoga, in which 

doctrine perhaps was developed in relation to sp ec ific  types o f  experience 

in an attempt to explain these. Chaudhuri identified  ten types of 

experience with which Yoga is  concerned, ranging from Being as Void 

(Sunyata) to Being as cosmic energy (Siva-Sahti). I f  i t  is  the case that 

each school is  primarily concerned with one o f these experiences and these 

form definable types there might here be that constant and close interaction 

between theory and subject matter found in empirical studies but not fouikd 

in the case o f religious doctrines generally. I f  as Chaudhuri claims, the * 

'Yogic path consists o f various se lf-d isc ip lin es  which must be followed 

in order to obtain the ultimate goal o f s e lf-r e a liz a t io n '(9 ), not only in 

this case do we have an identifiab le  type o f experience to which a 

particular doctrine addresses i t s e l f  in deta il but, in so far as a procedure 

is  o ffered , have a truly empirical relationship between theory-and data 

though the acid test o f this would be i f  Yoga dropped one of it s  tenets 

i f  it s  relevance for the experiences in question could not be demonstrated. I

I do not wish to labour the point that in general religions do not appear 

to explain, or even attempt to explain, mystical experience since in the 

absence o f v er ifica tion  procedures we have no reason to accept religious 

explanations in  the f i r s t  place. Nevertheless, i t  is  interesting that, 

whilst most mystics adopt religious conceptions, few relig ious doctrines
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type o f i t .  I t  may be that relig ious traditions give l i t t l e  weight to 

mystical claims or, though I doubt i t ,  that they were unaware o f the great 

diversity  o f mystical experience but, in  any event in  the mein traditions 

at least, there would be grounds fo r  objecting to any attempt to explain 

these dogmatically as they make no case to show why doctrines should be 

thought to apply to a l l  or any type o f mystical er-'perience and allow no 

interaction with the data.

I have made three principal points. A) and. B) that, because they have neither 

been verified  nor use accepted verifica tion  procedures, there is  no reason 

to treat religious claims as we would other empirically established types 

o f knowledge, c) that there are log ica l objections to this type of claim 

i . e .  unnecessary complexity and d) that, in  any event, they do not appear 

to be offerin g  explanations o f mystical experience. These considerations 

lead me to believe that i t  would be entirely unpersuasive to attempt to 

explain mystical experience in  terms o f relig ious doctrine for the 

arguments would not be publicly accessible and would be open to a variety 

o f other objections. However, I for  one do not rule out the supernatural 

as the object o f apprehension ab in it io  but am merely concerned that, i f  

there is  reason to introduce supernatural concepts at any stage, the grounds 

for doing so are scrutable and in  accordance with the principles which are

accepted in  other areas o f empirical enquiry.
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3) DOES MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE IMPLY EXISTENCE?

If»  as I have argued» we cannot treat religious doctrines as an empirical 

form o f knowledge» i t  might nevertheless be claimed that mystical experience 

provides evidence for the existence o f God e tc. which, i f  i t  does not 

confirm any particular doctrine, does require the explanation o f these 

experiences in a supernatural context. The argument about whether or not 

mystical and, more generally, religious experience has to do with rea lity  

was quite fu lly  considered by C.B. Martin (10) and others a generation ago 

and here I only wish to review same of the main points. As I am only 

considering what i t  is  legitimate to believe about these experiences on 

grounds that are accessible to public scrutiny, this does not cover a l l  

the reasons why individuals do believe in  the v er id ica lity  o f their own 

experience. Though I do not wish to discuss the psychology o f b e lie f  here, 

i t  is  worth pointing out that, i f  the view I present is  persuasive, we have 

not established that mystics are wrong to hold the be lie fs  about their 

own experience that they do, merely that they can o ffer  society no 

acceptable reason for believing likewise. A moment with God, i t  might be 

said, is  worth a multitude o f rational considerations.

The f i r s t  point is  that in the case o f religious phenomena there is  no 

reason to assume at the outset that the fa ct  o f experience -  which few 

deny and which, in any event, can and has been checked by lie -detector  

tests -  implies the existence o f the object experienced. Given the 

p oss ib ility  o f illu s ion  and delusion, no sense impression entails existence.



40

V erid ica lity  must be established in any given case on other grounds but 

the existence claim in mundane observations -  'I  see an ashtray' -  is  

im plicit as such objects have long formed part o f the world o f  facts , 

that is  they can be weighed, handled and agreed upon by a l l  present etc.

As religious objects have never met these standards -  though how far short 

they are and whether they should be required to are two issues discussed 

below -  there is no reason to assume that, as a class, mystical claims 

imply existence any more than claims about pink elephants do and, though 

such claims have the form o f existence claims and are intended to be such 

by v irtu a lly  a l l  o f the individuals who make them, that any are making 

meaningful truth claims.

A ttfie ld  complained that 'radica l scepticism about the objects o f 

re lig ious experience is  unreasonable as no criter ia  are usually given 

for sense perception as a whole'. This radical scepticism is  not however 

because the 'em piricist rules out ab in it io  the spiritual dimension as 

the object o f apprehension'(11) but only because we have no grounds -  

tested past experience etc. -  for  in ferring anything about this class 

o f claim, a requirement demanded of a l l  sense impressions. The problem 

is  not simply that mystical claims are d i f f ic u lt  to confirm -  sightings 

o f comets were for many years in  the same ca.se, isolated , uncontrolled 

and usually in corrig ib le  -  but that in the absence o f confirmation we 

have no other reason for  inferring ontological status as these claims
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would appear to have no contiguity with any other area o f  established 

knowledge* Change comets to U.F.O's and i t  becomes apparent why one needs 

good grounds to in fer existence in any class o f claim. For the reasons 

given above, i t  is  not acceptable to appeal to religious doctrine to 

warrant the inference of existence to mystical claims. I t  only te lls  us 

i f  'the God experienced agrees with the accumulated knowledge o f the deity ' 

that i t  is a genuine God-type experience, as i t  is a genuine unicorn i f  

we see a white animal with a single horn, not that the C-odexperi enced has 

existence. Various confirmatory arguments for mystical experience w ill be 

considered below but i t  does not appear unreasonable, given the lack o f 

consonence o f mystical experience with any other area o f established 

knowledge about the world, to take radical scepticism as a starting point. 

I f  there are any grounds for ascribing existence to this class of claim, 

these ou^it to become apparent in any investigation.

The strongest reason for ascribing existence to the objects o f sense 

impressions is  i f  existence claims are supported by objective data. In 

the mundane world a variety of tests are possible ranging from the 

consonence o f ones own senses to the more precise forms o f techological 

measurement. Leaving aside the questions o f agreement, repeatability o f 

findings and independent corroboration, i t  has to  be said that, in  the 

case o f mystical objects, there is  a dearth o f hard evidence. There are 

a few very odd photographs, for example, o f statues of the Virgin that 

appear to have moved, a few sound recordings but nothing, given the
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p oss ib ility  o f simple explanations, that compels acceptance. As so many 

experiences are said to involve the live  senses, i t  is  strange, i f  religious 

objects are on a par with mundane ones, that so few have been registered 

technologically in one way or another. One might explain this simply 

enough by arguing that many mystics are alone when their experiences occur 

and almost certainly don 't think to have a camera to hand. Equally one 

might argue that we haven't the equipment to register relig ious objects 

and, whilst this may well be true, for the present i t  does not a lter the 

fact that none o f the usual tests^confirm existence in  this case. Nor, 

u n til such equipment is  described, is  there any reason to suppose that 

this is  the problem. For many the requirement o f measurement appears 

simply to be the crudest form o f materialism yet, in an age in which even 

neutrinos -  which have no mass -  can be registered, is  i t  unreasonable 

to ask for objective data about God? To say that something exists but 

is  beyond the p oss ib ility  o f measurement is  not only to make a claim that 

is  not fa ls ifia b le  but one that would appear contradictory for being 

measurable is  almost a defin ition  o f existence. Could there log ica lly  

ex ist a class o f objects that are in  principle unmeasurable? There is  

simply insu fficien t data to confirm the existence claims made by mystics 

though as yet no certainty as to the reason why this should be.

A second strong reason for ascribing existence to mystical objects would
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"be i f  such experiences gave predictive advantages. In a world o f the 

blind-, i t  is  often argued, the sighted could only convince the majority 

that their sense impressions were verid ica l i f ,  on the basis o f these, 

i t  was demonstrated that the sighted knew more about the way the world 

rea lly  is* Without being able to show that our perceptions have to do 

with rea lity  there is no reason for  others to treat them as anything 

other than private phenomena. There is  l i t t l e  evidence, where mystical 

claims can be treated as predictions at a l l ,  that these can be shown to 

give su ffic ien t advantage to command acceptance by others. Often 

’ heavenly knowledge' becomes incoherent when translated into mundane terms 

or as in the case o f  sp e c ific  'knowledge ecstacies ' is  usually immediately 

forgotten. Boehme, fo r  example, saw 'in to  the essences, use and properties' 

o f plants 'which was discovered to him' in his vision  'by their lineaments, 

figures and signatures'. Even taking this claim to be coherent -  one can 

just about picture what he means -  what evidence is  there that his vision  

had to do with the real world? Ee did not, as far as I know, became a 

master herbalist as a result o f i t  or suggest experiment^; which would one 

day improve our knowledge of plants but rather treated the revelation as 

s e lf-su ffic ie n t . In this he was not untypical and, whilst i t  may be argued 

that mystics lack the knowledge needed to translate their visions into 

testable predictions, so few appear even to attempt to . One o f the
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pecu liarities o f mystical experience, though this always lias a profound 

e ffe ct  on the subsequent l i f e  o f the mystic and anyone who believes in 

his v is ion s, is  that i t  is  generally inconsequential in so far as the 

insights claimed would appear to make no appreciable difference to our 

knowledge o f the way things are. Unlike psychical claims which are often 

v er ifia b le , mystical insights appear as a rule so self-contained and 

unrelated to the world, that i t  is  d i f f ic u lt  to treat them as even 

potentially advantageous.

There are, however, exceptions in which clear cut, testable predictions 

are made. In the case o f the visionaries o f Garabandal, for  instance, 

along with the familiar appeals for a return to faith and prayer, several 

sp ec ific  prophecies were made. For example, the Virgin foretold that an 

unmistakable sign would appear over the v illa g e  in the lifetim e of the 

g ir ls . One wonders whether, i f  this does not come about, the cult that 

has grown up around them w ill accept that these visionaries can lay no 

claim to greater insight about the real world than others who fa iled  to 

have such experiences. MacIntyre, taking a similar case (12) argued 

that, even i f  the visionary found that he was dealing with an angel o f 

proven veracity, this would not be su ffic ien t to establish the truth of 

the claims about supernatural rea litie s  beyond experience and experiment.

This may log ica lly  be so but, as I have already suggested in the wider
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context o f  epistemology, is  perhaps pushing reason too far. Whether i t  

is  Derby winners or signs over v illa g es , successful predicition  must 

a ffe c t  our attitude to the general meaningfulness o f relig ious claims.

In either case I ,  fo r  one, could not but accept that the visionaries 

claims were self-authenticating for even though we may not be able to 

test a l l  o f  the v isionaries ' claims, I would find i t  easier to accept 

the claims in  toto than to believe that there were supernatural beings 

which told us about future events but which lied  about other aspects 

o f  rea lity . I t  may be that we could not achieve the same degree of~~ 

certainty that empirical knowledge allows but a 'proven' higher 

in telligen ce would challenge the exclusivity o f empirical methods. 

Testable predictions, however, are rare though there are a number o f 

delphic utterences which are more easiliy  believed in  than fa ls if ie d , as 

for  the rest, i f  comprehensible at a.11, would appear to be beyond 

v er ifica tion  in  this l i f e .  There is  as yet no reason on the basis o f 

advantage to believe that raj'stical experiences have to do with the world.

In the absence o f hard evidence or predictive advantage there are a 

number o f other considerations though none is  decisive in  establishing 

existence. The f i r s t  o f these is  attestation. I f  nearly everyone can 

affirm  that x is  the case, i t  might be argued that i t  is  confirmed as a 

fa ct . A ttfie ld  argued that as i t  is  only 'some contempory people (who)
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do not claim to experience God' the weight o f attestation throughout 

history is  for  treating God as a fact hut this line o f argument is 

unacceptable on two counts, f i r s t ly  i t  is  inaccurate. The few 

quantitative surveys which have been undertaken -  Gallup, lundahl on 

'near-death experience' etc. -  support A lis ta ir  Hardy's contention that 

less than 50^ claim any form o f religious experience, ( 13 ) perhaps 33- 40i° 

is  nearer the mark, and there is  no reason for supposing that this has 

not always been the norm. Though s t i l l  a large minority, this is  not 

universal attestation but on a par with the numbers who claim to have seen 

U.F.O's. Secondly, even i f  A ttfie ld  was correct in point o f fa ct , public 

acceptance by i t s e l f  is  not a basis for  empirical knowledge. Nearly 

everyone in the world dreams; in some cultures dreams are thought to be 

predictive whilst in others not, universal attestation  is  not therefore 

a key factor in determining existence.

Agreement or lack o f  agreement by those sim ilarly placed would however 

be important. Only a few can vouch for sub-atomic p a rtic les , say, but we 

accept their claims because i t  can be explained why this group alone can 

make such claims about rea lity . The problem with mystical experience 

however is  that those who report i t  do not obviously have anything in 

common which would rationally  explain why they alone can see what the
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rest cannot. I f ,  as I w ill  la ter argue, mystical experience coincides 

with stress and a change in  the perception o f  se lf-id en tity  though the 

group has common and defining features these w ill give us no reason for 

ascribing existence to their claims in  the way that access to an electron 

microscope would. However, there are cases in  which those who report claims 

are in  a particular place at a particular time and these raise some 

in teresting questions. At Seitun and Ileroldsbach, for  example, and most 

recently in  a number o f v illages in  Ireland man;' present at particular 

locations reported a supernatural experience. Hot a l l  who reported such ___ 

experience, estimated by those in  the Irish  case to be about two thirds
t

of those present (11) reported the same phenomenon. Some saw statues 

move in  a variety o f d ifferent ways, others saw a vision o f the Virgin 

super-imposed on the statue whilst others saw a number o f d ifferent 

religious figures, some frightening, some comforting whilst others only 

ligh ts. This d iversity  rather counts against the idea that they were 

gripped by hysteria and is  not in i t s e l f  surprising given the wildly 

d ifferent accounts one is  lik e ly  to get o f crimes or road accidents.

Given also that the conditions were not controlled, have we any strong 

reason to re je ct  the testimonies o f man;?' witnesses gathered in  a particular 

pla.ce as agreement under such sp ec ific  circumstances is  no less than we 

would expect in  the case o f  mundane phenomena? The primary objection
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revealed in  Yose's account o f the statues and, as far as I can t e l l ,  

in other cases too, is  that not everyone present could vouch for the 

phenomena. I t  was not the case that those nearest the grottos could see 

whereas others were less able to but either one could see something 

taking place or one couldn’ t and no reason -  not even in  terms o f 

expectation or b e lie f  -  could be given to account for th is. In everyday 

cases i t  is  su fficien t to say 'stand here' but we have no parallel for 

a case where some at a given spot at a given time have an experience and 

others not. I f  the phenomena were illu sory , like mirage the product o f 

some environmental circumstance, we would have expected a much greater 

unanimity. The p oss ib ility  that some have a faculty which others dc not 

is  very much a solution o f last resort fo r , whilst we recognise the 

impairment o f senses, i t  undermines the democratic foundations o f 

empirical knowledge to argue that only some are capable o f  experiencing 

a particular class o f facts. I t  is  perhaps as unwarranted an assumption 

to suppose that we a l l  necessarily have the same facu lties as i t  is  to 

assume that a l l  our facu lties are equally e ff ic ie n t  bearing in mind that 

other species have developed very peculiar senses indeed -  Bat's echo- 

sounders, for example, -  which are no less adaptive than our own. However, 

i f  the choice lie s  between adopting this la tter  solution or re jectin g  the 

ontological status o f  claims which, despite a high degree o f agreement, 

were not unanimously vouched for  and otherwise have no consonance with 

well established fa cts , reason, on balance, demands re jection  though this

is  not entirely satisfactory . We might s t i l l  require a better explanation
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o f trans-personal phenomena than this simple choice allows us even i f  we 

cannot explain why this specia l position gives advantages or why -there was 

not unanimity amongst those present for i t  appears sign ificant i f  a majority 

in a group that seems to share a special position , makes a certain type o f claim.

There is  a second form o f agreement which carries much weight in determining 

existence and this is  the agreement of those following a set o f procedures.

I f  anyone and everyone following steps a ,b , and c find that x is  the case then, 

in the l i f e  sciences, this is  taken to he a fa ct. However, there are two 

problems with such a line o f argument in the case o f mystical experience.

In the fir s t  place, as Wainright pointed out, there appears to be l i t t l e  

relationship between the procedures, i f  any, and the experiences reportedo 

Mystics might treat similar claims to their own as being confirmatory, 

however they were arrived at, whilst at the same time not being unduly 

discouraged by a lack o f confirmation even where their aim 'methods' were 

followed. One might explain this attitude by a parallel with early explorers 

who each mi^it have landed on some distant coast without being entirely 

sure how they got there. Yet the fa ilu re to specify  a precise route or to 

accept that fa ilu re , when taking the route specified , counts against their 

claims, makes i t  impossible to use this method o f confirmation. There is  

a parallel here with the claims o f 'rogue' scientists who report results 

that neither they nor anyone else have been able to repeat. I t  may be 

that the procedure was not properly recorded but, whatever the reason,
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such claims are ultimately discredited. I t  might be objected that, in 

the case of God, no procedure can guarantee a resu lt as the independence 

o f the object must be taken into account and, i f  this is  so, the very 

rough relationship between religious methods and spasmodic mystical 

experience, is  the best we migit hope for  in  the circumstances. I have 

sympathy with this view fo r  i t  certainly seems that science is  not geared 

to the p oss ib ility  o f occasional results through the use o f the best 

procedures available. Again we are faced with the regularity/repeat- 

a b ility  syndrome that is  part and parcel o f the empirical view of 

existence and the d if f ic u lty  of making credible claims that are not 

readily corrig ib le .

In the second place, and most importantly, even i f  a tradition gives clear 

procedures -  Yoga perhaps -  and argues 't ry  them for  yourselves' however 

unanimous the experimenters are in their findings, unlike the l i f e  sciences, 

this does not confirm that the experiences tested have to do with 

existence. The problem is  that, in science, the procedures allow one to 

move from empirically established knowledge and in fer that observations 

arrived at by the appropriate means have to do with existence whereas, 

in  the case o f  religious procedures, at no point is  the inference of 

existence warranted. By following the procedure laid down, Yogins might only
t

demonstrate that one w ill have a Yoga-type experience by following the
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procedures and not that their experiences arising from these procedures 

have to do with rea lity . The agreement o f witnesses, whether these happen 

to have been in  the right place at the right time or followed recommended 

practices, would not then appear to confirm the claims o f mystics. However, 

i t  is  in this area o f confirmation that the most intriguing claims arise 

though even here the evidence fa lls  short o f what would be required of 

empirical knowledge.

The last form o f argument I w ill  consider here is  self-authentication.

One p oss ib ility  lie s  in the quality o f perception. I t  might, for example, 

be argued that our experience o f a l l  that proves to be real and only that 

which proves to be real is  o f a discernible type. Certain sensory cues 

may trigger more or d ifferent brain ce lls  in  the case of real phenomena 

and thus, as i t  could be em pirically demonstrated whether this was so 

and whether, in any given case, the power o f discernment was re lia b le , 

the feeling we had regarding our experience might carry weight. Leaving 

aside the disconcerting claim often made by mystics that their experiences 

fe e l more real than is  usually the case, the few scraps o f evidence there 

are suggest this line might be worth pursuing. Sheep, i t  has been shown, 

are not fooled by anything less than the real thing. No mock-up appears to

f ir e  the requisite number of brain ce lls  needed for recognition and in the
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human case 'lnqiS dreaming’ fa ils  to convince the expert ent tliat he is  

experiencing the real world despite a l l  appearences. I f  illu sion s and 

delusions do not ring true and we can recognise constructs o f mind, the 

discrimination o f the sane at least must carry weight. I cannot guess 

what criteria  we use to determine v er id ica lity  but that we do use some 

is  clear enough and i f  an experience passes this test, not only is  i t  

reason for individual acceptance but the claim that i t  is  real is  possibly 

a reason for wider acceptance also. Emotional corroboration may be a 

subsidiary consideration. Our emotions and feelings can t e l l  us nothing 

about the world -  I at least fee l angry when I think a wrong has been 

done and experience vertigo even i f  dreaming o f standing on a ladder - 

but they are some kind o f check nonetheless. Would I rea lly  be convinced 

that I was witnessing some scene o f carnage i f  I did not fee l disgust?

Awe, joy , peace are presumably the appropriate responses to the presence 

o f C-od-though we are not s tr ic t ly  entitled to in fer this-and we might be 

surprised when weighing the evidence i f  these were not reported though, 

in being reported, they establish nothing. Self-evidence, by i t s e l f ,  is  

unlikely ever to be an acceptable basis for establishing facts about the 

world and would certainly involve us in wider questions about the witness's 

general r e lia b il ity , motivation and so forth which would always leave a

question mark hanging over the claims made. There are a variety o f other
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arguments. As mentioned above, some would claim to  know in tu itively  

what was true though, in the case o f supernatural claims, i t  is  hard 

to see how one could ever test this claim. Again, there are arguments 

o f the 'angel o f proven veracity ' type dismissed, perhaps a l i t t l e  too 

abruptly by MacIntyre, though one takes the point that, in  the absence 

o f warranted inference, nothing should be taken at face value. A ll in 

a l l ,  the conviction mystics have about the verid ica lity  o f their own 

experience, its  seeming rea lity , the certitude i t  brings and leaves behind, 

would not appear to lead anywhere in the absence o f proof, checkable 

predictions, the unanimity of those in like positions etc. for  empirical 

re a lity  is  nothing i f  not shared experience and a l l  such arguments fa i l  

to  address this central requirement. I

I started from a position of radical scepticism and having discussed 

hard evidence, predictive advantage, forms of agreement and s e l f ­

authentication, have found no compelling reason to modify this stance.

As empirical rea lity  is  constructed out o f a number o f interlocking tests 

pointing out various oddities such as the general, though not unanimous, 

agreement o f  people in the same place -  which can be more simply explained -  

fa lls  a long way short o f showing that mystical claims have to do with 

existence or are comparable with other knowledge claims. As I mentioned at the 

beginning of this section , I do not believe that this shows that Martin's



'Professor Brown' asserting alone that his experience was true must 

retract fo r , in  saying that there is  no empirical evidence, a l l  one is 

saying is  that 1here ere no grounds at present for anyone else to accept 

his claim. The two are no doubt related but since science offers no fin a l 

picture of re a lity , a l l  we can rea lly  say is  that mystical claims fa ll 

outside o f the log ica l picture o f the world derived from empirical methods.

SUMMARY.

I have argued:

1) That the only acceptable form of knowledge is  empirical knowledge,

2) That religious doctrines have no empirical basis and hence we can 

neither explain mystical experience in  terms o f them nor in fer anything 

else about mystical experience from them and

3) That there is  no evidence that mystical claims imply existence.

Though there are a number o f grey areas in a l l  these arguments, I can 

only conclude that i t  is  not legitimate to  talk o f the divine other than 

in  the context o f human experience. There would appear to be no basis for 

the theological view that we may talk o f God as an objective fact or o f 

any supernatural rea lity  and for  this reason I shall treat mystical

54.

experience so le ly  in anthropocentric terms«
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CHARACTERIZING MYSTICAL PHENOMENA

Having argued that the experiences which mystics have o f God, a unity 

underlying matter e t c . ,  do not imply existence, I nevertheless wish to 

draw attention to certain o f  their characteristic features around which 

I shall la ter  build a variety o f arguments. The most salient o f these 

is  that the form which these experiences take -  'the state o f experiencing' 

as d istin ct from the content -  is , in Wainright's terms, 'concrete ' which 

suggests that mystical experience is  a sensory or quasi-sensory phenomenon.

Not merely might th is be one criterion  fo r  distinguishing mystical experience 

frem other,non-veridical apprehensions but, as I argue in the following 

chapter, appears to rule out a variety o f mentalistic or 'contextual'
t

explanations. The second observation I wish to make is  that these 

experiences appear meaningful both to the individuals concerned and fo r  a 

wider audience in a way that most delusions, dreams and other non-veridical 

experiences do not. Many o f these experiences can, fo r  example, be discussed, 

apparently meaningfully, both within the context of one or other o f the 

relig ious doctrines and in relation  to the individual's other experiences 

o f l i f e .  I shall not take up this observation again until the fin a l chapter 

where I shall argue that th is is  a significant feature^ not accidentally 

present, which may shed ligh t on the processes involved and which in turn 

may give an empirical basis to the common identity o f cases which exhibit 

this feature in addition to the apparent rea lity  which they also share in 

common. Before discussing these however i t  is  important to point out that 

I select just these two characteristics of mystical phenomena because I 

believe they alone can be ju s tifie d  descriptively and, as far as I am 

concerned, alone out o f a ll  the features which the material suggests 

also have a theoretical u t i l i ty .

CHAPTER 2
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As these latter two points raise issues which are o f interest in their 

own right, and since the va lid ity  o f my own limited typ ification  of 

mystical phenomena can only be understood in relation  to them, I intend 

f ir s t  to discuss these points at considerable length before setting about 

my characterization. In the f i r s t  place I shall argue that no descriptive 

analysis, in i t s e l f ,  has any va lid ity  and, secondly, we are in any event 

limited in what we can point to in  the data because we can have no clear 

picture o f what i t  is  like or how far cases are comparable.

A) ANALYSIS AND VALIDATION.

A number o f authors such as Stace, Zaehner, Hardy and Laski have sought to 

characterize and categorize mystical phenomena. For example, Hardy found 

that they f e l l  into twenty two categories o f 'cognitive and a ffective  

elements' (1) Zaehner discerncthree principle types -  'th e is t ic , monistic 

and pan-en-henic' -  whilst Stace distinguishes 'unitary' and'unitive' 

types when he set out 'to  specify and c la ss ify  their main characteristics, 

assign boundaries to the class and to exclude irrelevant types '. (2) Leaving 

to one side categorizations based on measurable qu a lities , say, 

physiological correlates, a l l  these and other similar attempts to typify 

mystical experience on the basis o f the phenomena reported are open to a 

fundamental criticism . The problem is that in i t s e l f  a descriptive 

characterization has no va lid ity . One might sort plants by the colour of 

their flowers but i t  is no basis for phenomenology-to say that because of 

observed differences blue, red and yellow flowered plants form d istin ct sub- 

types or that colour distinguishes flowered plants as a class for the criterion  

is  at best an aesthetic one. Unless the c la ss ifica tion  is  based on quantifiable 

differences between sub-types or the groupings serve a theoretical purpose 

which could be validated experimentally -  photosynthesis is a reason for
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distinguishing between green leaved plants and fungi -  descriptive 

analysis is  an entirely fru itless  activity.»

I t  helps not at a l l  to empirically confirm that there are descriptive 

differences between one type o f case and another, though, to my knowledge, 

only one author, Margolis, has sought such corroboration for his typology» 

Margolis demonstrated that various groups showed proficiency in 

identifying his m ystical/psychotic dichotomy by distinguishing between 

reports o f 'genuine' religious experience and psychotic and fabricated 

relig ious experience. (3 ) As in this case the criter ia  for discrimination 

were not elucidated, i t  seems lik e ly  that the 'ra ters ' were only confirming 

that we have common preconceptions about mystical experience, but in any 

event, i f  the basis o f the d istinction  cannot be given or is  otherwise 

simply descriptive, the exercise is as purposeless as i f  we empirically 

confirmed that there is  a difference between blue and red flowers. Whilst 

i t  is  interesting that we recognize a d istinction  between mysticism and 

psychosis, the problem remains o f determining, on the basis o f experimental 

c r ite r ia , what this difference is .  We may confirm a l l  the descriptive 

categorizations mentioned but in i t s e l f  this leaves us no better o ff»

Most o f the above mentioned authors have stated their intention to carry 

out an empirical study o f mystical phenomena yet have failed to do so. The 

main reason for this appears to be that they have mistaken the frequency of 

occurrence o f a feature to be an empirical criterion . Most have begun by 

'reading through the experiences and lis t in g  what appeared to be the dominant 

themes o f the experience' (4 ) whilst others, such as Laski, have undertaken 

a detailed 'content analysis' showing that yffo o f respondents have reported 

this or that feature. However, i t  helps us not at a l l  to know what are the
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main descriptive themes or the percentage of cases in which they appear 

any more than it does to know that red or blue flowers predominate. The 

only time number is an empirical criterion is when the frequency of occurrence 

alone suffices to distinguish between one condition and another as it 

does, say, in the case of cancer cells in which, above a certain level, 

we can identify abnormality and disease.

As the mystical phenomena reported allow no quantification and, in the 

jargon, are inoperationalizable, the only value in a description of the 

data is if this were to suggest some theory which would not only account 

for the observed differences but which, by being experimentally tested,
t

demonstrated that the distinction between the categories had an empirical 

validity. It would however be a slow and uncertain route to knowledge to 

perform a detailed 'content analysis' in the hope that this might suggest 

to us some testable theory and perhaps the best route available is to 

follow Husserl's dictum to use our 'nose' - 'eidetic vision' - to select what ; 

appears to be most important in the mass of data we have and then formulate 

a testable theory to account for our observations. Holsti remarks on this 

process: 'in the absence of standard schemes of classification the (scientific) 

analyst often is faced with that task of constructing appropriate categories 

by trial and error methods. This process usually consists of moving back 

and forth from theory to data, testing the usefulness of tentative categories 

and modifying them in the light of the data'. ( 5) This is no light under­

taking in the case of mystical phenomena for, not only have we no guarantee 

that anything useful might be learned from these, but we have no clear 

point to begin at. In other scientific fields the direction of theory 

development is established in the early years and the rest is revision
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and modification but in the case of mystical experience where should we 

start, from the principles of psychology? Perhaps the best we can hope 

for is a piecemeal advance towards understanding what it is, if anything, 

that mystical phenomena, in all their interesting varieties, signify.

It is in this spirit that I alight on the characteristics which I have 

selected)for I see no purpose in doing a 'content analysis' for its own 

sake. My selection, though suggested by the reports, has no more value 

than the two or twenty two characteristics chosen by other authors(even 

if it were presented in such a way that it proved corrigible^ for its only 

justification will be if it leads on to a theory whose validity can be 

established experimentally. It is beyond my aim to formulate a precise 

theory in this work, still less to empirically validate one, but in moving 

in this direction I hope to stay the foremost criticism of all 

characterizations of mystical phenomena which is that, in themselves, they 

have no validity.

b ) d e scr ip tiv e ch ara ct eri zat io n re qui re s th at cases a r e evidently c o m p a r a b l e.

Regardless of the merits of a characterization of mystical experience, 

before it can be claimed that the data exhibits certain features, it is 

necessary to show that it is reasonable to compare the cases with which 

we are working. In the case of the 'phantom limb* syndrome, for example, 

the comparability of cases may be assumed for, not only do they have a 

peculiar circumstance in common, but in all other respects there can be 

little doubt that these straightforwardly reported experiences constitute 

a type. This is not however self-evident in the case of mystical 

experience. In this section I shall ignore the wider question of which 

criteria we might use to define mystical experience and select cases for 

study - this is perhaps the purpose of this thesis as a whole - and 

concentrate instead on the issue that, even if we had recognised criteria,
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because of the difficult circumstances in this case we still might not 

be able to establish the membership of any given case with the class as 

a whole or ever be sure that we were comparing like with like. The problem 

is that unless we wish to compare and typify cases only on the basis that 

they appear to us to have some superficial resemblance, there are three 

separate difficulties in the way of determining whether in fact the 

experiences chosen are similar to each other even at the descriptive level.

The first of these difficulties, familiar to any researcher dealing with 

written evidence, is one of 'distance* from our sources. As a number 

- of authors such as Keller (6) have dealt with this issue I only intend 

to review some of the main points. Apart from knowing that the text has 

come down to us unaltered, we need to know a great deal about its provenance 

to establish for what purpose it was written and, if it is intended as a 

description, what sort of description it is intended to be. To satisfy 

ourselves about such questions we need to know a great deal about the 

author as well as about the account and the way in which it came to be 

written. The second difficulty arises from the language used in many 

mystical accounts. Even if we treat the accounts we have as simply 

descriptive, much that has been written is obscured both by the use of 

paradoxical and metaphorical terms which may defy translation and by the 

use of religious terms which in many cases have no precise meaning. It is 

one of the ironies that mystics often appear to use religious terms as if 

they had a precise meaning - and we do not wish to reject these as some 

precise identification may be being offered to us - yet as they stand they 

have little or no meaning at all. The third difficulty is what I shall 

call an ideological one and involves a complex of issues which are not 

thoroughly explored until the next chapter. Here I consider two
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possibilities both of which involve an assumption. In the first case 

I assume that at some level there is a straightforward, value free 

description of mystical experience and then consider our chances of 

recovering this from the idiosyncratic ways in which it will have been 

construed by the experients. In the second case I consider the possibility 

that at no level is a value free description possible/for the stimuli or 

'raw' experience may be ambiguous or otherwise indeterminate and hence 

any conception or interpretation we are offered is irreducible. In this 

latter case, because conceptions are not comparable, no characterisation 

would be possible, even in principle. In fact until we have a firm model 

of mystical experience we can never assess the extent of the problems 

which ideology actually causes us^but here my only point is that any 

characterisation of cases is open to criticism at this level because we 

have no direct access to the material we are seeking to describe. I 

conclude with a brief look at some of the other difficulties involved in 

undertaking a description of mystical experience - size of sample etc.

Leaving aside altogether the real problem of ascertaining what it is that 

constitutes their common identity, in the light of these difficulties I do 

not believe it is possible to justify more than the most elementary 

characterization of cases even at the descriptive level. This is not to 

say that the material does not present us with striking points, the 

difficulties mentioned above notwithstanding, or that all cases are 

equally shroudedjbut only that we could never begin research in this field 

with a characterization of our subject matter^for the basis on which we 

would have to do this is too uncertain. Apart from any intrinsic interest 

this question has, I hope this discussion will make clear why it is I 

have selected only two features from the interesting array which mystical 

experiences appear to present. It is not only that I believe that these
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two features have some theoretical value but that they are probably the 

only characteristics whose selction one could justify in the face of the 

three possible forms of criticism outlined.

1) DISTANCE.

Though one might study mystical expression in art or dance, the principal 

access to our subject matter is through written materi al of one kind or 

another and these present us with varying degrees of difficulty. As a

preparatory step we need to be sure that the reports we have are comparable
-  - ^

for it is no more a basis of a descriptive characterisation in our field 

if some are 'eyewitness', others hearsay, some tendentious etc. than it 

would be in any other in which we could not study the subject matter 

directly. The main problems we face appear to be threefold. The first 

is whether or not the account we have is as it was originally penned, 

secondly whether or not it is intended to be taken as a literal statement 

of 'fact' and thirdly, if it is, what kind of description it is for it is 

one thing to be offered a 'policeman's notebook', quite another to be 

offered a mature reflection. Both latter points would appear to require 

us to have considerable biographical information about . the author for, 

without this, if may often be hard to tell why and when - in relation to 

the mystical event - the report we have was written. As will become 

apparent, we could seek to characterize the mystical experience from more 

than one perspective given the array of material we have and the question 

arises what exactly it is we are seeking.

PROVENANCE. It is desirable that our sources are first-hand and that we 

have them in the form in which they were first written but we can be sure
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researchers may wish to make use of. There is a kind of evolution which 

affects the older mystical account, perhaps more than any other historical 

record, for they quite rapidly become anonymous or otherwise the attribution 

becomes •uncertain and we lose all certainty that what we have is an original 

record. In some well researched cases or where authors wrote manuscripts 

which are still extant, this may not be a problem but so often an account 

first appears in a hagiography without our knowing whether it is based on 

some lost source material, hearsay or conjecture and others now only 

survive in the corpus of one tradition or another, sometimes anonymously, 

virtually always unauthenticated. One may well imagine that passing through 

various stages and hands, whatever originally underlay them, these accounts
t

evolve through editing and glossing according to the various purposes they 

are made to serve and, unless great scholarship was involved, almost 

certainly lose a great deal in translation. It would be simple enough 

to disregard all unauthenticated or anonymous material - unless one were 

making a study of mystical writings as a genre and indeed they appear to 

have a style all of their own - but something of the same problem can 

affect even modem cases. Hardy, soliciting accounts, attracted not a few 

respondents who contributed anecdotes and hearsay and I am deeply suspicious 

of questionnaires as used,for example, by Laski and Greeley. The problem 

with these, as opposed to the solicited contribution, is that the researcher 

cannot avoid influencing the shape of the statement he is given. First-hand 

accounts they may be but they are already undergoing something of the 

evolution which makes older material so unsafe. Questions of the type: 

"which of the following statements clearly describes your ideas about the 

deity?" - and this crude specimen is not fabricated - forces experients 

to put their experience into a form and context which, unaided, they may 

not have chosen. Like committed biographers who cast a misleading light

6 3 .



on their subject's sayings or writings, these modem researchers are 

delineating mystical experiences in precast moulds. 'Yes' or 'No' gives 

no room for the experient to expand upon the subtleties and the ambiguities 

which may be the very essence of his experience and in their way redefine 

the source material just as orthodox commentators have done with so many 

of the 'classic' accounts.

PURPOSE. Not only may transcribers have purposes of their own; so may 

experients whether consciously recognised or not. Perhaps in many cases 

the experience is felt to be too important to use as distinct from describe 

but clearly, in some accounts, they are made to serve some other purpose 

than description, e.g. apologetics. This may not matter unduly in a case 

such as Teresa of Avila, for whilst she reports her experiences in the 

'Interior Castle' and 'Way of Perfection', in the context of orthodox 

instruction about the spiritual life, the didactic and the descriptive are 

always clearly separated. In the case of John of the Cross however, if we 

treat the 'Spiritual Canticles' say, as source material, there is no 

effective way of using them without reference to his own exhaustive and 

tendentious exegesis. In other ages than our own there would have been 

inducements to conform ones account to, for example, orthodoxy, selecting, 

playing down, positively identifying the cause of the experience and so on 

which is not to impute bad faith but merely to accept that circumstances 

inevitably shape the form a public document will take. Still less easy 

to recognise and 'bracket out' are the subconscious motivations which 

committing anything to paper invites. A diarist may record events as he 

remembers them but it is inevitable that something of his own personality 

will go into the expression of this memory, self-justification perhaps, the 

fervency of his beliefs and so forth which are not necessarily part of the 

picture that memory provides. A moot point perhaps but it seems possible

64.
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to  have a v iv id  r e c o l le c t io n  o f  events and s t i l l  un w ittin g ly  allow  other 

personal fa c to rs  to  in flu en ce  our p ortraya l o f  these. (Perhaps the very 

a ct  o f  w rit in g  prevents the experient re ta in in g  the v iv id  r e c o l le c t io n  

which we as researchers most req u ire ? ) The on ly p o in t that needs making 

is  that not a l l  our m ateria l can he treated  sim ply as attempts to d escr ib e  

an experience f o r ,  a t  a v a r ie ty  o f  le v e ls ,  such accounts as these may be 

made to  serve other purposes in  a way which s c i e n t i f i c  observations cannot.

WHAT SOKT OF DESC2IPTIOI7 IS EFIIK OFFEPZD?

In terms o f  time lapse alone i t  appears p o ss ib le  to  d is t in g u ish  between 

d if fe r e n t  types o f  d e sc r ip t io n  that we might be o ffe re d . At one end there 

i s  the running commentary, a Huxleyan experiment in  d e scr ib in g  the stream 

o f  consciousness and at the other a Froustian r e f le c t io n  o f  past events 

where th e ir  s ig n if ic a n c e  in  the l i f e - l o n g  scheme o f  things and ju x ta p o s it io n  

w ith other events i s  woven in to  th e ir  very fa b r ic .  Perhaps what we are 

a f t e r  i s  something in  the m iddle, a rep ort s u f f i c ie n t ly  detached and 

ordered fo r  the p r in c ip a l features to  be apparent yet one not so d ista n t 

from the event that the memory o f  d e t a i l  i s  suspect or the order a ffe c te d  

by subsequent and contingent l i f e  events. As many researchers are aim ing 

fo r  some r e l ia b le  ou tlin e  o f  what i t  i s  l ik e  to have a m ystica l exp erien ce ,

I  presume we requ ire  some ’ policem an 's notebook ' p ictu re  o f  events; the 

sequence, the con ten ts, the q u a si-p h ysica l fe e lin g s  and such lik e  though 

th is  i s  by no means a l l  that we might be a f t e r .  Others would c e r ta in ly  

p re fe r  the longer view fo r  the e f fe c t s  o f  a m ystica l experience do not 

end w ith these sh ort experiences bu t, in  terms o f  b e l ie f s  and behaviour, 

o ften  la s t  a l i fe t im e  en rich in g  i t  with meanings and s ig n if ic a n c e  that 

almost ce r ta in ly  are not i n i t i a l l y  apparent. J . Trevor spoke fo r  man;.-, 

'th ese  moments . . .  stand out today as the most re a l experiences o f  my 

l i f e  . . .  th e ir  s ig n if ic a n c e  became ever more c lea r  and ev id en t' (7 ) .  

however, though I  do not b e lie v e  th is  b iog ra p h er 's  p ersp ective  should be
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ignored -  i f  there i s  a comparison w ith childhood experience, the events 

o f  which remembered may he understood so much better  la te r  in  l i f e ,  i t  

should not be ignored -  as my own s u b je c t  matter is  the b r ie f  experience 

in d iv id u a ls  have o f  God, I too  would p re fe r  an e a r lie r  rather than a la te r  

r e c o l le c t io n .  I t  i s  a m atter o f  in d iv id u a lity  how long the memory remains 

trustw orthy and the p rin cip a l impulse i s  simply to record  what occurred 

in  some d e ta il  but though most m ystics claim  the experience is  u n fo rg e tta b le  -  

a su b je c tiv e  p ercep tion  only -  I  doubt whether, fo r  my purposes, I  would wish . 

to a ccep t accounts w ritten  se v era l or more years a f t e r  the event w ithout b e n e fit  

o f  the so rt  o f  notes Whitehead, fo r  in sta n ce , kept. This brings us to  the 

f i r s t  problem, fo r  i t  would appear, be they responses to  qu estion n a ires , 

s o l i c i t e d  accounts or b iog ra p h ica l/a u tob iogra p h ica l d e s c r ip t io n s , that most
t

experients w ait many years to  record  th e ir  experiences. I t  would be 

in te re s t in g  to  know, where any in d ica t io n  is  given , the average length  o f  

time lapse fo r  the RERU rep orts  say, c e r ta in ly  many were decades a f t e r  the 

event. One suspects a v a r ie ty  o f  reasons fo r  th is ,  lack  o f  e a r l ie r  

opportun ity , a lessen in g  o f  in h ib it io n  about what others may think o f  such 

experiences with the passing o f  years and, above a l l ,  a simple d e s ire  to  

record  what they have come to see as one o f  th eir  l i f e ’ s most important 

moments fo r  p o s te r ity . However, whatever the reason, many o f  these accounts 

must be suspect on the bas is  that long term memory e s p e c ia lly  i s  f a l l i b l e  

fo r  i t  i s  s e le c t iv e  and has the power to  confabulate.

The second problem, which has a lready been alluded t o ,  i s  that these 

d i f fe r e n t  types o f  d e s c r ip t io n  do not form a common basis  fo r  

ch a ra cter iza tion  and w h ilst  irfc would be in te r e s t in g  to  compare perceptions 

o f  the event, say , one week and th ir ty  years on, both a t  an in d iv id u a l
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the description offered represents. This leads on to the wider problem 

of needing to know quite a lot about the experient in order to know why 

and when the account was written. Curiously, it is likely we know more 

about the lives of many medieval- mystics than we do about contemporary 

ones cloaked as these are in anonymity. 'M58' does not begin to answer 

the questions we have about the account in relation to the experience 

let alone all the other information we would ideally like to have^and 

whilst understandably researchers have been reluctant to press for more 

details without some elementary question about how long it was since the 

experience occurred,we can neither assess its reliability nor comparability 

with other cases. There are additionally, as with all otherwise 

uncorroborable accounts, questions to be asked about the reliability of 

the witness. Laski knew her respondents personally^ but most researchers 

haul in whatever they can find and, given that there is a difference, it 

is likely that psychotic accounts are being averaged out with mystical 

experience because no simple criteria, which require background 

information, are generally applied. Equally, experients have different 

literary skills and I.Q's and a sociological dimension might need to be 

brought into the classification of material. 'Distance' is perhaps not 

insuperable but to be able to characterise our written material as we 

might technologically registered data, a very great deal of preliminary 

sorting and analysis of case studies would need to be carried out in order 

to grade the distinctions within it. Failing this we cannot safely say 

that whatever it is that is actually written has much comparability.

6 7 .
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2) OBSCURE TERMINOLOGY.

If we suppose that all the accounts we use sure simply descriptions, we 

may nevertheless fail to show that the events being described are 

accessible to us and thus can be characterised as a whole^for, in so many 

cases, the language used to describe them is obscure. There are two 

aspects to this problem, manifest inaccessibility and the use of religious 

expressions which carry no clear meaning. I would not like to say what 

proportion of cases is made inaccessible ©n account of these two 

difficulties but it would be a bad practice to ignore the obscure and 

set about comparing the remainder^ for it would be to distort our overall 

impression of mystical experience. If we only take cases which are described 

in unequivocal terms we would have the impression that the mystical 

experience as a type can always be coherently described. If, on the other 

hand, we include cases which in varying degrees axe obscure, we cannot 

legitimately claim we are comparing like with like or justify any selection 

of features, for we would not know whether or not these were evident in 

all cases.

INACCESSIBILITY.

In the extreme case mystical experiences are declared to be ineffable.

I am rather sceptical of this claim for, as a point of logic, it would 

appear necessary that anything that can be experienced cannot be 

inherently incommunicable and thus defy description. Robinson has argued (8) 

that the very complexities involved in mystical experience can only be 

portrayed in terms of the paradoxical but, whilst I accept the pragmatic 

point, I do not see that there is a case for arguing that mystical 

experience is as a class incogitable though, like many diffuse and subtle 

sensations, in practice it may be difficult to define and delineate. It 

would be of interest to know if Yogins, for example, who appear more 

richly endowed with concepts for inner experience than others, have as
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■uch difficulty in describing it as Christians, say, or the non-religious 

who may be presumed to be at a distinct disadvantage. However, I am not 

sure that the problem is entirely a conceptual one^for possibly some types 

of experience are inherently more difficult to describe tnan others.

Though Teresa of Avila, say, had a wide range of religious concepts in 

which she could describe most of her experiences, a few, said to be the 

most vivid and memorable, appeared to be beyond even her powers to portray. 

The best she could manage in some cases was to say that these were marked 

by 'such deliciously sweet feelings' as opposed to dry or'arid1 ones. We 

could not however argue that there is a sub-type of mystical experience 

which, because of its subtlety, in practice cannot be described, for not 

only would membership depend on individual variables such as I.Q. and 

acquaintance with appropriate concepts but we could not distinquish it 

on this criterion from our 'experience' of sleep, fugue states and so 

forth. These thoughts are something of a diversion for^ incogitable or 

not, if an experience is said to be ineffable, there is no basis for 

comparison with other cases or characterization. However, though a 

number of authors have used ineffability almost as a defining feature 

of mystical experience - and thereby putting it on a par with sleep - 

in point of fact very few experiences are bluntly stated to be indescrib­

able. Most experieuts, having said they are difficult to describe, go 

on to say a great deal more about them.

The more common problem is that the description we are offered is 

incomprehensible. Some experients coin wholly private terms, e.g. 'pure- 

quality perception', and leave these unpredicated or contrasted with some 

equally uninformative phrase. It would seem possible to develop a glossary 

of terms to cover inner sensations however uncommon and rarely repeated
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in  the l i f e  o f  an in d iv id u a l they may b e , fo r  given s u f f i c ie n t  p re d ica tio n , 

ve might adopt these as la b e ls  fo r  our own experience as and when i t  

o ccu rre d ,ju s t  as we have dome in  the case o f  emotions« The on ly d iffe re n ce  

between an em otional and a m ystica l vocabulary would be the frequency o f  

occurrence. Some se cts  appear to  have moved in  th is  d ir e c t io n ,c o in in g  

terms fo r  th e ir  most favoured experiences which are comprehensible at 

le a s t  to  th e ir  own members -  one thinks perhaps o f  the 'rapture* or 'be in g  

saved ' experiences o f  the fundam entalist C hristian  groups -  but in  the 

absence o f  a vocabulary which has a common currency, even these are 

obscure and the p riva te  coinage w holly im penetrable. Others r e s o r t  to 

metaphor, paradox and the use o f  negative d e fin it io n s  which, fo r  a l l  the 

evocativeness o f  the imagery, are ra re ly  red u c ib le . I t  may be that in  some 

cu ltu res  these phrases have a conventional meaning d esp ite  th e ir  form and 

i f  so  can be subsumed in  the d iscu ss ion  o f  r e l ig io u s  terms below but in  

most cases we can only trea t the expression  as id io sy n cra t ic  leav ing  the 

experience so described  in a c c e s s ib le , beyond comparison with other cases 

and u n ch aracterizab le . There i s ,  fo r  example, a phrase 'th e  w h ite ' or 

'b r i l l i a n t  darkness' which crops up qu ite  re g u la rly  and one might wish to  

ty p ify  these cases much as one would do those in  which a more recogn izab le  

common term is  used but i t  r e a l ly  would not seem leg itim ate  to  do so . Perhaps, 

w ith  empathy, I can conceive what such an experience would be lik e  

and argue that the experients who use the phrase must each have had some 

such experience which could  on ly be described  in  these terms. However, not 

on ly  i s  my own conception  in a cce s s ib le  and thus the basis  fo r  my ch a ra cter iz ­

a t io n  in co rr ig ib le " , I  would r e a l ly  have no r ig h t  to  assume that the s im ila r ity  

o f  terms used denoted a s im ila r ity  o f  experience in  each case. I t  may be 

u n lik e ly  that each o f  these experients uses th is  phrase by chance, but in  

the absence o f  a conventional meaning we cannot e s ta b lish  th e ir  common id e n tity .
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There are a v a r ie ty  o f  other problems which render d e scr ip tion s  -  i f  that 

i s  what they are -  obscure. There i s  in coherence, the use o f  arcane 

language, (which appears to  have a fa sc in a tio n  f o r  m y s t ics ) , p o e t ic  or 

other a l le g o r ic a l  formats and above a l l  the use o f  approxim ation. 'As 

i t  w e re /it  was l ik e ' e t c .  l ik e  metaphors, may have some value in  

p o in tin g  us in  the r ig h t  d ir e c t io n  i f  the experient has a good I.Q . and 

judgment b u t, depending on the analogs made, we could r a r e ly  say th at we 

are be in g  o ffered  a p re c ise  id e n t i f i c a t io n ,  fo r  we could not know which 

features the experient wished to  emphasise. A v a r ie ty  o f  d i f fe r e n t  

experiences which do not even show a fam ily  resemblance may be said 

" t o  be l ik e  x ' i f  x  lias a v a r ie ty  o f  aspects and without further 

p re d ica tio n  we would not know which fe a tu res , i f  any, the exp erien ces , 

which were grouped under commo- concepts, shared in  common. U h ilst one 

apprecia tes  the d i f f i c u l t i e s  m ystics face  in  g iv in g  us c le a r  d escr ip tion s  

o f  what they experience, fo r  our d e scr ip t iv e  purposes many o f  the accounts 

we have are a l l  but u seless  e ith e r  because they have departed from the 

conventions o f  language or because the terns used may be read in  more than 

one way. Perhaps I am making to o  much o f  the need fo r  c la r i t y  and that, 

as i t  were, 'th e  medium is  the message1 which fe llo w  m ystics a t  le a s t  

would recogn ize  by re feren ce  to  th e ir  own experien ce , but i s  i t  p o ss ib le  

t o  undertake a c o r r ig ib le  ch a ra cter iza tion  on such a b asis  as th is ?

RELIGIOUS IAHGUAGE.

The second area o f  l in g u is t ic  d i f f i c u l t y  i s  the use o f  r e l ig io u s  

expressions which, though perhaps intended by experients to be d e s c r ip t iv e , 

ra re ly  convey any c le a r  meaning to  us. The problem is  le s s  one o f  out­

r ig h t  in a c c e s s ib i l i t y  as o f  d ec id in g  in  each case how the experient is  

using  a term.
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It may be wondered whether, nowadays, many religious terms have any 

descriptive function. 'God', for example, has been defined as the 

•highest principle to which we aspire' and, if this is all that it means, 

the term is not descriptive without further predication and, with this, 

the term itself is redundant. Perhaps there was a time in the history 

of most religious traditions when such terms had conventional and quite 

precise meanings. In the orthodox Christian sense God was a qualified 

concept - the omnipotent, ,the creator, the father of Jesus etc. etc. - 

though even in the medieval period it was perhaps used with greater 

latitude than a study of the doctrines of the period would allow us to 

-suppose. Ruysbroeck, amongst others, appears to have found no?distinction> 

between creator and created in the deity he experienced and, without 

explaining his meaning further, the use of the term in this case would 

have posed questions of semantics as well as orthodoxy. It might be 

argued that today, in some sub-cultures, the term carries something of 

its historical sense or, in relation to experience at least, that it has 

Ottolike connotations of numinousity, power and awefulness, but , whilst 

I do not mean to suggest that its adoption in so many mystical cases is 

quite meaningless, without amplification, these possibilities are surely 

not a sufficient basis for the comparison and typification of all cases 

in whieh the term is used. It has long been recognised that Hindu and 

Christian, say, may be employing different conceptions of deity. Perhaps 

we should now recognize that, without knowing a great deal about an 

experients beliefs, we cannot say precisely what is intended by such 

terms even within a given tradition. The problem is acute, for in so mg-ny 

modern cases little other predication is given - 'God came to me'/' I felt 

a presence I knew it was God' - and it cannot be assumed that the use of
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a term denotes even a 'family resemblance' between cases. Some terms 

may retain their meanings widely even in the present age. It would be 

inconceivable for a Catholic to refer to the Virgin Mary descriptively 

without his intending to convey a variety of conventionally recognised 

characteristics and unlikely that a non-Roman would adopt this expression 

at will either but one suspects that such survivals are now quite rare.

Another problem we are faced with is in deciding when alternative terms 

are equivalent and when the identification chosen should be retained 

whether or not we have any clear notion of what it represents. Laski 

took the view 'that whatever terms were used by people in the religious 

group,*God"was their intended meaning ... the infinite, the All ... the 

Truth are obvious synonyms for God'. ( 9) This is not acceptable for, 

even if it were the case that the choice of term did not in itself 

reflect descriptive differences, in the light of the above discussion 

the grouping is nugatory for it offers us no basis for a comparison 

of cases. However, in fact, some experients do appear to be attempting 

to typify and distinguish their experiences by the use of distinctive 

terms. In a case such as 'twice in my lifetime I have been so near to 

God ... at the age of eighteen I suddenly became aware of a light that 

never was on sea or land, and my soul was filled with ecstacy. Quite 

recently God appeared to me again not as light but as fire. This time 

I was confronted with the God of Truth' (10) it may be that we have no 

more access to the experiences than if the experient had said God and 

God* but that they are quite different, qualitatively, is manifest.
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When and when not to reduce is often a difficult decision to make.

Osis and Harroldsson when comparing cross-cultural descriptions of 

'near-death experience' decided that in view of the many other 

similarities between cases - the tunnels, beings ûf light etc. which 

constituted a highest common factor cross-culturally - it was reasonable 

•to bracket out ... the naming of the religious figures encountered' (11) 

as it appeared these signified nothing more than cultural over-belief.

Given the degree of extended description and further predication in 

these cases, the assumption ©f the researchers is perhaps well founded, 

for there is no reason to suppose that the Christian and Hindu names 

here reflect any differences or, further, that either add anything to 

the simpler forms of description already given. However, what is one 

to make of a case of Teresa of Avila's of which I have encountered a 

few other examples. 'The three persons of the most blessed Trinity 

revealed themselves preceded by . . a  most daxrling cloud of light. The 

three persons are distinct from one smother .. All the three persons 

here communicate themselves to the Sou1'.(12) Had Teresa meant to say 

God she would, as elsewhere, presumably have done so and it seems 

reasonable to suppose that her distinctive terminology is indicating 

some peculiarity of this experience and a reduction in this case might 

well mean the loss of a great deal of complex and subtle description 

and the possibility of lumping together cases which are fundamentally 

dissimiliar. Each would need to be treated on its merits and since so 

much will depend on the experients ability to exploit his own and other 

traditions for the most apposite terms, it will always be difficult to 

determine when cases in which different terms are used are similiar 

just as it is when terms which no longer have conventional meanings are used.
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Most religious language, either because terms have lost their descriptive 

function or because a multiplicity of terms are used and it is not clear 

when we should reduce them, would appear to deny us access to experience and, 

at the very least, make comparison of cases uncertain. Coupled with other 

forms of expression which obscure the portrayal being offered us, it may 

be wondered whether, at the descriptive level,mystical experience could ever 

be safely compared and typified. It is possible by the use of follow-up 

questionnaires in modern cases, that some of our doubts about the original 

terms chosen could be resolved. Laski offering her respondents a range 

of alternative conceptions - expansion/contraction, height/depth etc, - 

sought to elicit the lowest common denominators from their various 

descriptions. My suspicion of pre-cast moulds apart, I wonder whether 

the price of achieving comparability in this way may not be too high. Not 

only will much subtle information be lost in this reduction but it is quite 

possible that nothing worth characterizing will be left and, in the 

absence of defining characteristics, fundamentally dissimiliar cases 

may still be grouped together.

3) IDEOLOGY.

One of the central issues for any study of mystical experience, which 

I shall discuss in the following chapter, is how far our objective 

experience is shaped by the mentalistic or acquired concepts we bring to 

it and how far it is something ineluctable and forced upon us. Here, I 

wish to make the quite separate point that, for a variety of different 

reasons, each to do with interpretation, whatever position we take with 

respect to this issue, there is little likelihood of our demonstrating 

that we are characterizing comparable and value free descriptions 

of mystical experience. I intend to outline the three principle 

positions one could take towards experience and interpretation
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or reduce accounts to comparability at any level.

I. IDEOLOGIES ARE INCALCULABLE.

The first model, which I favour in most cases, is that there is at least 

a hypothetical distinction between our perceptions and the experience 

we have at a physical or quasi physical level. As an example, a primitive 

may well describe a Boeing 747 as a "thundering bird". In this case it 

could be defined ostensively, that both terms have a common reference 

and further determined that, as a sensory event, an airplane is much 

the same* for the primitive as for a westerner as for both there is 

noise, speed, height, colour etc. We might check on this latter point 

by asking the primitive to mimic the noise, draw the shape etc. However, 

though at two levels we can say the accounts are comparable, at a 

third, the interpretive or conceptual, we cannot. Though the concepts 

employed have many points in common - noise, flight etc. - they clearly 

have many dissimilarities reflecting the different ways in which the 

same sensory stimuli as a whole have been construed. There is nothing 

indeterminate about these stimuli but they have been fashioned into

7 6 .

*1 say much the same, for in the next chapter I introduce two 
hypothetical processes affecting our consciousness of sensory events, 
enhancement and selective attention. These might make some difference 
but not enough for us to say that the westerner and the primitive, at 
a sensory level, live in different worlds.



d iffe r e n t  concepts accord in g  to  the t e s t  con stru ction s in d iv id u a ls  

w ith d i f fe r e n t  backgrounds can p lace  upon them, ( i t  i s ,  in  fa c t ,  qu ite  

p o ss ib le  the prim itive  w i l l  sap ' l ik e  a thundering b ir d ' recogn iz in g  

that w h ils t  i t  i s  l ik e  a bird  i t  i s  un like any other he has prev iou sly  

seen ). In  th is  example we m ight, d is s im ila r it ie s  o f  conception  

notw ithstanding, f e e l  ju s t i f ie d  in  reducing both accounts to  one or 

other o f  the comparable le v e ls  but the problem in  m ystica l experience 

i s  that we have no id ea  what the comparable le v e l  o f  d e scr ip t io n  is  

and thus can only compare the conception s.

Assuming some h ypoth etica l le v e l  a t  which m ystica l experience would 

present a common p ic tu re , my argument here is  that we are unable to 

reduce the accounts to  recover  and ty p ify  th is  le v e l  because the 

various fa c to rs  which determine the way we w i l l  conceive o f  things 

are in ca lcu la b le . Osis and Iiarraldsson made 'a llow a n ces ' f o r  the 

cu ltu ra l input in  the naming o f  fig u res  in  'n ear-dea th ' experience 

as we might fo r  ch ild ren  whose fa n c ifu l  d escr ip tio n s  we recog n ize , but 

I would suggest the problem g-oes a great d ea l deeper in  most cases.

As I  see i t  we are not d ea lin g  w ith a few id e n t i f ia b le  and d is c re te  

r e l ig io - c u lt u r a l  con cep tion s, such as names, but w ith a complex o f  

cu ltu ra l and id io s y n c r a t ic  fa c to rs  -  f o r  which the term id e o lo g ic a l  

seems appropriate -  that have an in ca lcu la b le  e f f e c t  on the way q u a si- 

p h ysica l events, even id e n t ic a l  q u a si-p h y sc ia l events, w i l l  be construed. 

There are broad cu ltu ra l fa c to r s . S oc ie ty  can be r e lig io u s  or 

se cu la r , s c i e n t i f i c  or p re ra tio n a l, though few s o c ie t ie s  were ever

homogeneous and none ever s t a t i c .  There are p a rticu la r  cu ltu ra l fa c to rs
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not only the type o f  r e l ig io n  that may predominate hut the lo c a l  

p e c u lia r it ie s  i t  has developed and one may talk  about fash ions in  th is  

r e sp e c t . Most complex o f  a l l  a* re the personal fa c to rs  which shape 

the e x p e r ie n t 's  con ception s. Everything from age, I .Q . , s ta te  o f  

h ea lth , acquaintance w ith s p e c i f i c  r e lig io u s  or s c i e n t i f i c  knowledge, 

su b -cu ltu ra l in flu en ces  to  simply id iosy n cra cy , a f f e c t  the way we 

th ink . In  combination with the broader fa ctors  i t  seems im possib le  

to  d iscount a l l  o f  these in flu en ces  on the way we v a i l  in te r p re t , 

and i t  would seem th a t, as many p sych olog ists  have noted , a t  the 

conceptual le v e l  we each l iv e  in  a world o f  our own. I t  i s  p o ss ib le  

to  p ick  out some o f  the broader fa c to rs  which shape an e x p e r ie n t 's  

th ink ing, by red a ction  or by studying the 's c h o o l ' to  which he belon gs,
t

to  id e n t i fy  the p e c u lia r it ie s  o f  h is  acquired con cep tion s, but never 

to  say we know p r e c is e ly  hot? a su b je c t  w i l l  conceive o f  even ts .

Perhaps, through some exhaustive b iograph ica l study such as Yon E u gel's  

l i f e  o f ‘ Catherine o f  Genoa, we v a i l  gain an in s ig h t in to  the way in  

which cu ltu ra l and personal fa ctors  mix to  shape conceptions but, 

not only are  such works on a large  s ca le  beyond our resou rces , most 

authors o f  the reports  we have -  perhaps e s p e c ia lly  the modern ones -  

are shrouded in  anonymity. The f i r s t  problem then i s  that we cannot 

d iscoun t or bracket out because we sim ply do not know how to ca lcu la te  

the conceptions each expedient brings to h is experience. I f  I  am 

r ig h t  to  give weight to  the id io s y n c r a t ic  fa c to rs  i t  would- not even 

be advantageous to  analyse cases on a cu ltu ra l or s o c io lo g ic a l  b a s is .

I t  may be argued nonetheless th at where conceptions are comparable, 

e ith e r  because they are formulated in  the same way or hecau.se they
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embody some highest common fa c to r  c r o s s -c u ltu r a lly  as Boeing and 

thundering b ird  both denoted f l ig h t /n o is e  e t c . ,  we may assume that 

we have recovered a common d e scr ip t io n . However, I do not see i t  as 

the phenom enologist's aim to  ty p ify  conceptions -  a function  o f  

psychology or s o c io lo g y  -  but rather to  d escribe  the experience in  

v a lu e -fre e  terms and to poin t out the com parability o f  some conceptions 

does not allow  us to  assume that th is  is  what we are d o in g . One cen tra l 

question  which ra ise s  th is  problem in  an acute form is  whether or not­

unless we wish to  make i t  a matter o f  d e f in it io n  -  m ystica l experience 

must be in terpreted  in  r e lig io u s  terms. Though the great m ajority  o f cases 

are conceived o f  in  broadly r e lig io u s  terms, we cannot say that 'God' 

is  part o f some b a s ic  le v e l  o f d e scr ip t io n  a t which cases are comparable, 

fo r  some cases which we might wish to in clude are not conceived o f  in  

th is  way. For in stan ce , Capra described  an experience he had s o le ly  

in  terms o f  h igh-energy p h y s ics , 'atom s' and 'cascades o f energy' ( 13 ) , 

and others have used the conceptions o f  Jungian psychology. Unless 

we adopt the complex so lu t io n  o f  saying that there are r e lig io u s  

exp erien ces , experiences o f  physics e t c .  i t  might be argued that God 

is  simply an in te rp re ta t io n  which we commonly encounter because h ith erto  

r e l ig io n  has u n iv e rsa lly  been the language o f  a l l  that is  s t ir r in g  and 

in e x p lica b le  in  human experience. I am not suggesting that h igh-energy 

physics does give us any more 'o b je c t iv e ' or c le a re r  p ictu re  o f  the 

experience than that given by d e ity  or super-naturalism  but only that 

a feature common to  most conceptions may, a t  a h ypoth etica l d e scr ip tiv e  

l e v e l ,  have no v a l id i t y .  Is  God another id e o lo g ic a l  in te rp re ta tion  

that should be bracketed out to  allow  fo r  the comparison o f  a l l  the 

cases we might wish to  ch aracterize  or not?
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The ansv/er to  th is  q u estion , i f  there i s  one, i s  perhaps o f  le ss  

importance fo r  us than the fa c t  that we de not knov; whether ’ d e it y ’ 

forms a part o f  some "basic d e scr ip t io n  o f  m ystica l experience or n o t, 

even though most experients conceive  o f  th e ir  experience in  th is  way.

However, i t  ra ises  a p oin t o f  in te r e s t  which i s  perhaps worth mentioning 

here. I t  could "be argued th at, ju s t  as when experients rep ort simple 

q u a si-p h ysica l fe e l in g s ,  h eat, t in g lin g  and so fo r th , d e ity  i s  a 

natural a id  in e lu cta b le  concept fo r  which no a lte rn a tiv e  conception  

is  p o s s ib le ,  Capra e t  a l  notw ithstanding. Even many n on -re lig iou s  

in d iv id u a ls  appear to  fin d  i t  necessary to  con ceive  o f  th e ir  experiences 

in  r e lig io u s  terms and many claim  that th e ir  ce r ta in ty  that i t  ia  .'Cod' 

that they a.re experiencing -  whatever ex a ctly  th is  means -  i s  beyond doubt, 

something known 'by  s e cre t  in tu it io n s  too  s tron g  to  be m isunderstood'

(Teresa o f  A v ila ) .  I t  could then be that God -  though somewhat unpredicated -

i s  a sim ply d e sc r ip t iv e  term much as 'b u r n in g ', i s  fo r  fe v e r , fo r  we

might use th is  expression  and on ly t ’n is expression  even though we knew

lire were not on f i r e .  I s h a ll look  a t  natural concepts -  those forced

upon u s, whether or n o t, l ik e  'd e i t y ' ,  they are a ls o  a t  another le v e l

c u ltu r a lly  shaped conceptions -  elsew here, the point here being only

that we do not know how to  take a l l  but the s im plest expressions used

and cannot look  to  a c r o s s -c u ltu r a l comparison o f  conceptions to en ligh ten  us.

Another form o f  comparison o f  con cep tion s, which I  b e lie v e  i s  equa lly  

u n h elp fu l, i s  th e ir  red u ction  to  low est common denom inators. Laski, 

f o r  example, gave her respondents a range o f  simple and con trastin g  

terms such as 'h e ig h t /d e p th ', ' exp an sion /con traction ' so  that regardless 

o f  the h igher-order in te rp re ta tio n s  o f  the even ts , a t  the most b a s ic
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level cases night he compared. Assuming that there is a hypothetical 

distinction he tween interpretation and experience at a quasi-'physical 

level, this would certainly appear to get round the difficulty of 

ideology. However, my criticism of this approach is that the 

description of the experience which emerges is so characterless that 

we have little idea what the result represents and, since we have no 

typifying or defining characteristics, do not ’enow if fundamentally 

dissimilar cases are not being grouped together, for even at this 

level some quite mundane experiences might he so described. It is 

possible, by using this technique, to show that there are sub-types - 

groups of cases which may share many common quasi-physical features - 

but it seams no basis for a descriptive characterization of the class 

a3 a whole.

My objection is not then to this model but to any claim that in 

practice we can set aside the ideology which determines the way in 

which whatever it is that forms a comparable level of description is, 

in each case, construed. Me have no way of knowing how much of the 

description is ideological and cannot set aside what is interpretative, 

for the factors involved in conceptualization are too complex and 

idiosyncratic to compute. Neither can we hope to recover the basic 

or valuefree level through a comparison of concepts or a reduction of 

these to the most elementary level. If this pessimistic assessment 

is reasonable, even if there is a simple, comparable level of 

description we cannot know what it is - unless medics can give us a 

physiological description and the one or two attempts in this direction 

will be discussed later - because the ideologies in which this level 

is enmeshed are impenetratable.
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ii.SOME MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE MAY BE INDETERMINABLE.

The second model of experience and interpretation also assumes a 

hypothetical distinction between the two^though in this case, in 

principle, the interpretation offered is irreducible. This model may 

be thoughtto apply to some mystical experiences as s© many are non-visual. 

It would not seem possible - whether or not we recognised what we see 

or, as in the gestalt shift, could picture this in different ways - 

that we can be in doubt about the stimuli of which sight is composed.

What we see is large/small, red/blue, square/round etc. and this 

information is 'hard' or ineluctable^for it is 'forced upon us' and 

I cannot see the blue and white of the page before me, say, other than 

as it is. This is not however the case with all non-visual stimuli^ 

for a number seem inherently ambiguous or otherwise ill-defined or 

indeterminate. For example, during 'flu' we may feel hot, cold/clammy 

or, in some way, both at the same time. Equally in neuritis the pains 

may be thought of as burning or pricking and quite often we cannot 

decide whether some feeling is pleasurable or painful. One simply does 

not know whether the stimuli in some mystical experiences described in 

terms of 'fusion with','penetration by'or 'presence of'the divine are 

inherently ambiguous or not though, as we rarely find two cases construed 

in exactly the same way, it is possible that they are. My point is that, 

if they are ambiguous, there is no way, even in theory, that we might 

separate the stimuli from the way in which these are interpreted. Hot 

or cold, that 'flu' feeling is irreducible though we might alternate 

between the conceptions we have of it. One may distinguish ambiguity 

from that which is otherwise.indefinable except in ideological terms,
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idiosyncratic or conventional. Me all l a w  which frisson is meant by 

a 'ghost has walked over my grave' but without this format this feeling 

would be quite indescribable and to remove the ideological in this 

case':is to render the feelings involved wholly inaccessible. As, in 

the case of mystical experience, there are no conventional conceptions, 

if the stimuli are like this no insight at all into what is being 

described would be possible. At a hypothetical level though, there 

remains a distinction for only some concepts are appropriate, which is 

not the case in the third model I look at. It is possible to say of 

the 'flu' feeling that you may feel hot, cold or both but not that you are 

being stabbed or possessed or whatever, just as we might say of the 

'duck/rabbit' test, you can see it as one or other but not as an 

elephant. It is then possible that one or more of the stimuli involved 

in some mystical experience have no precise identification at any 

level and, whilst a grouping of the concepts used might, as in the case 

of hot/cold/both, give us some idea of what the feeling was like, in 

the case of mystical experience we could not know, when experients 

conceived of a feeling in wholly different ways, whether they were 

comparable or not.

As an example of this difficulty of comparing conceptions of non-visual 

stimuli, it is perhaps worth mentioning an unnamed, yet not uncommon, 

sensation that I am familiar with. One night I felt the cat settle 

down on the bed as usual by ray legs - others report someone sitting 

down on the edge of the bed - and having reached out my hand I 

discovered that there was nothing there though I could distinctly feel 

her padding about. For a time I was convinced of the existence of a
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phantom cat u n t i l  i t  emerged that the cause vas a lo c a lis e d  stim u la tion  o f  

c a l f  m uscles. S ince then I have "been able to  conceive  o f  such fe e lin g s  both 

in  terms o f  the cat and in  p h y s io lo g ica l terms the leg itim acy  o f  each concept­

io n  depending on ly on whether the cat i s  present or n ot. The sheer incompat­

i b i l i t y  o f  my conceptions o f  one and the same type o f  stim uli suggests th a t, 

i f  am biguity i s  a problem in  the case o f  m ystica l experience, we could never 

recover a value fre e  d e s c r ip t io n  nor even judge when one case liad a resemblance 

to  another. P oss ib ly  there are degrees o f  d i f f i c u l t y  here. In  some cases i t  

may be appropriate to  o f fe r  w holly incom patible conceptions w h ils t  in  o th ers , 

the sense o f  presence perhaps, the in te rp re ta tio n  must be se t  w ith in  narrow 

lim its  such that i t  i s  le g it im a te  to  d escribe  th is  fe e l in g  in  terms o f  x  or y  

and on ly in  such terms. I do not know whether th is  model i s  re leva n t or not
t

but only th a t, i f  i t  i s ,  there would be no p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  determ ining when 

cases were comparable or grounds fo r  b e lie v in g  that we could ever d i s t i l  a 

value fre e  d e s c r ip t io n  from the various id e o lo g ic a l  con stru ction  o f  events 

we e re  being o f fe r e d .

i i i • EKPERIEHCE M Y BE PARASITIC OH IDEOLOGY.

The th ird  m odel, favoured by such p sy ch o log ists  as Sunden and hard 

con te x tu a lis ts  such as Katz, envisages no h ypoth etica l d is t in c t io n  between 

what we experience and the way we experience i t .  I  group togeth er with 

these authors another, B harati, fo r  though h is 'z e r o  e x p e r ie n ce ', 't a s te le s s  

and c o lo u r le s s ',  o f fe r s  a s l ig h t ly  d i f fe r e n t  conception  o f  what i s  taking 

p la ce , the e f f e c t  o f  both  views is  that at a l l  le v e ls  there i s  on ly  an 

id e o lo g ic a l ly  constructed  experience and not even the th e o r e t ica l 

p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  re co v e r in g  some value firee residuum. I  w i l l  con sider th is  model 

c a r e fu lly  in  the next chapter but here i t  i s  s u f f i c ie n t  to  note th a t , though on 

th is  v ie w - i f  we ign ore  persona l fa ctors-w e  may ty p ify  conceptions in  terms
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of their common cultural origins and the like, it makes no sense 

at all to characterise mystical experience as a class for so many 

of the conceptions brought to it worldwide are incomparable. A 

Buddhist's 'Nirvana' and a theist's 'union' could only be understood 

in terms of the respective cultures which produced them and not only 

are both irreducible but, in so far as these cultures have little, 

conceptually, in common, are beyond comparison also.

It has been my argument that, whatever view we take of mystical 

experience, in practice it will never be possible to recover a 

comparable level of description from the various conceptions we are 

offered either because ideology is incfJculable, the stimuli are 

indeterminate and the only access we have is through the interpretations 

placed upon them^or because there is nothing but ideology and since, 

conceptually 'we are worlds apart' no such description is possible 

even in principle. Trying to find some comparable and characterizable 

level of experience from the many and varied concepts we are offered 

is perhaps the greatest obstacle to a description of these experiences. 

Taken in conjunction with the problems of language and the doubts we 

may have about our sources, it would seem fair to say that the phenomena 

of mystical experience as a class are beyond any detailed character­

isation or classification. Perhaps the best we may hope for is to 

point to some general features that can be recognised in every case 

regardless of its origins, the language in which it is written and the 

ideology of the experient. As mentioned above, I believe only two 

features can be found which are beyond all question manifest in each 

and every case we could conceivably wish to treat as mystical, that 

is, to the experient, they appear both real and meaningful.
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In conclusion it is perhaps worth noting that there are other 

difficulties in the way of describing mystical phenomena beyond 

that of finding a comparable level of description. Sample size 

and the background of the experients is a relevant consideration. 

Laski, for example, drew on '63 people I knew' presumably from 

similiar backgrounds in both sociological and cultural terms whilst 

Greeley culled 600 people who claimed such experience from a large- 

scale national survey. Presumably the features Greeley found - 

•peace', 'altruism', 'optimism' etc. (1 4) - are more reliable than 

those drawn from a smaller and, in sociological terms, narrower base. 

Perhaps more important are the criteria used for the selection of 

cases to be described which may present an insoluole problem. On 

the one hand Hardy accepted cases solely on the basis that respondents 

felt their experiences sufficiently important to recount. There is 

the strong possibility that any description of his material will 

characterize not only mystical experience - if there is such a type- 

but psychotic experience, say, also which few would wish to include 

with it. On the other hand any preselection which has no theoretical 

basis cannot be justified for it is valuative and will undoubtedly 

distort the results quite as much. Stace decided, prior to his study 

rather than as a result of it, 'that the most typical as well as the 

most important type of mystical experience is non-sensuous'(15) and 

therefore eschewed on the grounds of non-sensuousness and morality, 

cases of visions and voices and any other which displayed 'excessive 

emotionalism' such as raptures and trances. The outcome was that, 

not only were some cases unreasonably excluded, but that the features 

were to a large extent predetermined. One may well argue that the 

'introvertive experience', like Laski's 't'cstasy' or Paffard's



'Unattended Hccient' are each the product o f  p re se le c t io n . I t  i s  not 

that one would not recogn ize  these hut th a t, as seems to  he in  the 

case o f  I la rg o lis ' 'm y s t ic a l/p s y c h o t ic ' dichotom y, our reco g n it io n  

has a b asis  in  precon ception  rather than in  a value fre e  character­

iz a t io n  o f  our data. L ask i's  grouping and averaging o f  her cases 

w ith  prechosen r e lig io u s  and l i t e r a r y  texts  makes her ch a ra cter iza tion  

e s p e c ia lly  doubtfu l and i t s  only ju s t i f i c a t io n  could he that she 

wanted to  describe  a sub-type, 'e c s t a c y ',  as a prelim inary to  

e s ta b lish in g  that i t  had an em pirica l id e n t ity . Perhaps there is  

no s o lu t io n  to  th is  problem u n t i l  such time as we have acknowledged 

c r i t e r ia  fo r  the id en tificap tion  o f  m ystica l experience. U ntil then 

maybe a l l  we can do is  juggle between va lu ative  s e le c t io n  and an 

open-mindedness about which cases to  in clude in  our data base though 

th is  can give  us l i t t l e  con fidence that we are being presented with 

a neutral and 'o b je c t iv e ' d e s c r ip t io n  even i f  we believed  that, in  

i t s e l f ,  th is  was worth having. I

I  do not wish however to  ru le  out e n t ir e ly  the p o s s ib i l i t y  that we 

may note features th at suggest genuine d e scr ip t iv e  sub-ty-pes as 

d is t in c t  from the a r t i f i c i a l  crea tion s  o f  some authors who have 

se le cted  th e ir  m ateria l and ordered i t  in  va lu ative  ways. I f  such 

e x is t ,  i t  n ight be d i f f i c u l t  to  show th a t, as d is t in c t  forms o f  

exp erien ce , they have even a 'fa m ily  resem blance' w ith other types 

and the concept o f  m ystica l experience as a c la ss  might w e ll break 

down in to  a lo o s e ly  re la ted  group o f  experiences each o f  which could 

be shown to  have some d e scr ip t iv e  v a l id it y .  There a re , fo r  example, 

a group o f  q u a si-p h ysica l fea tu re s , heat, t in g lin g , l ig h t  e t c .  that 

so  o ften  appear togeth er in  con ju n ction  w ith  a sense o f  presence o f

87.
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God that one might suggest that there is sufficient basis for 

comparison, the interpretive element notwithstanding, to identify 

a type that can be distinguished from others. Beardsworth gave 

many examples of this type of case in the Sense of Presence and if 

we were to list a sufficient number of features that must be 

reported in combination, the group's distinctive identity could be 

justified. Another type is knowvas the 'near-death experience' though 

this shows up the difficulties in establishing what it is that 

constitutes a descriptive identity. Moody offered a 'theoretically 

ideal' or 'complete experience which embodies all of the common 

elements in the order in which it is typical for them to occur' (16). 

These elements - the dark tunnel, out-of-the-body, seeing spirits 

of relatives, the being of light, paradisal feelings etc. - though 

frequently grouped do not necessarily occur in this order, nor are 

most usually present^ besides which no such grouping is unique to 

clinical death-resusitation situations. As Moody accepts, 'no two 

accounts are identical, no one person reports every single component 

of the composite experience' and ' there is no one element of the 

composite experience which every single person has reported'. Is 

this type no more than a valuative paradigm imposed on and thereby 

linking cases which have no more than a passing resemblance or is 

there a true 'family resemblance' between cases which all researchers 

would feel the necessity to confirm? It is hard to tell. As we 

are dealing with descriptive features, perhaps it is impossible to 

tell whether there is here a type unless it is so precisely 

structured that it is impossible to mistake. It is equally possible 

to argue, on the basis of definition alone, that there are theistic 

and monistic types of experience, Buddhist, Judaic and Christian
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but these c la s s i f i c a t io n s ,  even more so than the oth ers, appear to  

have no th e o r e t ica l relevance whatsoever u n less  one introduces a 

' con tex tu a l' :model o f  the experience and demonstrates em p irica lly  

that such experiences, and on ly such exp erien ces, fo llo w  from 

hold ing the re q u is ite  Seti.©f b e l i e f s .  I would not then ru le  out 

the p o s s ib i l i t y  that common fea tu res  might be id e n t if ie d  in  some 

cases and that, i f  there were s u f f ic ie n t  simply reported qu asi-p h ysica l 

fe e lin g s  -  which i f  not q u a n tifia b le  neverth eless  appear more 

r e lia b le  id e n t i f ic a t io n s  -  that a sub-typology  o f  m ystical experience 

might be ju s t i f ie d  d e s c r ip t iv e ly . However, by and la rg e , I would 

s t i l l  argue that very l i t t l e  can be achieved in  th is  way because 

o f  the d i f f i c u l t i e s  mentioned. More to the p o in t, even i f  we could 

ju s t i fy  a d e scr ip tiv e  ch a ra cter iza tion  or  typ ology , i t  would remain 

no more than th at. For a s c ie n t i f i c  c la s s i f i c a t io n ,  i f  the common 

element in  the m aterial o r  the d is t in c t io n s  are not q u a n tifia b le , 

i t  i s  necessary that these be made to  serve some th e o re t ica l purpose 

and i t  i s  hard to see what th e o re t ica l purpose the few featu res we 

might ju s t i fy  s e le c t in g  d e s c r ip t iv e ly  cou ld  be made to serve.

In view o f  the fo reg o in g  d iscu ss ion  i t  i s  my in ten tion  to  make a 

case, a lb e it  n e ith er  completed nor confirm ed in  th is  work, that two 

aspects o f  the phenomena o f  m ystica l experience have a cen tra l 

importance f o r  any understanding o f  what i t  i s  that co n stitu te s  the 

common id e n tity  o f  the c la s s  as a whole. My task is  made e a s ie r  by 

the fa c t  that, simply at the d e scr ip t iv e  l e v e l ,  the s e le c t io n  o f  

'r e a lity *  and meaningfulness could be supported in  a l l  the cases 

we would wish to  in clude and excludes on ly  those cases about which 

many m ystics and research ers have already expressed rese rv a tio n s .
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The justification of their use as defining characteristics of 

mystical experience - though not in themselves a definition of 

mystical experience - will he made later in this work, principally 

in chapters 3 and. hut if I am right to identify these features 

it will show that the subjective experience, however limited our 

access to it is and however tenuous the theoretical insight that 

it provides, plays a not unimportant part in our assessment of what 

it is that is taking place.

1) A SENSORY OR QUASI-SENSORY PHENOMENON

'This, at least we can say ... (mystical) experiences are proved 

real to their possessor, because they remain with him when brought 

closest in to contact with the objective realities of life. Dreams 

cannot stand this test. We wake from themto find that they are 

but dreams. Wanderings of an overwrought brain do not stand this 

test. These highest experiences that I have had of God's presence have 

been rare and brief - flashes of consciousness which have compelled 

me to exclaim with surprise - God is here! ..I have severely 

questioned the worth of these moments. To no soul have I named them, 

lest I should be building my life and work on mere phantasies of the 

brain. But I find that after every questioning and test, they stand 

out today as the most real experiences of my life ...'

J. Trevor quoted by James. I

I shall argue here that the one outstanding characteristic of 

mystical experience is that it appears real to the subject both 

at the time and for a long period afterwards. I shall analyse some 

of the factors which may give the experience this quality and argue 

that the only analogy possible is with other sensory or quasi- 

sensory experience.There are however a number of points which 

require clarification before I begin this discussion.



91

The f i r s t  o f these is  that the id en tifica tion  o f such a descriptive 

feature -  apparent realness -  is  not new. Amongst researchers Stace gave 

'sense o f ob jectiv ity  or r e a lity ' as the f i r s t  common feature in his l i s t ,  

Deikman 'intense realness' (17)» Rahnke and Richards 'o b je ct iv ity  and 

re a lity ' (18) and Margolis the perception o f  'higher or greater re a lity ' (19)» 

Some mystics too have concentrated on this point as in the example o f 

Trevor above or as Teresa o f Avila did when she rejected 'imaginal v isions ' 

precisely  because they did not have this quality -  'I  do not believe i t  

is  a v ision  but rather some overmastering idea which causes the imagination 

to fancy i t  sees something; but this illu s io n  is  only like a dead image 

in comparison with the liv ing  rea lity  o f the other case' (20),

The second is that I treat it as a defining feature whose selection can 

be justified both at the descriptive and theoretical level. Not only 

do other researchers and mystics confirm the selection but I believe 

it is central to the concept we each have of mystical experience for 

without it the concept would break down. If we dream, day-dream, imagine 

or hallucinate some supernatural world, we would not wish to call our 

experience mystical and would only do so if we had a 'concrete' perception 

of something non-natural or discontinuous with our mundane experience - 

see Appendix A - which appeared to us as real/valid/objective. There may 

well be borderline cases, the psychotic may for a time believe that their 

hallucinations are real and the drug-taker whilst this experience lasts 

but the appearance of reality in the long term would seem to distinguish 

that group of cases at the descriptive level in which we are most interested 

and the feature is usually explicitly mentioned or otherwise strongly
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indicated. The selection of this feature, distinguishing between 

that which appears to be real and that which doesn't, can be 

justified as the basis of a typology if, as I shall do, we relate 

it at the theoretical level to a particular group of psycho- 

physiological processes which are a sufficient condition for this 

feature. Apparent reality is not merely a descriptive characteristic 

therefore which some cases possess that we have fastened on to and 

on the basis of which we have arbitarily defined the class of mystical 

experience but one that has an experimental identity albeit shrouded 

in controversy. If, as seems likely, sensory processess alone give 

rise to experience we recognise as real whilst other apprehensions 

such as the mental imagery of the hypnagogic state - which we do 

not recognise as real - are accounted for in terms of other, non- 

sensory, processes, the distinction between the two and the 

exclusion of the latter, is not arbitary but has an empirical basis 

as well as a descriptive one.

The third point is that I am discussing the appearance of reality 

only and this appearance would not seem to be affected either by 

the particular nature of the perception which a mystic has or his 

beliefs about it. It is unusual to draw the distinction between 

the qualities of one's perception or as Wittgenstein called it 

'the state of experiencing' and the belief one holds about the 

ontological status of the perception. Except in the case of 

illusions, it is enough to say "but I saw x" to imply existence or 

"I dreamed y" to deny it but in the case of mystical experience I 

shall argue that it appears real regardless of the view which is
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taken about the existence of the object. Trevor recognized the 

distinction when considering the possibility that despite all 

appearances he could be deluded, others, such as Teresa of Avila, 

did not. Teresa seems to have believed that if the experience passed 

all the introspective 'tests' for judging reality then the object 

of perception was real also. This conclusion is today a non 

sequitur* but in the cosmology of her time the connection would 

have appeared logical enough for, not only was God then a legitimate 

object of apprehension, but He was taken to be the benchmark of 

reality such that only in having an experience of God could we 

know what a real experience felt like, (it was however tautologous 

to argue, as Teresa and John of the Cross both did, that only 

experiences of the divine which pass all the tests for reality 

an experienced mystic might wish to apply, are truly divine 

experiences as distinct from being authentically mystical, for the 

distinction between genuine and counterfeit experiences of God i.e. 

divine/demonically inspired only holds if, by definition, divine 

experiences alone appear real in all respects.) The view I take is 

that, nowadays, in the cultural mainstream at least, no non­

natural perception is legitimate and hence it matters not at all 

what caused it or whether the perception is of God or devil, cosmic 

void or 'unitive*insight so long as the experience has the quality

* It is nonetheless an interesting argument that only real things 
appear real. It is asking a lot for us to believe that the 
appearance of reality is only accidentally present in the case of 
real objects. Perhaps, if we could show that only real impressions 
appear real in all respects then some sort of ontological 
argument could be developed on this basis. It is perhaps worth 
reviewing our experience of illusions, to determine if qualitatively 
our experience of these is just the same as our experiences of 
objects with proven existence.
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of appearing real^for in no case is existence implied - though 

this is not to rule out the possibility that only one of these 

types does appear real. In short the ontological status of the 

object of perception is ,  in the mystical case, wholly irrelevant 

to whether the experience appears real or not and in claiming that 

the experience appears real no existence claim is necessarily being 

made at all.

The second point I wish to make is that it would appear to make 

no difference to the seeming reality of mystical experience 

whether the subject believes his perception to be real or not. 

Trevor and other thinking mystics faced an intolerable dilemma 

when their experience seems to be telling them one thing about 

the world and the wisdom of their age another, yet even so, as 

occasionally some do, they abandon a belief in the existence of 

the objects of their experience none is able to remember his 

experience except as something which appeared wholly real. Some­

one who was 'not in the least religious - in fact rather the 

opposite' can write 'suddenly I was aware of a’'presencen ... it 

enveloped me in a surrounding of perfect love ... I was quite 

certain that I had been in the presence of God' (21) and another 

'wide awake, my brain clear with a peculiar, wonderful sensation; 

the room was alive and someone was speaking. The voice said "I 

am with you always". It was the voice of God, Creator or whatever 

you like to call it, and not the imagination of a disordered mind.

I am no Christian or religious fanatic ...' (22). The insistence 

of mystics about the felt reality of their experience is perhaps 

surprising if it is the case that, if we have an unsupported,
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mundane experience, we might be persuaded not merely that it was 

non-veridical but that we did not really 'see' it at all, at least 

we might try to persuade ourselves of this since we depend upon our 

senses so much to tell us about reality. This is however arguable 

for in everyday cases we might equally fall back on the irrefutable 

"I know what I saw" even if we also accept we were deluded. Does it 

make a difference if we think the conjuror has sawn the lady in half 

or merely tricked us? If it makes no difference to the quality of 

the mystical experience whether it is more or less credible to us, 

we may argue that the appearence of reality is in no way contingent 

but as an intrinsic characteristic of the state. However, the 

’objectivity' and especially ’validity' of the mystical perception 

mentioned by some authors does, as in the example of the sceptics 

above, appear contingent for there is no necessary connection between 

our having an apparently real experience and believing that it is real.

The fourth point is that the quality of appearing to be real is not 

something about which it appears mystics can be mistaken. I have 

mentioned the insistence of mystics on this point and it contrasts 

with a variety of other non-veridical apprehensions which, if not 

immediately self-evidently, unreal, come to be regarded as such in 

the co\arse of time. The drug taker, psychotic or dreamer may have 

an experience so vivid or powerful that for a time it appears quite 

real, whether or not it is believed to be so, but recognition of its 

counterfeit nature will occur at some point unless all powers of 

discrimination have been lost. Previous experience of such phenomena 

may play a part in the speed with which the false note is discerned.

'My last manic episode began with the usual curious change in sense-
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perception of the outer world. I can only describe it by saying 

that the "limits go up", as if a kind of switch were turned in my 

psycho-phyBical system. Everything seems different, somehow brighter 

and clearer - it is quite easily recognizable and bitter experience 

lias taught me that I should take immediate steps to go into hospital'(23). 

Certainly it took me some time to discover in which ways 'lucid 

dreaming* did not ring true though its non-veridicality was quickly 

apparent. Yet in the case of mystics such a moment never seems to 

come for I have never come across "it seemed at the time like" or 

"I only thought I saw". Despite the social pressures and the 

occasional acceptance by mystics that their experiences are non- 

veridical, none seems able to discern ary thing counterfeit about the 

experience itself and I take it that a continuing assertion, perhaps 

over a lifetime, that whatever else the experience appeared real 

and does so still, is a mark of its authenticity.

The apparent reality of the experience comes through very strongly 

in all the accounts we have. Teresa of Avila wrote *a person who 

was unexpectedly plunged into water could not fail to be aware of 

it; here the case is the same but even more evident* (2 4) whilst 

others speak of the experience as 'leaving no room for doubt',

'concrete', 'unmistakably real' etc. I wish here to attempt to 

analyse what it is that this apparent reality consists of and argue 

that we can only think of it in terms of other sensory or quasi- 

sensory experiences with which we are more familiar. Though this is 

a very grey area indeed, I shall suggest that three factors are 

involved in the case of mystical perception: A) lucidity or clarity,
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B) stability and C) coherence each of which gives it a comparability 

with the commoner sorts of sense perception. I could not say that these 

sufficiently typify what it is that gives experience» mundane and mystical» 

the appearance of reality or whether all need to be present before we 

perceive our experience to be real but argue nonetheless that they are 

certainly amongst the cues we 'look for' when we scrutinize our experience 

both in the short and long term.

A) LUCIDITY CR CLARITY. The ideation in mystical experience as in some 

mundane perception is, peculiarly unmistakable. This is not the same as 

vividness of visual imagery frequently reported in dreams and psychedelic 

cases for the clarity of mystical or mundane comprehensions would not 

appear to depend on heightened perception or intensity. In a case such as 

'I seemed to feel rather than see ... I had no doubt that this was a vision 

of heaven. The memory of it has never left me' (25), the certainty the 

subject has would not appear to owe anything to vividness yet, nevertheless, 

the stimuli are recognizable in a way that leaves no doubt in the experient's 

mind about the fact of experiencing and what it is that is experienced and 

which perhaps helps to mske the experience unforgettable. Searle has 

suggested that the best analogy for human consciousness is 'a footprint 

on wet sand'^that is^we are made aware, not by computation, but by a 

kind of imprinting or branding. The image seems appropriate, for 

whatever role ideology plays in determining the meaning of our experience, 

there is something in the way that mystical and some sense perceptions 

strike us that leaves us in no doubt that we have had such an experience.

In the case of mundane perception, one might ascribe this to the effect 

that a real and objective stimulus has upon us - usually a new experience 

or in one of those rare moments when "everything comes alive/stands out" 

as on the first day of a holiday - but there is no reason why any sensory
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stimuli, external or physiological in origin ̂ hould not make this impression 

upon us. Coup de foudre might better describe the impact which mystical 

experience makes for it is the strikingness, sharpness or standing out 

of these events in the mind that I am attempting to portray. This quality 

may also have some connection with the claim that mystical experience 

appears moitreal than everyday perception. Just as 'first love' or one 

of those rare moments when we really feel 'alive' seems so much closer to 

reality than our perceptions of a world to which we have become habituated 

and stand out in the mind as something about which we cannot be mistaken, 

so might mystical experience appear in relation to all mundane perceptions 

perhaps on account of its novelty or because we do not inhibit our 

conscious awareness of it as we seem able to do in so many other eases.

Even in mundane sense perception there is a continuum of felt reality 

ranging from the insubstantiality of a variety of states to the felt 

intensity of new or delightful sensations and mystical experience may take 

a place near the top of this range though it is only a subjective 

perception and one relative to the other experiences with which the 

mystic can compare it.

B) STABILITY. Perhaps the most important disanalogy with a variety of 

experiences which fail, at least in the long run, to persuade us that 

they are real, is the stability of perception manifest both in mystical 

and mundane sense experience. To illustrate this point it is easiest to 

use visual examples though stability is by no means confined to sight 

alone. A psychotropic drug-induced experience has been described in these 

terms: 'he looked at me, elongated his mouth like a trumpet until it 

reached my ear. Suddenly I saw my own father standing in the middle of 

the peyote field, but the field had vanished and the scene was my old home ..
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lie just listened and then '.ran pulled or sucked away. I walked through 

the peyote fie ld  . . .  something emerged from a strange starlike light on 

a plant etc. e t c . ' (26) .  Such a description would do for ’ isny tuples o f 

hallucination, dreaming (though not 'lucid  dreaming’ ) ,  hypnagogic imagery 

and so forth which involve ever-changing and kaleidoscopic petterns o f 

ideation and mood which are presumably associative in  nature. Compare 

this with 'I  was in  a f ie ld , a larpe empty fie ld  and i t  had hiph polden 

grass tiiat was very s o ft , so bright. I was rea lly  very happy in that 

place, wherever i t  was . . .  s o ft , s i l ls ’- very b r illia n t  gold. The grass 

swayed i t  was very peaceful, very quiet, The grass m s so outstandingly 

beautiful that I w ill never forget i f  (27)» In this second case the 

whole experience comprised an awareness o f this fie ld  and there m s no 

flux or flu id ity  o f ideation or variation in  mood. Inis is  usual in  the 

case o f mystical experience, e .g . 'without warning> I fe l t  I was in 

kea-on -  an inward state o f peace and joy end assurance, indescribably 

intense, accompanied with a sense o f being bathed in a warn glow of 

light . . .  this deep emotion lasted, only gradually passing away') (20). 

Some mystical experiences may be sequential, as are our perceptions o f 

the world, but do not seem to involve this inherent in sta b ility  which 

v?e are familiar with in  dreams, file comparability of mystical experience 

and sense perception in  this respect is  important for i t  is  the depend­

a b ility  or s ta b ility  o f the mundane world that must give i t  much of that 

a ir  ox rea lity  we ascribe to i t .

c) CCEEPiElTCx. This third point o f sim ilarity with everyday perception 

and d issim ilar!ty  with some other types o f non-veridical experience 

may be related to s ta b ility  and is  perhaps best characterized by contrast
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with surrealism. In surreal experience events have an 'Alice in 

Wonderland' quality in that they have no logical structure. For example, 

in a Salvador Dali painting whales fly, the sky is green in colour and 

all objects stand in a totally meaningless relationship with each other, 

their identities only obliquely related to that which they have in a 

world of meaning. A surrealistic experience may not be wholly unrecog- 

isable but shades into incoherence for any meaning we found in it is 

entirely idiosyncratic-as in Mr. Porter's dream; 'these paper wounds, four 

in type were gradually and correctly understood to mean stop' (29). The 

point about surreal experience is that it cannot be mistaken for 'real' 

experience for it would appear to be part of our conception of reality 

that our experience of it is logically structured. At the sub-atomic 

level we know that reality is not logically structured but perhaps it is 

no coincidence that this 'Alice in Wonderland' world is beyond sense 

experience and can only be technologically measured. In the case of 

mystical experience, be it a vision of paradisal fields or some more 

complex non-visual experience of a greater whole or deity, there would 

appear to be nothing in it that is not self-consistent and thus make the 

mystic doubt that it is real. One wonders whether Teresa of Avila, for 

example, rejected some experiences as 'false' or demonically inspired 

on the grounds that the 'picture' presented did not cohere. Experiences 

of God which left a bitter taste - 'aridity of soul' - or which aroused 

the lower passions, though not unstable, may not merely have offended her 

preconceptions as to what a divine experience should be like but may not 

have 'jelled', appearing in some way like a surrealistic experience to be 

inconsistent, self-contradictory and hence untrustworthy. Since we rarely 

have any clear idea as to what a mystic's experience is like, the only 

point I wish to make is that the claim that it appeared real seems to
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entail that the experience formed a self-consistent whole^for otherwise, 

as in the case of surreal or fantastic experience, it could not seem real 

to us for long.

These three characteristics or qualities of the mystical experience 

perhaps help us understand why it appears real, provide grounds for 

disanalogy with perhaps all other non-veridical experience except for 

illusions caused by external stimuli and enable us to view the experience 

in important respects in sensory or quasi-sensory terms. The apparent 

realness or concreteness of the mystical experience would not appear 

simply to be a descriptive feature^for the appearance of reality in the 

mundane world can be explained in terms of specific, if ill-understood, 

psycho-physiological processes and it cannot be mere chance that mystical 

experience also manifests this particular quality. As suggested by the 

experiment on sheep mentioned in the first chapter, things may only become 

real for us when there is sufficient stimulation of various neuro­

physiological systems. If the 'firing' of these systems alone gives 

rise to 'real' experience - a lucid, stable and coherent experience - 

then 'real' experience has an empirical as well as a descriptive identity. 

This is not an ontological argument for I am merely making the point that 

sense experience is understood to constitute a distinct class of experience 

which may be defined and distinguished from other types - even if we are 

not qualified to give a neuro-physiological definition - and in so far as 

in important respects mystical experience is a member of this class it 

shares in this distinctive identity and the theoretical as well as 

descriptive basis it entails. Apparent reality appears to me to be by 

far the most important feature that we can identify in the subjective 

accounts of the experience we are offered and some of its implications 

are exploded, in the following chapter.
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2) MEA.1UNGPULNESS •

The second characteristic of mystical experience I wish to draw 

attention to is the meaning it has for the mystic and a wider 

audience. For the subject, the experience itself is both cogent and 

profoundly significant and subsequently has an impact on values and 

beliefs and the interpretation of other , mundane, experience. The 

peculiarity here is the emphasis mystics lay on the significance their 

experience has, and continues to have, for them. It also has meaning 

for others and can be discussed intelligibly in terms of religious systems. 

This is a point of considerable disanalogy with most other non-veridical 

apprehensions for, even if these have a continuing subjective significance - 

which is unlikely - they remain essentially private experiences beyond 

discussion and analysis. Altogether, meaningfulness is a striking 

descriptive feature that can be recognized whether or not we understand 

precisely what meaning it is the subject finds in his experience for it 

is usually explicitly mentioned and evident in the subsequent importance 

he attaches to it. The theoretical value of this feature is more obscure.

In the following chapter I consider the view that mystical experience is 

parasitic upon sets of acquired religio-cultural beliefs and thus its 

sense and meaningfulness is pre-ordained^but reject this view on several 

grounds. However, 1 nonetheless find meaningfulness to be highly suggestive 

for I do not believe it is chance that we find 'supernatural1 experience 

meaningful both at the subjective and cultural level. In the final chapter 

I will try to develop some ideas, that will scarcely merit being called 

a hypothesis, on the theme that our ability to recognize a supernatural 

world with its own values and alogical connections is not a consequence 

of our being heirs to religious traditions but rather part of the evidence 

for a self-contained psycho-physical world that inns in conjunction with 

the one we are more familiar with. Though it is fair to note, in the
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light of my comments above on the invalidity of descriptive character­

izations, that I do believe this feature has theoretical significance, 

this is not the place to elucidate these ideas but rather simply observe 

that meaningfulness is a striking feature which helps typify and, to some 

extent, distinguish mystical experience.

A) For the individual the mystical experience is usually found instant­

aneously to be meaningful, generally in a peculiarly profound or intense 

way. I shall discuss in turn the intentionality of the mystical experience, 

its felt importance and its continuing significance-which may indeed be 

closely related—for each raises questions which are of considerable 

interest. These wider issues do not however affect the only point I aim
f

to establish which is that, for the subject, mystical experience is 

invariably significant over a long period of time and found to be so in 

a .peculiarly intense way.

In all cases mystical experience is intentional, that is, it is perceived 

to be about something, e.g. 'knowing vivid and real ... the inexhaustible 

love of God for us'. (30) Mystics may take it to show God's existence, 

a revelation of our place in the scheme of things or some more personal 

message but it is never said "I had an experience which meant nothing to 

me". Even if the mystic is, unusually, a radical sceptic who does not 

believe that his insight has any validity, the experience is nonetheless 

said to be comprehensible. In the example of scepticism given above, just 

as we might recognize an oasis, knowing it to be a mirage, it was still an

experience of God's presence. Some would argue that the point is scarcely
✓

worth making as it is an analytic requirement that experience must be 

intentional. However, there would not in fact seem to be a logical 

relationship between experience and meaning for in 'agnosia', an admittedly 

rare condition caused by brain injury, there can be full sensory experience
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to which the victim cah attach no meaning at all, though his intellectual 

capacities remain unimpaired. More commonly we are aware of sundry images, 

as in the hypnagogic state, to which we attach no significance and it 

would not appear to he an analytic requirement that we must make all 

experience intelligible by construing it and structuring it in meaningful 

ways. I do not suggest that in itself intentionality distinguishes mystical 

experience fron all but the most incoherent states of awareness but I 

nonetheless find it surprising, given the types of meanings ascribed to 

the experience - God, eternity etc. - and bearing in mind that not all 

mystics have a background of religions'or existential knowledge, that 

non-natural experience is always found to make sense at the subjective level.

Though it makes no difference to the fact that mystics perceive their 

experience to be about something, it is an interesting question whether 

or not the sense they find in it is logically derived from the perception - 

as for a motorist a red traffic signal means stop, something alogically 

related to it or something illogically invested in it. In the case of 

a woman dressed in blue with an infant in her arms, a recognition that 

this is the Virgin could be explained as a deduction from religious 

knowledge but in most cases it is difficult to see how the meanings found 

could be logically derived from the experience. It might reasonably be 

asked how a mystic knows this is God or that he is part of eternity since 

few religions give any clear rules of inference which in any event would 

scarcely be applicable to the strange and largely non-visual sensations 

which mystics commonly report. There are two further arguments against 

treating the sense a mystic finds in his experience as having been 

logically derived from what he perceives. In the first place there is no 

logical connection in many cases nor, in some, is there even a possibility 

of this. In 'I knew without any doubt whatever, that if I could only hold
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on to that moment, I should know and understand everything in the world'(5 1), 

since the experient made no claim to knowledge of anything, the belief 

that he was so close to a revelation could not have been logically deduced. 

Nor is it clear how, say, 'the luminescence of the night sky, the forms 

of the trees and the perfect silence of the place1 logically.leads to 

'then it was I knew for certain that I was a living part of something 

eternal'.(32) In some cases there is no conscious experience at all from 

which anything may be derived other than the instant of illumination in 

which something becomes known,'in a particular moment I became absolutely 

certain that God exists. This certainty is more exact than any findings 

of science ...' (33) Clearly in such cases there is no parallel with 

our mundane 'knowledge by acquaintance' for the sense is not derived from 

conscious experience. Equally, in most cases, no time elapses in which 

complex deductions could take place for it is usually 'a sudden and 

momentous conviction' that x is the case which is not preceded by a period 

of uncertainty or pondering which We might expect. There never seems to be 

a case in which it is said "I was uncertain at first" or "I came to the 

conclusion that" but always "I knew irrefutably, totally and instant­

aneously". Though not all recognition of the meaning an experience has 

is simultaneous with the experience, like Bharati's 'zero experience',

Teresa of Avila mentions experiences during whichfthe spirit is both 

blind and dumb ... thus preventing its knowing whence or how it enjoys 

this grace ... during the actual moment of divine union the soul feels 

nothing, all its powers being entirely lost',(34) in these cases there 

is no evidence of computation or creativity and when recognition comes 

it does so with the usual force and completeness common to other cases.

I do not rule out a logical deduction in some cases but the sense a 

mystic finds would not often seem to be arrived at in this way.
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This would seem to leave three possibilities. 1. The mystic invests his 

experience with such sense as he may, ideologically and idiosyncratically.

2. That there is an alogical relationship and J. That there is a logical 

relationship but the sense the mystic finds is often derived from subliminal 

experience. The first possibility is perhaps the simplest as there is 

after all no necessity for us to attach only logically derived meanings 

to experience. As in Mr. Porter's dream, four paper wounds 'meant stop' 

and we can attach what meanings we like though this may not be adaptive or, 

as in the case of a traffic light, safe. If there is no logical relationship 

between the perceptions a mystic is conscious of and the meaning he invests 

in them, perhaps mystical experience is superfluous except possibly as 

the occasion for the 'illumination'. Can we say "this is God" in the 

context of any number of natural or non-natural perceptions? My objection 

to this is that it ignores the distinction between cases which appear both 

real and meaningful and those which are simply meaningful. Not all meaningful 

experiences are recognized as real and we may be consciously aware that we 

are investing in our experiences a significance they do not in reality have.

It is not, for example, uncommon to treat another as if he were a 

departed loved one 'seeing' in him the person we wish to 'see'. There are 

no doubt gradations but,unless we have lost all judgment and become deluded, 

we are able to recognize that, at one level, this is some quite different 

person than the one we miss and that the meaning we invest our experience 

with is subjective and does not form part of the reality our senses present 

us with. Apart from young children and the deluded, few would think that 

believing x to be the case, is to make it part of the 'objective' reality 

of our experience. As there is no evidence that all mystics have lost 

'their grip on reality' and they uniformly claim both in the short and 

long term that theirs was not an act of imagination but, on the contrary,
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the sense of their experience was part of the reality/validity/objectivity 

their experience had - for it unmistakably had such and such a meaning for 

them- I think we should hesitate before ascribing the sense found in 

mystical experience solely to subjective and ideological imposition for, 

if mystics idiosyncratically supply their own meanings, I would suggest 

they could not for long seem real or objective.

If not derived logically from conscious experience and if the connection is 

not illogical either, we may have to look at the other two possibilities 

which might explain better how it is that 'a sublime knowledge is infused 

in the soul, imbuing it with the certainty of the truth that (35)»

¿logical relationships would account for the claim that the experience 

was real/valid, instantaneous recognition and for the fact that often no 

logical connection can be discerned. I am not here thinking of conditioned 

or idiosyncratic connections which are essentially illogical but rather the 

'sun makes us happy' type. I believe we can recognize that there is a 

connection between tranquilly looking at the night sky and feelings/thoughts 

of eternity which is not deductive but either associative or at some 

subliminal and archaic level symbolic. In a case such as 'the newly risen 

sun sent flickering over the long, low, glassy mounds of the rolling swells 

a series of elastic reflections which expanded and contracted and zigzagged 

as they travelled in stately and regular motion toward me ... the heiro- 

glyphics upon the waters seemed to flash through me, pass through my body .. 

recognizable as Arabic of a peculiar kind - golden letters in a Holy Book .. 

being written on the sea by the sun, himself a poet' (36) the train of 

events would not seem to suggest that the connections made are illogical 

but rather that the recognition that the scene was meaningful in some way 

comes out of/follows on from this type of perception. A speculation
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perhaps hut aggregates of form, shape, colour etc. naturally or non- 

naturally perceived, may make sense to us in a way that owes nothing to 

logic or our individual imagination. The final possibility is that there 

is a logical relationship between experience and significance but we are 

not always consciously aware of the experience from which the meaning we 

recognize is derived. It is a scientific fact that we can take strong 

and unmistakable likes and dislikes to people on the basis of our detection 

of their pherones and other chemical output of which we are not consciously 

aware. In this case there is a necessary and not a subjective or illogical 

connection though we are not individually aware of its cause. It is not 

unimaginable that something similar is happening in mystical experience 

and that is why we know something unmistakably and instantaneously and 

in a completely real/sensory way yet not always be able to say why. Let 

us say that the recognition that everything is joined, part of a whole, 

arises from an awareness of some early stage in the sensory process, for 

it is not unlikely that, whilst we are usually only aware of the end 

product before image enhancement and resolution have taken place, there 

are earlier stages during which there are no discrete identities but 

only objects fused, unfocussed, from which we can recognize no 

distinctions even our own separate identity. Some mystics see the world 

in this way, momentarily, others do not but are nonetheless in no doubt 

that this is the way it is and perhaps both are ’tuned' in to this - 

hypothetical - phase in the sensory process prior to resolution and 

definition. It would account for the reality both claim as part of 

their experience and explain why, in one case, there is an obvious 

connection between perception and meaning and, in the other, merely a 

'knowing'. Satisfactory or not, some such hypothesis is necessary to 

explain why it is mystics believe in the reality and validity of their 

insight yet cannot always say how they come by it*
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The second feature of the immediate experience worth drawing attention 

to is the profound felt importance of the insight; indeed it is more 

a revelation than a simple recognition. It is true that this has little 

to do with the intelligibility of the experience with which all of the 

other points are concerned but is a noteworthy concomitant of 

meaningfulness, for not only are mystical 'truths’ understood in capital 

letters, so to speak, but the importance attached to these 'truths' 

by the individual is very considerable also and this forms a part of 

what we understand by meaningful/significant in relation to subjective 

experience. Most mystics do not simply become aware that x is the case 

but find that this 'truth' 'bursts in/blazes through their mind' as 

a 'revelation of unuttei-able importance' that often excludes an 

awareness of all else - God's love, for instance, is sometimes felt 

to be the only fact of the universe, all else being peripheral. There 

may be a parallel here with creativity, with that moment we shout 

'Sureka' after a long search for a solution when all else is momentarily 

driven from our minds. There is almost certainly a relationship with 

the lucidity or clarity mentioned above as part of the apparent realness 

of the experience for we focus on the mystical insight which captures 

our attention. Though the mystic feels himself to be making some 

momentous discovery, this feeling appears independent of whether or not 

he has any particular insight: 'when I walk in the fields I am oppressed 

now and then with the feeling that everything I see has a meaning, if I 

could but understand it. And this feeling of being surrounded with 

truths which I cannot grasp amounts to indescribable awe'. (37) The 

emphatic nature of mystical 'illuminations' seems to shade into a 

number of different qualities, apparent reality - though this cannot 

be the prime reason for mystics to believe in the validity of their 

insights as so much everyday comprehension lacks this quality - awefulness 

or numinosity of the 'truth' apprehended and into a state of ecstasy or
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exultation. It would be misleading to say that every mystical insight 

was accompanied by a sense of revelation^for there appears to be something 

of a continuum^though it is rare to find a case in which the moment of 

recognition is reported in a wholly matter of fact sort of way. There is 

also, though less easy to elucidate, usually an enormous sense of the 

personal importance of the revelation. This is not the same as the 

importance attributed to a revelation^ for we may know, even have x revealed 

to us, without feeling that it is personally significant whereas we can 

feel a tremendous sense of identity with the perception of a trifle. After 

trauma or shockj as in many battlefield accounts for example, there is 

often a paradoxical phase in which some normally insignificant perception, 

the shape of a twig, say,assumes an enormous personal significance and 

meaning whilst the main events round-about are all but forgotten. These 

moments seem to be treasured and remembered less for what we understood 

as for the peculiarly personal significance that the experience had for us. 

This sense of personal meaningfulness is common to many drug-induced 

experiences but, in the case of mystical experience, usually combines 

with some religious or metaphysical insight that in its own right seems 

to the individual concerned to be undeniably important as well. Both 

these aspects of felt importance will be recognized by anyone familiar 

with first-hand accounts of mystical experience and wnilst not state- 

specific help characterize the state and may yet provide us with an 

insight as to the nature of the processes involved.

LONG TERM SIGNIFICANCE.

It is in the long term that I believe the continuing meaningfulness of 

mystical experience becomes a ground of clear disanalogy with other, 

non-veridical apprehensions. In the very short-term a variety of experiences 

can appear meaningful and then cease to be so when the experient returns
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to everyday consciousness. The drug-taker may, for a while, find 

meaning in the 'universe is a red line', say, but the claim quickly 

becomes unintelligible to him whilst, whether we believe them to have 

to do with reality or not, dreams can also leave us for a time with a 

disturbing sense of their significance which diminishes on waking. 

Occasionally, as when the mystic believes he has grasped the meaning 

of the universe, it is stated that he no longer comprehends what this 

meaning was but, even in these cases, the subjective significance of 

the event does not seem to be diminished for it was still the moment 

of contact with the almighty or a higher realm. We may remember vivid 

dreams over many years but it is not only that we forget what meaning 

they had for us but that they have little continuing relevance either - 

I underline that I am discussing only the subjective perception of 

significance and not, say, freudian analysis in terms of which the dream 

might be thought of as giving valid information. Perhaps continuing 

significance is linked to the appearance of reality and the validity 

the experience is thought to have and it could be that, in other cultures 

than ours in which dreams are treated as predictive, these also might be 

felt to have a continuing importance and be seen as the lynch-pin to 

which all experience is compared and related. However, it is rare indeed 

to hear of anyone say of any other type of non-veridical experience 

'this has been the anchor of my life which has given it meaning for over 

thirty years' and which 'I rely on and turn to when troubled' and in terms 

of which 'I understand all that has subsequently happened to me'. It would 

be rare indeed to find a veridical experience of which such things could 

be said.

One of the curio-.sities of long-term significance is that so much that 

subsequently happens to the experient can be understood in terms of a
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perception that is non-natural or discontinuous with mundane existence.

It appears to the individuals concerned that the meaning or significance 

of the mystical event is ever unfolding, strengthening them in adversity - 

if'iIXlive to he 100, I shall never forget, I knew I would never be alone 

again'(38) - re-inforcing or bringing a new positive approach to life - 

'I could not look at my fellow men without remembering that the spirit 

of God burned in each of them and we were in the truest sense brothers' - 

and in many other ways affecting the outlook and life style of the 

experienti Horne introduced a 'casval' and 'serious' dichotomy to 

distinguish between those cases in which the long-term consequences were 

marked and those in which they seemed slight but whether in reality lives 

were changed by this sort of experience, the subject invariably has the
t

perception that it has been changed markedly and in not one but many ways. 

The comprehensive nature of the effect mystical experience has is 

difficult to account for. It would be understandable if one's religious 

knowledge increased aSa result of a mystical experience;but that one 

should see the whole of one's life experience in a different light is a 

remarkable tribute to the power and felt importance of these insights.

Even if we believed that a memorable dream was predictive it is unlikely 

that this would re-orientate us and would come to dominate all our 

thinking and none but the most traumatic earthly experiences would colour 

our perception of all subsequent experience for the rest of our days. It 

is possible that, since all the reports of mystical experience we have 

have been volunteered, that this characteristic is over-represented or 

over-emphasised. Presumably, if the experience had no continuing 

significance, it would be disregarded and not reported at all}though 

we have no reason to suppose this is the case. Nor are the effects 

quantifiable and we only have a subjective perception to go on that there 

is a diminuation of neurosis, a sense of increased optimism, comfort 

and altruism and so forth yet the firm impression is that these experiences 

are felt to exert a powerful, comprehensive and continuing effect on the
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way individuals subsequently interpret the world and live their lives.

Some psychologists, such as Batson and Ventis, treat this feature as

evidence that cognitive processes have been radically restructured. I

shall later offer a number of considerations against this view, not least

that whilst the changed view of self and the world lasts a very long time,

it can be intermittent in nature also«but perhaps the most important

question for now is whether we should think of this continuing significance

as something logically related to the original experience or as something

contingent. Psychological and physiological explanations aside, one might

argue that there is a logical connection between the intrusion of a

seemingly real non-natural experience and the subsequent development of what(

Margolis describes as 'a metaphysical world view*, increased altruism etc. 

as one could not have such an experience without attempting to incorporate 

it with all the meaning it is found to have in one's world view with 

largely predictable results. Alternatively one might suggest that the 

development of new beliefs and patterns of behaviour are only contingently 

related to the experience depending more on religio-cultural background, 

personal predispositions and all the other fortuitous encounters of life.

In this latter case the significance reported is largely retrospective 

and, whilst we could still say that, like other traumatic events, the 

mystical experience is a kind of landmark in the life of the experient, iif is 

one which: has no intrinsic meaning long-term but only that which is 

subsequently invested in it. This might be the case^but it is noteworthy 

that mystics claim that the experience is .imprinted in their memories.

If this can be accepted they are not free to add or take away from the 

meaning it was originally felt to have to accommodate subsequent needs.

This is not to say that the subjective perception of the mystical event 

is fixed and without evolution for a lifetime, only that mystics do not
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appear to keep 'changing their story' on the basis of personal need 

or suggestion as hysterics or the feeble-minded might nor, come to that, 

would they appear to embroider or elaborate on the main events as the 

years go past. This consistency not merely shows them, as a rule, to be 

credible witnesses but suggests that the continuing significance is 

related to the impact the experience first made rather than that a 

traumatic event is simply used as a focus for whatever hopes or fears 

the individual might subsequently wish it to embody for them. I certainly 

incline towards the former view, partly because, short of repressing the 

memory of it, which mystics manifestly do not, there is a psychological 

necessity for us to make a coherent whole out of our experience, however 

diverse, and, psychologically, it would not be possible for us to keep 

this striking memory on a shelf apart from our other experience. Perhaps, 

more importantly, because we have the evidence of many cases where life-long 

commitments have been made on the basis of such experiences and kept.

After any number of real and non-veridical experiences, we may make 

commitments and rapidly become disillusioned with them but there are many, 

often anecdotal, accounts of mystics perceiving that such and such is the 

only course their life can take and never regretting building a new life 

around this premiss whatever vicissitudes they might meet. Clearly not 

every mystic feels himself called to a vocation but where the experience 

is understood to be a personal call, this would appear to provide 

sufficient reason and motivation to embark on a new life, despite the 

scepticism of the modem world, and a sufficiently strong conviction 

to sustain this course. This is pure speculation in the absence of 

a detailed analysis of what mystics themselves would offer as the 

inspiration for any changes that subsequently came about, but a number 

of biographers suggest that, for their subjects, there is one experience
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which proves a turning point and which motivates them for the rest of 

their lives in a way which suggests a logical or even organic connection 

between mystical experience and the way this comes to dominate subsequent 

beliefs and actions. It certainly seems refiSotAable to say that mystical 

experiences are perceived to be good, sometimes compelling, reasons for 

believing or doing something( and even in the long-term they are offered 

as sufficient justification for a belief or course of action.

The meaningfulness of the experience for the subject both in the short 

and long term and the degree of felt importance this has, distinguishes 

mystical experience as a class; though the feature may not be state- 

specific as’ individual cases of memorable dreams, traumatic, mundane 

experience and the like may sheiu; all these features to some extent.

It poses many questions for the philosophy of mind and the psychology 

of belief for which no certain solutions exist; but it is perhaps 

sufficient to note here that non-natural experience is found to be 

intensely meaningful at a subjective level in a way that many other 

experiences, veridical and private, are not.

||MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE IS MEANINGFUL FOR A WIDER AUDIENCE ALSO.

"The universe is love" is intelligible in a way that the "universe 

is a red line" is not. Perhaps it is no more than an accidental 

consonAnce with man's long religious traditions but it seems that 

most mystical claims about the meaning and nature of such experience 

can be understood widely, perhaps universally. We each, given the 

slightest acquaintance with religious thought, can comprehend-to our 

own satisfaction at least - what it is that mystics are saying. Their 

more complex expressions may not be immediately cogitable - 'the 

presence of the Holy Trinity' requires specific religious knowledge - 

and, as noted above, we rapidly run into problems when mystics use



116

religious language, but their experiences are meaningful to us to some 

degree and this raises a number of issues which cannot be done justice 

to here. The relationship between individual experience of the divine 

and the growth of religious traditions, for example, is obviously a 

complex and contentious question and it is perhaps sufficient to note 

here that because religions do provide contexts in terms of which 

mystics can describe their experience, we find what they are saying both 

intelligible and to some degree significant. This may be no more noteworthy 

than the fact that "the bishop moves diagonally" is intelligible to us 

in the context of the rules of chess but it is interesting that we find 

mystical experience meaningful and can, rightly or wrongly, apply the 

logical considerations of theology to it when virtually all other non­

natural experience is a closed book to us. This is not to deny that 

psycho-analysts, amongst others, have found meanings in dreams or that 

we can recognize patterns in hallucinations, say - the tunnel, the spiral 

etc. - only that reporting talking in a dream to one's grandfather, say, 

or seeing "pink elephants", is not significant in the way that a recognition 

of eternity, divinity etc. is held by many to be, for such claims are 

simply thought of as private and without any intrinsic meaning or wider 

relevance.

This semantic feature can go beyond finding a minimal intelligibility 

in the claims of mystics for we can discuss and analyse these claims in 

terms of the structured beliefs of traditions in the context of which 

they make sense. We might ask, for example, whether this was an 

authentic experience of Jesus or how it is that a man is able to 

experience eternity or infinity. I am not convinced that it is useful 

to ask such questions but-merely note that they can be meaningfully 

asked whereas we would not think it meaningful to have asked De Q,uincey;
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say, whether the 'damned crocodile' which haunted his dreams was 

authentic or how it was possible for it to be 'multiplied in a 

thousand repetitions'.(39) Is it a mere predilection on our part for 

religio-philosophical questions that makes us think that we can ask 

meaningful questions about mystical claims but not about the others, 

or is there something about this class of claim - the apparent universal 

relevance of the signs employed perhaps, that makes it more than a game 

we have chosen to play with a few arbitarily selected utterances? It 

is unfortunately rare to find philosophers of religion who concern them­

selves with the 'semiotics' of religious language, but that they do 

analyse mystical claims and find this activity meaningful is enough to 

distinguish these claims from others which are widely regarded as private.

It may be objected that not all mystical claims are meaningful and 

t' ere are certainly some which seem to fall beyond sense. In Zen, the 

master gives his pupil a Koan - a quite senseless riddle - and it is 

only when this is 'understood' that the pupil makes the grade. Clearly 

one cannot discuss the meaning of the riddle or of what is taking place 

but it could be argued that something meaningful is taking place for the 

master recognizes when the pupil has 'understood* and there are many 

accounts, not all apocryphal, of the apparently senseless conversations 

which then ensue with every sign of mutual recognition. Even in this 

extreme case it might then still be possible to argue that the meaning 

a mystic finds is not only subjective but can be and is shared by a wider, 

though limited, audience. One also occasionally encounters what appears 

to be a simple incoherence. Attar's 'I went from God to God, until they 

cried from me in me, saying, "0 thou I" for I have reached annihilation 

in God', for example, appears beyond comprehension. It could however 

be that such a form was chosen on the Koan principle or because, in some 

way, it evokes the significance the experience was felt to have. I would
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sentences but as drunks sometimes understand each other when no one else 

can, perhaps other ecstatics could penetrate Attar's meaning though the 

recognition would not be logical. Such cases present us with a considerable 

difficulty for, if they have any wider significance, it is only for those 

who are in an appropriate frame of mind and it becomes a moot point 

whether we can talk of a valid recognition of their meaning as distinct 

from being found meaningful at a subjective level. It might be simpler 

to accept that these are atypical examples which, like many other non- 

veridical experiences, are inherently vacuous though felt by the experient 

to be charged with meaning but as I, at least, associate mystical 

experience with wider significance and as so many cases have this quality,

I would prefer to argue either that they can be comprehended or 

alternatively that they are not authentically mystical. It seems to me 

that the concept of the mystical must break down if we are only 

discussing the subjective perception of meaning^for they could have no 

common identity even at the descriptive level and would be beyond 

typification. As I am attempting to characterize the mystical experience 

I naturally do not wish to be forced to this conclusion too soon. I

I have then argued that mystical experience is intensely significant 

at the subjective level and that the sense it appears to have does not 

seem to be idiosyncratically invested in the experience but rather 

related to the nature of the perception the mystic has in either a 

logical or an alogical way. I have also argued that the sense of 

significance continues indefinitely and that it can be shared with others 

even to the point of being logically analysed. If I am justified in 

making these points, we have taken an important step in characterizing 

the experience and distinguishing it from others which either do not
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appear meaningful for long or which have an entirely private significance. 

Naturally I recognize that these criteria are, at this stage, entirely 

arbitrary and are, as descriptive features, valuable at all only in so far 

as they preserve that special identity that mystical experiences have 

always been thought to have i.e. that they are about something which has 

a relevance for mankind as distinct from being private and, at best, 

accidentally intelligible. Beyond noting that the meaning these experiences 

have is non-natural and discontinuous, I would not wish further to specify 

what it consists of̂  though I mention one feature below which is commonly 

reported. I will however wish to argue later that the meaning which 

these experiences appear to have is in itself significant and we may

hypothesize from this about its causes. Without this further step I
(

do not believe it would be easy to justify the selection of this feature 

as a descriptive characteristic thougho/iiy testable theory based on it 

is clearly a very lo^ng way off.

Before concluding this chapter it is worth mentioning that a case could 

be made for other descriptive features that may better typify mystical 

experience than the two I have chosen. I have omitted a number of emotions - 

joy, for example, - feelings5, peace, quasi-physical feelings; heat, 

tingling and the like. I have done this partly because no one of these 

is necessarily reported though in various combinations, where we have 

any information, they usually seem to be present, partly because, as 

James noted, many such effects are shared with 'persons of non-mystical 

mind' and thus may 'have no essential mystical significance' (40) and 

partly because if one does concentrate on these and other aspects of the 

'state of experiencing' at too early a stage it would tend to dominate 

the analysis. Emotions and quasi-physical feelings do suggest natural­

istic processes and these will be looked at later. I wanted here to see
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i f  an analysis o f the experience suggested anything else as w ell. One 

might mention transience, though not a l l  mystical experiences sre 

momentary, fo r  some can last with greater or lesser intensity for  months.

The problem with transience is  that whilst most experiences are short 

this often does not well typify  the subjective perception which, in  

wholly experiential terms, is  often said to be immeasurable. One might 

fin a lly  mention ’ inner subjective q u a lity ', a phrase borrowed from Hood. 

Whatever i t  is  the mystic is  aware o f, i t  is  never a l i fe le s s  state, 

but in  some sense vibrant and liv in g . Berenson's experience of carvings 

illu stra tes  this quality as well as any; 'suddenly stem, tendril and 

fo liage became alive . . .  I fe lt  as one illumined, and beheld a world 

where every outline, every edge and every surface was in  a liv ing  

relation  to me and not, as hitherto, in  a merely cognitive one'. (4 1 )

Even self-ann ih ilation  or the 'v o id ' is  not perceived in wholly negative 

terms for  'th is  is  the brightly pure', 'the teeming emptiness' etc. I 

do not doubt that this well typ ifies  mystical experience and distinguishes 

i t  as a class from mundane experience and other non-natural ones as well 

which can be d e a d /'fla t ' etc. but, whilst i t  may be related both to 

rea lity  and meaningfulness, I cannot see a theoretical use for  i t  and 

would not wish to argue either t ’nat i t  defines the experience for  i t  is  

not unequivocally reported in  ever;.' case.

SUMHABY.

I have argued:

1. That there are two lim itations on analysing the mystical experience 

from the reports we are given o f i t .  F irstly , that any characterization 

v:e make has in i t s e l f  no empirical va lid ity  and, since i t  is  unquantifiable, 

must be made to serve some theoretical purpose which can be tested. Secondly, 

in the case of mystical experience, there are formidable problems in  the
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way of even a descriptive characterization, for our sources are

uncertain, the language obscure and we do not, in any event, know

how far we are being offered a comparable picture as opposed to

an ideological construction, or even whether there is  such a thing

as a 'basic ' mystical experience. For these two reasons, i f  one

is  to ana_-lyse the accounts, one must se lect features which are

quite unequivocally present and further demonstrate that they are

relevant to the explanation o f what is  taking place. Without doing

this i t  could never be shown that the selection  o f cases is  other

than arbitrary for i t  cannot be said that mystical experience

manifestly constitutes an id en tifiab le  and-self-defining class at

the. ■ descriptive level.
<

2. In view o f these limitations I believe i t  is  possible to pick out 

only two characteristics which I treat as defining, though far from 

typifying what we understand by mystical experience. A.Mystical 

experience invariably appears real and because i t  shares features 

in common -  c la r ity , s ta b il ity  and coherence -  I suggest the reason 

for  this is  that, like ooa everyday, waking experience, i t  is  a sensory 

or quasi-sensory phenomenon. I t  may be unclear what we mean by a 

sensory phenomenon but that we mean something by i t ,  and distinguish 

i t  from other experiences o f imagination e tc .,  is  certain. I use this 

distinction  in the next chapter to make a theoretical point and whilst 

we must wait on science to explain what experimental basis the 

d istinction  has, i t  seems lik e ly  that i t  w ill provide an empirical 

basis for the id en tifica tion  o f mystical experience as a class.

B. Mystical experience is  invariably found by the subject to be 

meaningful both in the short and long term and has a wider significance 

as w ell. Taken together as one characteristic, meaningfulness also
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appears to distinguish mystical experience as a class. There are a 

variety o f uncertainties here. Is the meaning arb ita rily  invested 

in  his experience by the subject on ideologica l grounds alone or 

might there be a log ica l or a log ica l connection with the meaning 

found in i t ?  Do others find mysticism sign ificant because i t  is  

about factors relevant to the human condition which most can recognize 

or is  i t  simply an accident that we find i t  sign ificant because we 

happen to have a history o f supernatural be lie fs  in terms o f which 

mystical claims can be construed? Clearly any theoretical move 

from the fact that mystical experience is  found to be meaningful 

w ill  be contentious but, taken in conjunction with apparent rea lity  

and some other features o f the class s t i l l  to be discussed, I believe 

i t  w ill be possible to make some observations from i t  that w ill 

suggest that i t  relates to a factor which could give the class an 

empirical as well as a descriptive identity. I

I then o ffe r  these two characteristics not merely because they 

characterize an arb ita rily  selected group but because i t  is  possible 

they w ill be found to give this group a theoretical identity. I f  

one day this is  established i t  w ill show up the shortsightedness of 

many em piricists, such as Moehle, who have dismissed any analysis o f 

mystical claims in  favour o f church attendance and other more 

quantifiable factors but I accept there is  a long-way to,go before 

i t  can be shown that any analysis o f the subjective claims can 

contribute to our understanding o f what i t  is  that is  really  taking 

place. Certainly, apart from apparent rea lity  and meaningfulness, 

there is  very l i t t l e  more we can say about the subjective experience 

or, i f  we could, that there is  any conceivable point in  saying i t .
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A MENTALISTIC EXPLANATION?

'Nature is  a dull a ffa ir , soundless, scentless, colourless, merely the 

hurrying o f material endlessly, meaninglessly' -  A.N. Whitehead.

CHAPTER 3

'There is  no such order as "Now see this lea f green" -  Wittgenstein.

I wish now to address the epistemological issue that surfaced in the 

la st chapter which plays a central role in any understanding o f mystical 

experience. Though I w ill elucidate i t  further below, at it s  simplest 

the question is  th is . Are the experiences we have, mystical and 

mundane, the product o f a mentalistic or, in it s  true sense, psychological 

structuring o f an otherwise 'soundless, scentless, co lourless ' world or 

is  i t  that the world o f experience, in part at least, is  something 'forced 

upon us' whether or not we have acquired concepts from our social 

environment? This question relates to a much wider-ranging controversy 

that divides psychologists and researchers of mystical experience alike 

but I underline that I am only interested in the narrower issue o f 

whether the structures which make experience possible are acquired and 

mutable, i . e .  psychological or innate. Our whole explanatory approach 

hangs upon this single question. Influential authors such as Kat* and 

Sunden take a mentalistic line derived from S-H-R psychology and argue 

that mystical experience can only be understood in terms o f the cognitive 

structures that mystics acquire from their respective traditions which 

shape the experience they have. I , on the other hand, as others have 

before, re ject this account on both analytic and empirical grounds.

Whilst accepting that psychological constructions play a major role in 

human consciousness, I do not accept that these have anything more than 

a peripheral e ffe ct  on sense perception which, I shall argue, constitutes 

a d istin ct category o f experience. I f  my arguments are persuasive neither
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sensory stimuli nor our subjective experience o f these can be accounted 

fo r  in terms o f 'schemas' or structures that are anything other than 

innate or necessary and thus we are looking for  physiological processes 

and the triggers which bring these into play rather than towards relig ious 

traditions and other ideological factors which may mould only our 

psychological experience.

In this chapter there are in fact two principal arguments. F irstly  that 

sense perception is  not much affected by psychological processes and, 

secondly, that mystical experience is  a form o f sense perception. The 

second argument is  necessary fo r , whilst the f i r s t  may be accepted, this 

does not entail that we treat mystical experience as a sub-species o f 

sense perception1for  i t  could be treated as are a number o f other quasi- 

experiential phenomena which may be accounted fo r  wholly in m entalistic 

terms. Though I believe both arguments to be interesting in their own 

right, I shall endeavour to treat the f ir s t  as concisely as possible 

fo r , whilst this epistemological question is  o f fundamental importance 

to a ll that follow s, the mentalistic position is  nevertheless an issue 

which has been imported, perhaps unnecessarily, into the study of 

mystical experience and in this form is  one which relates to wider 

questions which are only o f marginal interest to us. Before beginning 

my discussion o f the mentalistic argument i t  is  perhaps advisable to 

enter here a series o f caveats and explanations which w ill deal with 

some extraneous issues and more fu lly  define the line o f argument I 

shall be taking.

1) In arguing that mystical experience is  a sensory phenomenon, I am 

not attemptingto reopen the ontological question, as i t  were, by the 

back door. There is  not even an implication o f existence fo r  reasons
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discussed in  chapter 1, i f  the experience o f God is  found to arise from 

innate sensory processes rather than from psychological ones. As, for 

example, in  the case o f the 'phantom limb' syndrome, a l l  existence claims 

arising from mystical perceptions as a class may be falseo My position 

is  not then one o f naive realism and indeed i t  makes no difference to 

my argument whether our sensory experience, mystical and mundane a like, 

is  veridical or not. Since I include sensory experience arising from 

sensory damage, e .g . tinnitus, within the class o f sense perception, 

there can be no implication concerning the ontological status o f this 

class. However, conversely, i t  a lso needs to be said that as I do not 

use the phrase sense perception to imply existence but only to refer 

to a particular type o f experience exhibiting certain characteristics 

the lack o f empirical evidence to support mystical claims is  no reason 

to adopt a m entalistic rather than a physiological account in  this case. 

Certainly there is nothing in  the concept o f sense perception that rules 

out the p oss ib ility  that the claims arising from a particular sub-class 

o f sense experience are in every instance fa lse . I suspect that part 

o f the reason that m entalistic explanations have been so readily adopted 

in  the case o f mystical experience at the expense of naturalistic accounts 

is  due to the fact that there is  no empirical evidence for mystical claims. 

Mainstream psychology lias always been constrained by physical and 

b io log ica l factors and i t  is  only in  cases such as mystical experience 

that wholly mentalistic accounts could seem plausible at a l l  though I 

shall argue that this p la u s ib ility  is  achieved only by ignoring the 

b iologica l parameters im plicit in the sensory form mystical experience 

takes.

2) Though the f ir s t  section is  devoted to explaining why sense 

perception should not be accounted for in terms o f structures which 

are variable and tend to abstraction, I wish here to give my reasons
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fo r  distinguishing sense perception from a more general and a l l -  

embracing notion o f experience, a distinction  which is  central to my 

argument. Unlike, say, Fodor I do not take a •formalist' position with 

respect to consciousness and therefore do not re ject the notion that many 

o f the structures involved in thought and awareness are acquired rather 

than innate or r ig id ly  fixed responses. In the previous chapter I 

accepted the role o f ideology, a notion which encompasses acquired 

re lig io -cu ltu ra l conceptions, creativ ity  e tc .in  the matrix o f higher 

order conceptualization through which we recognize, interpret and 

explain the world and find in i t  meanings, associations and personal 

sign ificance. It  is  not clear how far this matrix is  free from physical 

constraints -  fo r  example, i t  seems that our recognition o f kinship 

is  chemical, see also the discussion o f the 'v isual c l i f f '  below -  but 

i t  is  evident enough that we learn, compute and that our memory edits 

and confabulates past experience to such a degree that an account of 

consciousness must include a psychological dimension. Accepting th is, 

however, is  not to say that mentalistic structures explain or are relevant 

to everything we are conscious o f.

Wittgenstein drew attention to the distinction  between sense experience 

and other, psychological, forms o f experience: 'seeing as . .  is  not part 

o f perception. And fo r  that reason i t  is  like  seeing and again n ot,like  . .  

the flashing o f an aspect ( i . e .  a psychological construction) on us 

seems ha lf visual experience, half thought' ( l ) .  I believe he is  correct 

to point out that there is  a qualitative difference between sense 

perceptions and other aspects o f our experience. The ink blot or 

Rorschach tests embody this d istinction  fo r  at the level o f sense 

perception these are merely disordered patches o f shading -  which we 

can see as such -  yet they can also be 'seen as ' a number of different
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things according to the psychological constructions we place upon them. 

The d istinction  -  at the level o f subjective experience -  to the sane 

mind at least -  is  unmistakable. The former is  something concrete 

presenting us with ostensibly valid information about the world, in 

short has the appearance o f rea lity , whereas the la tter  forms no part 

o f the 'o b je c t iv e ' rea lity  our senses present us with. Seeing you 'a s ' 

my friend, fo r  example, is  not at a l l  the same as seeing that you are 

white or black, ta ll  or short. Whatever the reason I have fo r  my 

conception of your status, your friendship is  not something 'forced 

upon me' as your size is  fo r  i t  is  a non-concrete perception which, at 

most, has some intangible e ffe c t  on my concrete impressions. I do not 

rule out the p oss ib ility  that psychological factors may influence our 

sense perceptions, i t  is  possible that two processes -  in particular- 

selective attention and enhancement, discussed below -  both have some 

impact on the concrete rea lity  we are presented with but not to the 

extent that we can treat sense perceptions and other forms of perception/ 

conception as interchangeable. It is  not simply that there is  a 

qualitative difference but that sense perception and other forms of 

experience, and this is  the main thrust o f my argument, have different 

characteristics which are not easily  explained in terms o f a mentalistic 

account alone. In particular I w ill argue that sense perceptions are 

immutable and universal quite unlike psychological conceptions which 

are mutable and id iosyncratic. We, I w ill argue, must a l l  agree, i f  

our attention is  drawn to i t ,  that you are white or black and we cannot 

see you now as one colour now as another whereas the question o f whether 

you are likeable is  a matter o f individual preference and i t  is  quite 

feasib le  fo r  me to like  you one moment and d islike you the next.

It  w ill be my contention that 'experience' requires a more complex
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impressions which, I shall argue, ai'e immutable and universal and on the 

other a wider consciousness that is  malleable, idiosyncratic and contains 

no necessary contents. We may lose universality o f explanation by 

giving these distinctions a theoretical basis but I believe, any^attempt 

to describe consciousness solely  in terms o f idiosyncratic abstractions 

on the one hand or 'form a listic ' constraints on the other is  bound to 

fa i l  in view o f the tensions between the d ifferent types o f experience 

we have. Rather than try to wed the two schools of thought to produce 

a compromise that might explain a ll our experience as a mixture of 

biology and mentalistic structures, I prefer simply to argue that 

biology explains one type and psychology the other fo r  I find few 

reasons to believe that mentalistic abstractions plav any role in 

sense perception. The epistemological framework from which we work 

is  central to our understanding o f mystical experience. I shall argue 

that in mystical experience -  indeed what in large part defines 

mystical experience -  we find these same sensory or concrete qualities 

that we do in our direct perceptions o f the world and i f  the latter 

are best understood in b iologica l terms, so are the former which is  to 

reduce mentalistic structures and the social influences upon them to a 

marginal role  in the explanation o f what is  taking place. Two examples 

o f the different types of religious experience we may have shows a 

parallel dichotomy to that between sense perception and other forms 

of awareness in mundane experience. In this perception/conception 

o f the divine there is  no d irect, concrete experience o f 'Goa': 'the 

entire bone-dry earth was liv in g  then, covered by new »shoots green . . .

I was greatly moved and fe l t  God's hand behind everything' (2 ). Whereas 

in 'the Holy Spirit descended upon me in a manner that seemed to go 

through me, body and soul. I could fee l the impression like a wave

128.
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o f e le c tr ic ity  going through and through me . . .  in  -waves o f liquid love . . .

I can re co lle c t  d istin ctly  that i t  seemed to fan me like immense wings' (3 ), 

the perception o f d iv in ity  has a concrete directness about i t  which is  

fu lly  analogous to our sense impressions o f the physical environment.

I-!y argument is  then that sense perceptions require a quite different 

explanation to that given other forms o f  awareness and that mystical 

experience can be defined as a sub-species o f sense perception.

It is  perhaps worthwhile, in passing, to mention here that throughout 

I use vision  as my paradign o f sense experiences Whilst I believe that 

the other senses have analogies with vision  to a greater or lesser 

degree, I am not suggesting that the points I make about vision  are 

equally relevant to a l l  five  senses though they share in it s  concrete 

and universal nature. For example, I shall argue that we cannot see 

red as blue for any psychological reason whatsoever whereas one could 

conceivably take the burning sensations o f extreme cold to be heat. 

Nevertheless there seem to be su ffic ien t analogies between the senses 

fo r  me to discuss sense perception rather than vision alone.

3) In the previous chapter I accepted that, in  the case o f mystical 

experience, we can get no more than a general idea o f what the sensory 

or quasi-sensory experience -  and i f  my arguments are persuasive we 

can use this term -  is  like fo r , lacking objective reference or even an 

appeal to common experience, we can only get at the 'experience i t s e l f  

or 'raw data' through the ideologica l constructions and language in  which 

mystics report them and this layer can never be wholly discounted or 

peeled back. Thus far I cannot but agree with Katz when he writes that
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'the only evidence we have . is  the account given by the mystics o f 

their experience . . .  no scholar can get behind the autobiographical 

fragment to the putative "pure experience" whatever one holds that to b e '»(4/ 

However, i t  does not follow that 'these (accounts) are therefore the 

data for study and an alysis '. (5) Simply because we only have culturally 

conditioned reports to work with i t  is  not necessarily valid to attempt 

to explain mystical experience in terms o f correlations between religious 

traditions and the claims made or even analyse mystical reports in any 

d eta il. The only va lid ity  such procedures have is  i f ,  as Katz does, one 

believes that soc ia lly  acquired concepts 'preform ', 'structure' and 'lim it ' 

the sensory or quasi-sensory experience mystics have as well as the terms 

in  which they report these. I f  one does not believe this the 'conservative' 

nature o f mystical reports, say, is  without significance for i t  is  entirely 

predictable that mystics w ill use the concepts that are available to them 

in order to describe their experience but this is  a l l  but irrelevant to 

any causal account o f the experience or even to any clear understanding 

o f what i t  fe lt  like to have such an experience. The fact that the only 

record we have o f these experiences is  in  terns o f socia lly  acquired 

concepts does not entail that we adopt a m entalistic approach nor does 

i t  give va lid ity  to forms o f analysis suggested by such an approach for 

such methods are only worthwhile i f  the epistemological model which under­

pins them is  ju stified  and are not valid regardless o f 'whatever one 

holds that to b e '.  I an therefore arguing that one can take a view on 

the epistemological question and posit a d istin ction  between the experience 

mystics have and their report o f i t ,  for the reasons given in  this chapter, 

even though we cannot get a clear picture o f what this experience is  like .

4) I use the terms m entalistic, psychological and contextual interchangeably
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to refer to structures or concepts which are acquired ,T~mu table and 

which are not a necessary factor in  human consciousness, though no 

doubt in  many cultures certain acquired concepts are d if f ic u lt  to avoid.

I should also make clear that I am not much concerned with the mental! s t ic -  

physical problem but only with whether the structures involved in 

mystical experience might be acquired or innate. The mind-body problem 

is  simply how can m entalistic structures a ffe c t  physical processes 

when, as Hyland puts i t ,  this breaks the rule that 'causal relationships 

cannot exist between hypothetical constructs o f d ifferin g  ontological 

status' (6) i . e .  how can an acquired idea or b e lie f  lead to physical 

or even quasi-physical experience? I t  is  something contextualists 

might wish to explain though for my part I do not see this as a major 

criticism  o f tie  m entalistic position  as acquisition  does not rule out 

a physiological explanation. I f  we use Searle's image of a footprint 

on wet sand to describe the way we come to recognize things, there is  no 

reason why acquired concepts should not make some physiologi cal impact 

which in  turn has an e ffe ct  on the way we experience and recognize the 

world for there are undoubtedly sim ilarities between m entalistic and 

physical input when both are reduced to e le ctr ica l or neuro-chemical 

impulses. Whatever the explanation o f psycho-somatic conditions, I am 

only using terms such as m entalistic to distinguish those structures we 

acquire and which may, however d i f f ic u lt  i t  i s ,  be changed from those 

which appear to be ineluctable.

5) In defining m entalistic structures or concepts as those which are not 

necessary factors in  human consciousness, I am in fact grouping together 

two d istin ct psychological positions. On the one hand these concepts 

may be acquired from our socia l environment and on the other may be
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generated through creativ ity  and computation. Perhaps much of our 

ideology is  a mixture o f the two. However, i t  is  with acquired concepts 

that I am principally  concerned here fo r , whilst i t  is  credible to 

argue that mystical experiences are the product o f various widespread 

relig ious traditions, i t  is  not credible to argue that creativity  alone - 

that is  without any contextual background -  could be responsible for 

the reports which consistently have so much in  common. I shall discuss 

creativ ity  as formulated by Batson and Ventis, Eorne and others later 

in  this chapter but, whilst i t  obviously forms part o f the m entalistic 

account, i t  appears to me that this account stands or fa lls  on an 

analysis o f the argument that culture shapes experience and thus creativity , 

computation, restructuring etc. are secondary to this claim.

6) I also use the terms natural concept/innate structures interchangeably.

As this is  not a treatise on neurology, I make no attempt here to explain 

what these processes might be but only make the point that various 

structures or processes governing sensory experience appear inescapable 

and appear to be part of the human condition regardless o f the socia l 

concepts with which we have been inculcated. I t  is  worth pointing out 

however that, whilst I believe such structures to be inescapable, they 

are not necessarily unchanging. It  is  quite possible that even innate 

structures evolve and develop with time though this is  a development over 

which neither the subject himself nor his socia l environment exerts any 

control. As development and decay are so much a part o f the human 

condition, I ,  at least, find no d if f ic u lty  in  accepting that, i f  innate 

structures determine what i t  is  we experience, these too may undergo 

change with time or may even be changed through in jury, such processes 

as trepanning or chemical intervention and, whilst the latter brings in
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the question of v o lition  there appears to me a fundamental d istinction  

beWeen a ffectin g  the operation o f innate processes with wholly 

predictable consequences and acquiring particular cognitive structures 

fortu itously  or even at w ill.

7) Finally i t  is  worth answering here any student o f mysticism who may 

object to my ready acceptance that mystical experience depends upon 

human structures be they psychological or innate and who prefers instead 

an older view that such experiences are non-corporeal requiring no 

intermediary processes. It is  perhaps worthwhile giving here my reasons 

why I believe the central argument to be about what kind of structures 

are involved in mystical experience rather than whether any structures 

are involved at a,ll.

Some mystics who claim to know the divine by acquaintance have reported 

that i t  is  not through bodily senses that they know Him but in  sp irit 

and in  this their be lie fs  accord with the understanding o f some 

theologians. I t  is  hard to assess whether the theological argument 

persuaded some mystics that they 'saw' whatever they saw in the 's p i r i t ’ 

or whether i t  was the experiential evidence ( i t  would be interesting 

to know i f  modern mystics ignorant o f the theological n iceties claimed 

as often today as in the past that they were in  a non-corporeal state 

during their experience) but in any event a position  grew up that (some) 

mystical apprehensions were wholly non-bodily. Teresa d 'A vila , exhibiting 

both the influence o f theology and experience, describes her 'sp ir itu a l 

marriage' thus: 'I  believe no door is  required to enter . . .  the innermost 

centre o f the soul where God Himself must dwell . . .  I say, no door is  

required, for a l l  I have hitherto described seems to come through the
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senses or faculties . . .  but what passes in the Union is very d ifferen t. 

Here God appears in the sou l's  centre . . .  reveals to i t  His own heavenly 

glory in a far more subtle way than by any v ision  or spiritual delight.

As far as can be understood, the soul, I mean the sp ir it  o f the soul, 

is  made one with God who is  Himself a s p ir it ' (7 ). Teresa uses the 

analogy o f light from two windows that meet to describe a union with God 

that seems to the experient to take place in a wholly non-physical way.

The theological argument that i f  God can be conjoined at a i l  i t  is  only 

through the medium of love or otherwise in 's p ir it  to s p ir it ' contact -  

the 'divine spark' argument -  appears to have grown out o f the meta­

physical schema o f body-soui-spirit which was useful in preserving such 

distinctions as creature and creator. In our rational age, to postulate 

divine predicates and to argue from these to a position that, say, the 

corrupted body could not possibly be intermingled with the divine 

substance or in fin ity  be encompassed by our fin ite  senses, is  a procedure 

that carries l i t t l e  weight, for i t  is the very existence o f  a d ivin ity  

about which anything can be predicated that is in question. Equally, 

the religious schema o f body-soul-spirit has l i t t l e  in tellectu al 

ju stifica tion  in the post-Humeian era, for  i t  lacks parsimony; far 

simpler to argue that everything we experience arises through the medium 

o f psycho-physiology. The complexity o f her explanation may not have 

struck Teresa in  an age when body-soul-spirit represented received wisdom 

but epistemological dualism nowadays appears extravagant to explain a 

sub-type o f a rare experience (only some mystical experiences appear to be 

non-corporeal). I t  is  true that Stace appears to accept this metaphysical 

extravagance when distinguishing the 'unmediated' from the obviously 

corporeal visionary experiences etc. but whilst i t  is  true that the former



135

are more highly prized by mystics and d if fe r  experientially, this is  no 

reason to suppose that they have d ifferent aetio log ies. This is not to 

say that seemingly unmediated experience can be explained in  psycho- 

physiological terms, only that un til the p oss ib ility  o f such an explanation 

is  exhausted, i t  is  simpler to hypothesize that a l l  experience comes 

through the medium o f psycho-physiological structures, especially as 

Teresa admits that even some mystical experience does, ( i t  might o f 

course be argued that mystical experience apart, there are reasons for 

positing the existence o f a non-corporeal identity . In sub-atomic physics 

there is  a continued common identity  o f particles which have been 

separated and between which there is  no p o ss ib ility  o f  material connection. 

Groups o f  humans and animals both appear to acquire sk ills  which have 

been discovered elsewhere independently without the usual forms o f 

communication which suggests that memory and knowledge are common property 

amongst species yet such examples do not actually demand the hypothesis 

of a non-material en tity ). Another d iff ic u lty  with the body-spirit schema 

is  that i t  is  not easy to comprehend how constructs o f d iffer in g  ontological 

status can influence each other, yet i t  is  clear from the 'swoons', 

'overmastering fee lin gs ' , 'amorous exclamations', feelings o f 'sweetness' 

or 'a r id ity ' mentioned by Teresa that the 'sp ir itu a l' produces bodily 

e ffe cts . Many theologians have treated the spirit-body relationship 

like a one-way valve that allows love, for instance, to permeate from 

God who, for  His part, cannot be corrupted by physical influences (though 

the d ev il, a spiritual being, was said to have been corrupted and fa llen  

to earth). Yet, i f  th is is  so, given their d iffer in g  status, there w ill 

be very great d iff ic u lty  in explaining how sp ir it  and body are linked, far 

simpler to ascribe a somatic origin  to the 'sp ir itu a l experience'
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tnd the bodily e ffects  which accompany i t .  I f  the epistemological 

dualism of some theologies is  correct, i t  would follow that no natural 

factors thrown up by research would be relevant to the explanation of 

a sp iritua l experience. However, whilst t^e s c ie n tific /re lig io u s  debate 

was more fu lly  discussed in chaptei 1, there seems l i t t l e  reason to accept 

the theological analysis that in mystical experience we are dealing with a 

wholly different category o f experience unmediated by physiology fo r , as 

a starting point, i t  leads to complexity and d iff ic u lt ie s  o f explanation 

that can quite simply be avoided.

The second argument, that from experience, is  not a satisfactory basis for 

a physical-spiritual dichotomy either. I f  one feels that one's 

experience is  not bodily and does not come through the senses, this may be 

the basis for an idiosyncratic b e lie f  in bodily and sp iritual experiences 

but is  not a grounds fo r  an epistemological argument, though the very 

feeling is  something that needs to be explained. The subjective viewpoint 

o f some mystics in this respect is  further undermined by the claim that 

only some mystical experiences are 'sp ir itu a l' -  'a l l  I have hitherto 

described seems to come through the senses' -  and a simpler explanation 

is  needed i f  i t  is  said that God can be experienced both bodily and 

sp ir itu a lly . The ' non-sensory' nature o f mystical experience is quite 

widely reported both in and outside o f the context o f 'divine union' and 

i t  is  perhaps worthwhile considering whether this can be viewed in rational 

terms without the need to posit the existence o f a sp iritua l entity that 

is  capable o f experience independent o f the body.

An o u t-o f-th e -b o d y  experience i s  undeniably a good ex p e r ie n tia l ground fo r
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accepting an epistemological dualism, St. Paul, for  example, reported 

that he was often out-of-the-body when his experiences o f God and his 

revelations occurred. However, I wish to ignore this type o f experience, 

for autoscopy is  very rarely associated with perceptions o f the divine 

and though i t  is  unlikely to be explained in  simple naturalistic terms, 

i t  is  not a compelling reason to accept the body-spirit thesis either®

In Teresa's case and in that o f most other mystics who believe their 

experience to have been non-corporeal, there is  no perceived separation 

o f soul ,and body; rather their experience appears to them to be unlike 

their usual sensory experience in  that there are none o f the usual points 

o f reference -  time, space, sub ject/object d istin ction  and so forth. 

Without-seeking to explain the phenomenon, the fact that there is  no 

sense o f identity and reference does not demonstrate that some other 

entity, the s p ir it , is  the subject o f the experience or that what is  

taking place is  non-physiological. A variety o f quite common examples 

show that awareness is  not dependent on a sense o f personal identity, 

physical feelings, sense o f time etc. The psychological phenomenon of 

di ssociation , various meditational mind states and chemically induced 

ones, 'peak' and 'e c s ta t ic ' experience a l l  show, in  a non-mystical context, 

that i t  is  possible to be aware o f  whatever i t  is  that one is  aware of 

in an egoless, often timeless, way. I r e ca ll, when having taken a 

sleeping p i l l ,  that my apprehensions became contained in a diminishing 

c ir c le  surrounded by a total darkness. I t  was as i f  my mental imagery 

was taking place within a void for i t  was divorced from physical feeling 

or sense o f  identity or time® I t  is  perhaps also relevant that sometimes 

in love or hatred these feelings do not always appear to be part of 

ourselves but rather something outside o f us though both are readily
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explicable in psycho-physiological terms.* I do not wish to suggest 

that any o f this demonstrates that there is  not an egoless, timeless 

's p i r i t ' ,  merely that one does not need to posit such an entity to 

explain a certain mode o f awareness. Perhaps 's p ir it  o f the soul' should 

he read as a descriptive metaphor, though i t  was clearly not intended 

to he such, for i t  seems plausible to argue that the loss o f ego in  some 

mystical experiences is  evidence o f an unusual but natural form of mental 

functioning.

Taken together, I find that neither the theological argument nor the 

experiential one is  persuasive that we are dealing with a 'sp ir itu a l' 

experience that is  unaffected by psycho-physiological findings. The 

lack o f parsimony, the d iff icu lt ie s  o f linking sp ir it  with bodily e ffe c ts , 

the precedent offered by disassociation , meditation e tc. are a l l  reasons 

not to posit the existence o f a sp ir it  capable o f awareness over and 

above the su ffic ien tly  mysterious mind. I t  would hoi^ever be a dull mind 

that would pretend that the s p ir it  and its  a ct iv it ie s  which are the very

* Benoit expands on this point. 'Man is  conscious o f this dualism which 

reveals i t s e l f  in him by the b e lie f  that he is  composed o f two autonomous 

parts which he either ca lls  'body' and 's o u l ',  'matter' and 's p i r i t ' ,  

'in s t in ct ' and 'reason '. The b e lie f  in this bipartite composition expresses 

i t s e l f  in  a l l  sorts o f common sayings: 'I  am master o f m yself', 'I  cannot 

prevent myself Prom' etc. . . .  there are not in man two d istin ct parts, but 

only two d istin ct aspects o f a single being . . .  the error o f our dualistic 

conception does not l i e  in  the discrimination between two aspects o f us -  

for  there are indeed two aspects -  but in  concluding that these two aspects 

are two d ifferent e n t it ie s '.  Hubert Benoit -  The Supreme Doctrine p153 

(Viking Press).
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mystery the religious celebrate can at present be reduced to structures 

be they psychological or innate and my reasoning is  only intended to 

show why I think i t  worthwhile pursuing the argument as to what type 

o f structure might possibly be involved.

In making these seven points I hope to have removed a number o f 

extraneous issues from the discussion which follow s. The question I 

w ill address f ir s t  is  whether or not m entalistic explanations can be 

treated as a satisfactory account o f that qualitatively  d istin ct sub- 

type o f experience -  sense perception. I f  they are satisfactory then 

those influences on m entalistic structures, notably re lig io -cu ltu ra l 

conceptions in the case o f mystical experience, have a primary role  in  

explaining the form the experience takes and other fa ctors, such as peer 

group pressure, w ill explain the occurrence. I f ,  however, as I w ill argue, 

sense perception and it s  analpgies can only be understood in  terms o f 

innate and necessary structures, then a wholly d ifferent type o f explanation 

w ill be required for  this form o f experience whenever i t  occurs.

1.
CAN A MEKTALTSTIC ACCOUNT BB USED TO EXP IAIN SENSE PERCEPTIONS? 

The.iffiBntalistic account of experience developed from the work o f Piaget 

and others can take a variety o f forms. For my purposes»however, there 

are no important differences between the types as-- each explains a l l  our 

experience as having been fashioned by cognitive structures or 'schemas' 

that are the acquired and abstract models that enable us to view the world 

in more or less idiosyncratic ways. There is  nothing fixed or necessitated 

about our experience for  these cognitive structures develop from the 

contingencies o f so c ia lly  acquired conceptions, individual creativ ity
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and past experience. There is  one point o f difference though that a ffe cts  

the su fficiency o f the explanation being offered and whilst not d irectly  

relevant to my argument is  worth mentioning since i t  points up d if f ic u lt ie s  

that throw doubt on the cred ib ility  o f  mentalistic accounts or, otherwise, 

shows them not to be s e lf-su ffic ie n t .

STRUCTURING AND OBJECTIVE REALITY.

To give i t  a name, hard contextualism offers the explanation o f schemas 

as a tota l account o f  a l l  the experiences we have. More than any other, 

through authors such a Katz and Sunden, this explanation has dominated 

recent approaches to mystical experience and, whilst in the case o f 

mystical experience there is  no special problem with this line since
tmystical claims do not appear to have to do with existence, there is  a 

general problem in accepting i t  as a universal explanation o f experience. 

This d if f ic u lty  is  that, i f  human rea lity  is  structured in  non-necessary 

ways and the 'participants actually live  in  d ifferent w orlds', then the 

world revealed by our senses has no ontological status other than that 

each o f us chose to ascribe to i t .  I f  the world is  merely a 'booming, 

buzzing confusion' which we each mould into subjective experience without 

b io log ica l constraint, any resemblance the physical world has to our 

experience o f i t  is  wholly accidental. We cannot therefore have any 

experience o f an objective rea lity  for we may only know the world re la tive  

to the concepts we bring to i t .  At issue is  whether material science is  an 

account o f the way things are or only an account o f the way things appear 

to us to be. One may suspect that in sub-atomic physics scien tists  do 

find what they are looking for  and i t  is  clear that s c ie n t if ic  theories 

are at best approximations to the truth ever liable to change but none of



141

this shows that observations o f the world, repeatedly and universally 

demonstrated, are merely psychological facts» The Berkelian notion that 

*all these bodies which compose the mighty frame o f the world have not 

any subsistence without a mind* (8) gives no weight to observations o f 

the world however well attested fo r , on this view, a l l  we are studying 

is  our own perceptions of the world and. not facts about the world i t s e l f .  

Despite attempts in  phenomenalism and, la tter ly , the anthropic principle, 

to ju s t ify  such an approach, in  the face o f science's success in u tiliz in g  

it s  observations I cannot believe that i t  is  acceptable for psychologists 

to deny the p o ss ib ility  o f an objective description o f rea lity . The problem 

is  then one o f  squ aring 'ob jective 'rea lity , to which most o f us would 

a ttest, with the notion that a l l  rea lity  is  a human construct.. Whether 

or not i t  is  relevant to the restricted case o f mystical experience i t  

would be d i f f ic u lt  to  contend that hard contextualism is  a credible 

universal explanation o f experience. However, i f  treated as a restricted  

explanation only i t  would need to be shown why the model is  relevant to 

mysticism even though its  wider application is  doubtful and how i t  is  

that mystical experience d iffers  from mundane experience in anything other 

than v er ifica tion  which does not show, that as experiences, they d i f fe r  at .. 

a l l .

Soft contextualism, on the other hand, not only fa ils  to avoid the above 

objection but in  trying to solve i t  suffers from unnecessary complexity, 

for its  m entalistic account o f experience is not s e lf-su ffic ie n t . In 

tins position  not only are our schemas said to be moulded by acquired 

concepts and other psychological influences but by our past experience 

o f interaction  with the physical environment as well so that 'no 

b io log ica l or environmental constraints fu lly  determine human thought,
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but neither does any schema or cognitive structure '. (,9) I f  this 

formulation only means that biology determines our impressions o f the 

physical world, as I believe, and psychological constructs the rest o f 

our experience, there is  no need for a m entalistic account o f sense 

perception and the problem o f squaring structuring and the world is  

solved. However, this does not appear to be what is  meant, rather i t  

is  said that a l l  experience is  mediated by schemas and a l l  schemas are 

moulded both by physical and psychological influences which leads us back 

to the problem that we can never make an observation o f the physical world 

undistorted by the id iosyncratic conceptions we bring to and which 

fashion our sense perceptions. A less extreme position than tota lly  

denying the world but s t i l l  one which denies human observers any role 

in material science. More importantly perhaps i t  gives us two explanatory 

principles to account for experience, m entalistic structures and 

environmental and b io log ica l constraints. To describe experience 

one needs to describe these physical influences and spell out precisely 

what role they play in  shaping schemas in addition to detailing 

psychological influences yet i t  is  noteworthy that the physiological 

aspect o f so ft  contextual explanations is  almost invariably ignored 

and nowhere more so than in the case o f mystical experience where I 

would have thought the ' raw d a ta ', that appears to represent a 

b io log ica l constraint, would have been o f particular in terest.

The tension between the physical and b io log ica l on the one hand and the 

notion that human experience is  shaped by abstractions on the other 

provides grounds for strong objections to m entalistic models which even 

in  their modified, s o ft , form cannot avoid the d iff icu lt ie s  this tension 

poses. Since i t  is  no part o f my argument that mystical experience has
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to do with existence, the criticism  has only a background importance 

yet, i f  m entalistic explanations are not credible as universal accounts 

of experience, I wonder why they should have had such an influence on 

our f ie ld . In mainstream psychology there is  no consensus about the 

m entalistic model and many researchers have been put o f f  for  just such 

reasons as those outlined above. Despite a great many experiments its  

application , even to a restricted type o f experience, is  widely thought 

to be problematic and many psychologists, perhaps the majority, would 

agree that the question o f applying a m entalistic framework to sense 

perception 'simply becomes muddier and muddier . . .  part o f an ever- 

increasing p ile  of issues which we weary o f but never rea lly  s e t t le '.  (10)

THE MEHTA LISTIC APGTJKSNT.

The point at which a l l  m entalistic arguments converge is  in  the contention 

that a l l  human experience is  structured by the 'schemas' we each have 

evolved. Schemas -  and I adapt this long-established Kantian term as 

representative o f a variety o f names these hypothetical structures are 

given -  'are the conceptual dimensions on which we scale our experience 

. . . t h i s  a b ility  to c la ss ify  and d ifferentiate  experience enables us to 

construct a r e a lity '.  (11) There can be no experience without schemas 

and even though past experience is  one factor in  the development o f 

schemas there is  no d irect experience o f the sensory world for  a ll 

present experience is  mediated by past experience as well as by derived 

preconceptions about the way rea lity  should appear to us to be. 

Psychological influences -  acquired concepts, creativ ity  etc. -  apart, 

i t  could s t i l l  not be argued that our experience o f the world comes 

down to a time-lapse i . e .  the red I see today is  in fact the red I saw 

in  the past -  for  the schemas we each have developed are not said to be
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simply carbon copies of past experience but more or less abstract 

representations that additionally are shaped by a wide variety o f 

psychological influences. Schemas therefore develop through learning -  

’ a l l  perception involves prior learning' (12) -  from past experience 

and from our socia l environment as well as through computation and 

creativ ity  to form an increasingly complex set o f structures which do 

not merely determine what our impressions o f the world w ill be like but 

interlink these giving them meanings and associations, determining our 

reactions and so forth . I t  is  perhaps important to underline here that 

these interlinked cognitive structures are said to be as responsible 

for our sensory impressions as fo r  our higher order conceptualizations. 

'Adults structure colour experiences along dimensions o f hue, brightness 

and saturation . . .  we employ even more cognitive structures in our 

perceptions of other people -  in te lligen ce , attractiveness etc. The 

point that rea lity  is  constructed often seems unimportant because, at 

the level o f simple d irect experience, we have few d if f ic u lt ie s  in  

agreeing what rea lity  is .  The heat of the f ir e  and the c h il l  of ice  

are as real for  you as they are for us. But the importance o f the point 

becomes apparent when one considers more complex experiences'. ( 13 )

Thfe m sntalistic account was developed to explain why our experience -  

a term to be understood in  the widest sense o f embracing a l l  conscious 

contents -  seems to be something mutable and id iosyncratic. Children, 

i t  is  pointed out, go through stages in  which their view of the world 

evolves whilst a l l  o f us have id iosyncratic approaches to the things we 

take note o f , find meaningful, associations etc. that may change from 

time to time for wholly contingent reasons. In general I find the 

language o f mentalism when applied to higher order experience quite
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unexceptionable but, i f  my sketch is  a fa ir  one, I find the d iff icu lt ie s  

arise when we consider the case o f sense perception. The problem is  not 

the mind-body one, though i t  is  never explained how i t  is  these schemas 

structure physical processes, nor is  i t  the denial o f any d irect 

experience o f the physical world but that sense perceptions, those 

qualitatively  d istin ct concrete impressions which have about them the 

appearance of giving us real and valid information about our environment, 

appear neither to evolve nor to be id iosyncratic as is  required by any 

form o f m entalistic explanation.

Exponents o f the m entalistic position  generally give five pieces of 

experimental evidence to show that sense experience, as much as any 

other element o f consciousness, is  something shaped and structured by 

the abstractions we each, uniquely, develop. These are 1) selective 

attention, 2) perceptual constancy, 3) Gestalt sh ifts , 4) closure and 

5) misperception. I wish to examine these but before doing so wish f i r s t  

to take a general look at the acceptability  o f m entalistic accounts o f 

sense perception for i f ,  as I believe, there is  no good reason in 

principle to adopt a psychological account there may be other, better, 

ways to look at the evidence that has been offered for i t .  As w ill be 

seen, I do not wholly deny a role  for psychology in sense perception, two 

processes- selective attention and enhancement -  in particular appear 

relevant though each has only a peripheral ro le . However, I wish to 

concentrate on the three propositions that form the basis o f any 

m entalistic account: a) that our sensory capacities'"develop, b) that 

sense perception is  id iosyncratic and c) that i t  is  mutable and argue 

that the f i r s t  gives no reason to adopt a m entalistic account and that 

the la tter  two are patently fa lse . I f ,  as I believe, there is  no 

general reason to adopt m entalistic accounts as there is  no evidence
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that they are relevant to sense perception we may find that the 

experiments have in su fficien t weight to carry conviction and can be 

best understood in  other ways.

A) The development o f sense perception.

M entalistic arguments from development appear to presume that development 

involves psychological factors -  described in the language o f mentalism 

as learning, acquisition o f schemas etc. -  but I wish to argue that there 

is  no reason why in the rare cases development is  manifest i t  should 

be understood in this way at a l l .  Three points appear relevant tc this 

discussion: l )  that development o f  sense perception is  most uncommon,

I I ) that where i t  does occur i t  is  more simply explained in  the language 

o f fu l f i l l in g  innate potential and III ) that the notion o f innate 

potential is  confirmed by the rigid  lim its set on the development of 

sensory capacities. l)

l )  There seems l i t t l e  scope for using arguments from the development 

o f sense perception in  the case o f most o f our sensory experience. There 

never was a time, say, when I had partia lly  developed colour visiono 

Though some individuals cannot perceive some colours for  b io log ica l 

reasons or injury, I cannot imagine what would be meant by "he's just 

now starting to see green". Colours have been integral parts of my 

experience since I f i r s t  became conscious o f  the world and, though I 

only have memory to rely  on, apples have not become more green in the 

intervening years nor p illa r  boxes more red. It  would be a complex 

argument to say that this is  a trick  of memory colouring in  my earliest 

impressions and an incredible one in  so far as no one has claimed that
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green is  d ifferent for a. child than for an adult. As with colour so 

with much else that gives us concrete impressions o f our environment. 

There is  therefore no need to introduce arguments from development into 

an account o f  most elements o f sense perception»

I I ) In the literature o f development a curious example is  frequently 

given which concerns a pigmy who, i t  is  said, 'did not interpret his 

sensory information as a distant herd o f buffalo . . .  rather he believed 

them to be nearby insects ..•• in  other words, the usual image was 

interpreted according to his own conceptual expectations. Since his 

ordinary environment did not include this much depth (out on the plains) 

he did not have a set to perceive i t ' .  (1 4 ) I t  is  just as well for 

those who wish to argue from development that we have better examples 

o f this phenomenon from studies o f newly-sighted adults who, for a short 

tine, have l i t t le  appreciation o f depth but, whilst such examples show 

that depth perception is  not coterminous with vision  and that depth 

perception is  something which can develop in  time, I cannot see that 

these form a basis even for a psychological account of depth perception 

le t  alone for sense perception in  general. There are two questions I 

would like to ask about the pigmy's case. F irstly  did his perception 

of distance s t i l l  d i f fe r  in any way at a l l  from that of his companions 

a fter a few weeks? Secondly, i f  i t  did not, could i t  have developed 

in  any other form than i t  in fact did? We know from studies o f the 

newly-sighted that they soon develop an entirely  normal appreciation o f 

depth so the question rea lly  is  not whether depth perception develops 

but whether therzare any variables in  the way that i t  w ill develop.
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Since only those with brain damage w ill misjudge distance in  normal 

circumstances -  i f  i t  were otherwise I hope driving examiners would 

not merely ask whether we can see at a distance but also how far we 

think we can see -  I have no reason to suppose that depth perception 

does develop in  variable or id iosyncratic ways. In this case there 

are simpler ways o f understanding development than introducing the notion 

o f abstractions to account for the way the development takes place. One 

may argue that the development o f depth perception follows a wholly 

innate and predetermined pattern. I t  is  not necessary to suggest that 

the neural pathways or whatever they are that give us a capacity to 

experience depth pre-exist exposure to the appropriate environmental 

stimuli for  i t  may be that only repeated exposure to stimulation w ill 

develop these channels and bring them into operation. As there is  no 

indication o f variables playing a part in  the way depth perception 

develops, one might use the analogy o f the way river systems in a 

natural environment develop. I f  we know a l l  the relevant factors, 

gravity, hardness o f rocks, amount o f  rainwater etc. we find that the 

development and evolution o f catchment areas is  entirely necessitated 

and predetermined. I f  this is  reasonable, given that a l l  human 

physiology is  the same, we might talk o f an entirely innate potential 

for depth perception that exposure to the appropriate stimuli w ill f u l f i l l .  Ill)

Ill) The development o f  an innate potential through the appropriate 

stimulation appears to be confirmed by the fact that there are s tr ic t  

limits to the p o ss ib ilit ie s  o f development. As the a b ilit ie s  o f hunters 

show, many o f us may operate without realizing our fu ll  sensory potential 

in  those areas where development seems possible at a l l  -  depth, hearing
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and biology which one would expect i f  abstractions played a part in 

shaping the concrete perceptions we may have. For example, though I 

have watched television  for many years, I have not been able to give 

the characters on i t  a concrete three-dimentionability such as the 

objects in the 'r e a l ' world have. I have an awareness o f the spatial 

relationships o f the characters but this does not result in  a visual 

perception o f their d iscrete id en tities , o f space, and the only way I 

can achieve this is  by using the once fashionable '3D glasses' which 

a lter the innate processes which convert stimuli into conscious awareness.

I f  i t  were simply a matter o f imposing structure on stim uli, there is  

no reason why I should not have developed, like the pigmy, a concrete 

depth perception in  this case. As I have not, I can only conclude that 

TV images cannot be processed in the way environmental ones can be and 

thus that I am constrained by biology and stimuli in what I can and 

cannot experience in  a concrete and sensory way»

Taken together these points seem to o ffer us no compelling reason to 

adopt a m entalistic account simply because in  a few cases we find that 

a sense develops in  response to exposure to the appropriate stimulation.

B) Sense perception is  not id iosyncratic.

Unless sense perception is  thought to vary from individual to individual 

for reasons other than fa ilin g  facu lties or in jury, there is  l i t t l e  

need to postulate a theory in  terms o f  which variations may occur» I t  is  

relevant therefore that neither s c ie n t if ic  accounts nor human society : 

recognize any such general idiosyncracy. I f  one takes the standard account of
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colour perception there appears to he no room for variables. For 

example, a wavelength o f v is ib le  ligh t, say at 4SOM, triggers a 

certain group o f sensors and we perforce experience the surface 

re flectin g  this wavelength as blue whereas at 520111 d ifferent sensors 

are triggered and we see green. Though much may not be known,the process 

appears to be entirely automatic and determined for nowhere in  the 

literature is  i t  suggested that in the presence o f a wavelength o f  4SOM 

one stands, say, only a 60y chance o f seeing blue, i t  is blue and only 

blue that we see. Society too works on the principié that at the level o f 

'simple d irect experience, re a lity  is  the same for you as i t  is  for u s '.

I have mentioned already that i f  our depth perception were not the same 

we could not drive and equally, i f  we did not a l l  see red in  response to 

the appropriate stim uli, t ra ff ic  lights would be redundant. The fact that 

an identifiab le  group -  the colour blind- cannot see a l l  colours or 

repeatedly get the wrong impression from specified stim uli, presumably 

for b io log ica l and even possibly genetic reasons, only serves to high­

light the point that for  most o f mankind there is  no such problem. The 

colour blind are not at the extreme end o f some spectrum o f variation, 

one is  colour blind or one is  not. In a l l  other spheres o f l i f e  the 

assumption is  made that the world o f sense experience is  something 

shared by a l l  those who have a common physiology and a common exposure 

to stimuli and until I learn of the tribe who, though having certain 

stimuli in  their environment, have nontheless fa iled  to develop the 

appropriate sensory experience, I cannot but accept that the common 

assumption is  well founded.

There is  one area only that, on the face o f i t ,  a case could be made for
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idiosyncracy or in  other words that we each liv e  in  a-sensory world o f 

our own. Witnesses to crime, sporting events -  did the hall cross the 

lin e? -  and such like occasions notoriously o ffe r  d ifferent descriptions 

o f vdiat they saw which cannot he wholly explained in  terms o f fa ilin g  

fa cu lties , angle o f vision  etc. On the principle that "hard cases make 

had lav/", I  would not wish to argue that, on this basis alone, we must 

adopt a m entalistic position and then find reasons why, in  the normal 

course of events, sense perception seems so standardized. Though 

comprehensive, such an approach to explanation is  extraordinarily complex 

and without apparent relevance in  a l l  hut this small group o f cases. I t  

-appears simpler to argue that the events in  question constitute a special 

case. Disagreement about what i t  is  that happened appears only to occur 

when the event people witness is  momentary. I t  appears to me that we 

do not rea lly  SEE that momentary event, the 'L.B.W.* or the tra.ffic 

accident, at a l l  or at least not in  the same way that we SEE, given a 

long, cool look, that this rose is  red. I t  is  not so much a question o f 

excitement or shock affectin g  our perception, though this may enter i t ,  

hut that witnesses who b r ie fly  glimpse something often seem so unsure, 

readily changing th eir  minds as to what i t  is  they did or did not see.

I would take a lo t o f convincing that the rose I gaze at is  not red but 

l i t t l e  persuasion that the face I glimpsed in  the crowd today was not 

in  fa ct someone I knew. There is  more than a l i t t l e  'h a lf vision - h a lf 

thought' about momentary perceptions fo r  these impressions do not appear 

to have taken on the qualities o f  rea lity , hardening into a concrete 

awareness which seems only to develop when we have had time 'to  take i t  in '.  

One might suggest a para llel between sense perception and an old TV set 

that takes time to 'warm up' , certainly i t  is  questionable whether v/e 

can have instantaneous sensory awareness -  perhaps we need to 'tune in ' 

and i f  the stimuli are so b r ie f, perhaps we just do not have time. This
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is  not to suggest that sense perception requires context or continuity.

'L.B.W.1 disputes have both yet there is  s t i l l  doubt, i t  is  the brevity 

which seems all-important in  these cases. To suggest that we need to be 

’ tuned in/warmed up’ before we experience the sensory world as ’ r e a l ', 

concrete, indisputably the case, is  not to in v ite  a m entalistic explanation 

at a l l  for we may simply say the sensory machine is  not focussed and running 

smoothly which seems su ffic ien t explanation for other cases in  which our 

sensory world lacks concreteness, defin ition  e tc. as in  illn ess  and tiredness. 

In fa ct, since being imaginative, we may, for  example, glimpse an overcoat 

in  the h a lf-lig h t  o f the hall and for a moment believe that a burglar has 

got in  yet find i t  quickly forced upon us that this is  no burglar, the 

time-lag before concrete perception takes place betokens a ‘characteristic 

o f the way an innate system works for, in  such cases, sensory rea lity  

comes to take precedence over contrary impressions clearly  shaped by 

imagination. Whatever the explanation i t  seems more reasonable to take 

the agreement o f those who are fresh, have su ffic ien t time etc. that they 

share a common world o f sense experience to represent the true position 

rather than to attempt to make a case from those who disagree under 

exceptional circumstances.

c) Sense perception is  not mutable.

The fin a l p oss ib ility  for showing a general need to explain sense perception 

in  m entalistic terms is  i f  i t  could be shown that sense perceptions, 

fully-developed end occurring under optimum conditions, are nevertheless 

malleable. I f ,  through vo lition  or brain-washing, we could teach our­

selves to SEE red as blue, say, there would be good reason to argue that 

sense perceptions are shaped by, and develop in line with, our psychological 

abstractions. Yet I do not believe hypnosis, 'w il l  power' or education 

are offered as cures for  colour blindness and there is  precious l i t t l e
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other evidence that our sensory world conforms to our ideas or hopes 

about i t .  Certainly, closing our eyes we may imagine a colour, a 

favourite training device for novices o f the supernatural -  or indeed 

imagine anything we like but, whilst in  the absence o f sensory stimuli 

v;e could conceivably believe the object in  our mind’ s eye to be real, 

its  inauthenticity becomes quickly apparent when sense perception returns. 

I f  the reader is  unsure he might try i t  for himself but, whilst he may 

make himself unaware o f some featvire o f his v ision  -  selective  attention, 

discussed below -  he cannot a lter the shape, colour etc. o f what he does 

see and, at the same time, retain a concrete impression. As Wittgenstein 

pointed out there is  'no such order as "now see this lea f green"’ , one 

simply does and no decision involving short or long term training w ill 

make the s li^ ite s t  difference to th is . Of course sense perceptions 

can be changed by drugs, injury, disease or other interference with 

innate processes and one might even imagine the machine which at the 

f l ic k  of a switch could turn green to blue by activating the appropriate 

sensors and suppressing the others but none o f this suggests a 

m entalistic account though i t  does introduce in  another way the p oss ib ility  

of v o lition . I simply cannot SEE this square ashtray as round -  I can 

imagine a round ashtray -  or see this blue mug as red and no experiment 

has been performed other than with 'h ysterics ' to demonstrate that 

through training or bribery that I could. By contrast you may show me 

how to see my enemy as a friend and reverse the perception again or 

how to appreciate the beauty of the countryside but this only serves 

to underline the fundamental d ifference between concrete impressions 

o f the world on the one hand and our psychological experience on the

other
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Many of the examples in psychological literature such as the' Gestalt 

sh ift  which w ill he discussed below, turn on the point that some sense 

perceptions appear to be mutable. A ll else aside, I would return to 

the maxim that "hard cases make bad law" fo r , i f  such a creature as the 

malleable sense perception ex ists , he is  indeed a rarity . I would not 

deny that some non-visual sensations are inherently ambiguous° When 

handling some super-chilled object one may indeed fe e l i t  as cold or 

burning hot or alternate from one perception to another. Nor would 

I deny the p oss ib ility  that some visual perceptions are in su ffic ien tly  

detailed as to be ambiguous as when a distant object is  too far away 

for us to be sure whether i t  is  square or round or what colour i t  is .

In such cases as this however, i t  seems only that our perception is  

d eficien t in deta il due to the limitations of our senses rather than 

inherently ambiguous fo r , whilst we may imagine that i t  is  a bird or 

a plane in  the absence o f the requisite stim uli, we w ill not SEE i t  

in a l l  its  concrete rea lity  as either. However, my argument for the 

particular cases to be discussed is  that none o f them shows reason to 

adopt a m entalistic explanation,universal in its  anolication or even 

perhaps as a restricted account for special circumstances as each is  more 

simply explained i f  we do not start with the proposition that rea lity  

is  shaped by variables and there seems no reason to do so for the 

general run o f sense perceptions we have.

In making these observations I have simply wished to point out that there 

is  nothing in  the general run o f sense perceptions to show that these are 

tied to acquired and mutable m entalistic structures. Neither development, 

idiosyncracy nor mutability, at f i r s t  sight, give any reason to adopt 

the more complex explanation that our sense perception o f the world 

is  mediated by psychological structures, on the contrary, an account
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in terms o f innate processes more c lose ly  conforms to our experience 

of sense .perception and is  simpler. Without expanding on i t  further, 

i t  seems to me that there is  nothing in  our basic experience o f the 

world that cannot be accounted for  in  terms o f the workings o f innate, 

necessary and predetermined structures operating under exposure to the 

appropriate stimuli. (Since the stimuli may be provided by- damaged 

physiological systems there is  no suggestion here that our sensory 

experiences are veridical o£ anything.) Any differences between your 

perceptions and mine, say, as between witnesses to momentary events 

can be equally well explained in  terms o f the way the sensory machine 

operates, i t  takes time to get going -  indeed length o f exposure appears 

to be a key factor in a l l  the operations o f sense perception. There 

may be borderline1 areas, as in  exhaustion, when the d istinction  between 

sense perception and psychological experience -  i . e .  'h a lf vision half 

thought' -  is  less than clear cut but I would only say that when our 

sensory processes are operating, as i t  were, to fu l l  capacity the 

difference is  quite unmistakable. Moreover, given that sense perceptions 

are neither mutable nor id iosyncratic, this difference is  riot simply 

qualitative for i t  seems lik e ly  that these special and defining 

characteristics could be em pirically confirmed. I f  so, we really 

should be thinking in  terms o f dividing experience between the psychological 

and the innate, giving each a quite d ifferen t sort o f explanation.

Whatever is  the best way to understand this dichotomy, there is  no general 

reason to suppose that m entalistic explanations involving non-necessary 

and idiosyncratic abstractions are relevant to the case o f sense

perception.
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SPECIFIC EVIDENCE OFFERED IN SUPPORT OF MENTALISTIC ACCOUNTS.

It  i s ,  by and large, poor practice to induct general laws from a very 

few pieces o f experimental evidence when the bulk o f our observations 

lend no credence to such interpretation. There are, for example, bits 

o f evidence from the continued common identity o f s p lit  sub-atomic 

particles that might suggest that these share some platonic meta­

physical identity over and above their quasi-physical one yet to 

postulate this as a general law to cover one or two oddities would 

be intolerable unless a,11 other possible explanations for these 

particular cases and their special circumstances had f i r s t  been exhausted 

and their correspondence with other, more general, situations demonstrated 

Yet, i t  appears, S-H-R~psychology has bu ilt its  whole doubtful ed ifice  

by induction from  few experiments without attempting to see whether 

the particular circumstances o f these experiments allow for a restricted 

explanation for these cases nor has i t  attempted to show the relevance 

o f the, resulting universal, m entalistic theory for  the general run o f 

subject matter. The evidence offered for the theory that sense 

perception is  structured in  idiosyncratic-and non-necessary ways fa lls  

into five  groups each o f which is  worth discussing in the context o f 

how far i t  lends weight to a universal m entalistic explanation® I do 

not question the experimental evidence, i t  is  the conclusions drawn 

from this that I find so doubtful. The f i r s t  group of experiments 

relates to SELECTIVE ATTENTION showing'that our perceptions are to 

some extent regulated by expectation, need and other contingent factors. 

The second group, PERCEPTUAL CONSTANCY, shows that the perceptions we 

have are not completely tied to changes in  stimulation. The third,

GESTALT SHIFT, suggests that sense data is  inherently ambiguous and 

that the perceptions we have are d irectly  linked to. the contexts we
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experience of incomplete data, purports to show that our perceptions 

are completed or f i l le d  in in  line with the schemas we are using.

The f i f th , MISPERCEPTION, seeks to show that 'much o f what vie perceive 

is  due to our expectations about what we are likely  to perceive '.

1) SELECTIVE ATTENTION.

Various experiments have demonstrated that our consciousness o f sense 

data is  to some degree regulated by variable and idiosyncratic factors 

such as need, training, personal preference etc. For example, i t  has 

been shown empirically that ' i f  we are hungry we are more likely  to 

notice food items than non-food items' 0 5 )  whilst i t  is  also clear 

that professionals, such as hunters, have an "eye for detail" and i t  is  

a truism that "we lis ten  only to what we want to hear". Such observations 

demonstrate clearly enough that psychological structures have a hearing*

* I say a bearing fo r , leaving aside the particular issues considered 

below, selection  on psychological grounds appears to be something o f a 

blunt instrument. It  would not seem, for example, that we can iso la te  

just those sense impressions we wish to concentrate on or are skilled at 

recognizing. Unlike the smile o f  the Cheshire Cat, I cannot divorce the 

paper before me entirely from it s  wider set o f relationships o f which I 

must at least be peripherally aware or se lect just those o f its  

characteristics which are most important to me -  i t s  size perhaps rather 

than its  colour. It  is  said that people can be so captivated by a smile 

or a tone o f voice that they concentrate on these to the exclusion of 

a l l  else yet I doubt whether one could see the eyes, say, without also 

being aware o f the nose or face more generally however focussed one's 

attention was. I f  this is  so we at most se lect packages o f sensation 

only part of which relates to what we wish to be aware o f.
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on the sense data we w ill each usually he conscious o f hut the central 

question is  whether or not this shows, as m entalistic authors claim, 

that selection  demonstrates that sense experience is  a product o f 

psychological factors. I w ill look at the three types o f evidence 

usually given to support the view that se lective  attention is  part o f  a 

wider picture in  which a l l  sense perception is  shaped and constrained 

hy psychological factors hut at the outset I wish to make i t  clear that 

there is  no log ica l connection between simply showing that we are 

psychologically motivated to he more conscious o f  same sense data than 

o f others and showing that whatever sense perceptions we do in  fact have 

are psychologically structured. I f ,  as I have argued above, i t  is  the 

case that should you and I both have sense impressions o f x , our impressions 

w ill , in a l l  important respects, be the same, there is  no reason to 

suppose on grounds o f idiosyncracy or mutability that these impressions 

are structured psychologically. The most that may be said on the basis 

o f selective attention alone is  that there is  some idiosyncracy regarding 

which packets o f sense data we are each conscious o f. It  is  not a fter 

a l l  claimed that the food items the hungry man is  so aware o f w ill 

appear d ifferent to him than they would to anybody else who also happens 

to notice them. Though I believe none o f the examples discussed below 

do show selective attention to be the tip  o f an iceberg for none shows 

that consciousness o f sensation is  wholly constrained by psychological 

fa ctors, i t  is  perhaps nevertheless worth pointing out also that even 

i f  i t  were demonstrated that consciousness was entirely  structured by 

schemas this would s t i l l  not show that sense experience was structured 

in  terms o f these schemas. I t  is  one thing to show that psychological 

factors are a necessary condition for  sense perception, quite another 

to show that they are a su ffic ien t condition. I cannot see a film
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without a projector hut whilst the limitations of the projector are 

relevant to what I see, i t  te lls  me nothing else about the film . In 

fact i t  seems quite reasenable to take the view that sensory processes 

are entirely  autonomous whether or not psychological factors are a 

necessary condition for  our perception o f sense data. The police use 

o f hypnosis shows that we each have subliminal impressions o f the 

environment and whilst training or need may make us more conscious o f 

these there is  no evidence that conscious impressions d iffe r  from 

subliminal ones. The 'visual c l i f f  experiment (Gibson <k Walk, i 960) 

showing that the youngest infant avoids what appears to be a long drop 

long before an age when i t  could be conscious o f such signals or could 

have learnt to recognize the pattern -  le t alone it s  import -  also 

suggests that sensation is  quite d istin ct from consciousness and even 

that action may be taken solely  on the basis o f subliminal sense input. 

M entalistic authors do not make this d istin ction  but i f  the three 

examples they o ffer were persuasive i t  would assume some importance, 

for  showing" consciousness to be wholly constrained would s t i l l  not 

fin a lly  se ttle  the epistemological issue I am considering.

The m entalistic argument is  that selective attention is  part of the 

evidence which shows that a l l  our perceptions are constrained by 

psychological factors. Whereas I would treat selective attention on 

it s  own merits, m entalistic authors introduce three other examples in  

an attempt to show that i t  is  part of a wider pattern. These examples 

are A. that sense awareness can be developed by training and experience, 

B. that particular perceptions are denied those who lack the requisite 

structures and C. the case o f encryption which purports to show the role  

o f recognition in  sense perception. I f  these examples were convincing
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we would accept that psychological factors constrain consciousness 

and that selective attention -  the evidence for which I do not dispute -  

should he seen in  this wider context. This would have implications for 

the epistemological issue hut need not, for  reasons outlined above, prove 

decisive. However, none of these examples persuades me that consciousness 

is  wholly constrained hy psychological factors and therefore I see no 

reason to do other than accept selective attention simply for what i t  

does show and maintain that this in  i t s e l f  has no implications for the 

sensory-mentalistic dichotomy which I advocate.

A. The f ir s t  argument for the case that se lective  attention should not 

he treated in  iso la tion  but should be seen as part o f a wider control

o f consciousness hy psychological factors is  the claim that training 

enables one to he aware o f a much greater range o f sense data than we 

otherwise could he conscious o f. I consider the obverse side of this 

argument -  that we are not conscious until taught -  below in B, hut a 

typical example o f the claim that sense awareness develops in line with 

our cognitive structures is  given hy Batson and Ventis. They cite  the 

case o f an engineer who, they say, has a quite d ifferent perception o f 

a bridge than that o f the layman not trained to see the structure in  

terms o f load, stresses etc. Such claims appear to arise from a 

confusion o f the d istin ction  made hy Wittgenstein between conceptual 

’ half visual . .  ha lf thought’ awareness and concrete impressions o f 

rea lity  fo r , whilst I accept that engineers recognize the structure in­

d ifferent terms as a result of their training, I do not believe i t  

could he shown that their sense perceptions o f i t  are markedly d ifferent 

from ours or that these develop in  line with their knowledge. I have 

never heard i t  said that engineers, undergoing training, find that their
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concrete impressions o f the world come to resemble a blue print. There 

appears only one possible argument for showing that sense awareness is  

lik e ly  to change with changing conceptions and this is  in  the area o f 

awareness o f sensory details which have only a conceptual significance.;

It  is  quite possible that professionals are more conscious o f the minutiae 

o f sense data that relates to their own sp ecia lity , engineers may indeed 

note those cracks and sagging supports which laymen may not ordinariliy  

observe. The question is  however not whether they are more aware o f 

these details -  selective attention alone suggests they w ill be -  but 

whether these details can only be apparent to those for whom they have 

a conceptual importance? Given that our facu lties are equally e ffic ie n t  

i t  seems to me that in  theory we could a l l  notice the minutiae o f sense data 

whether or not the images had any significance for us. I find i t  hard 

to believe that we could not notice a crack, a bolt or that the building 

is  leaning s ligh tly  whether or not we ordinarily would do so. There was 

recently featured a severely retarded child who nevertheless had a great 

a r t is t ic  g i f t .  Taken b r ie fly  to any new surroundings he could sketch 

a l l  the visual information to be found there -  styles o f architecture 

proportions, technical defects, however s lig h t, antennae etc. -  though 

he had no comprehension o f their function or meaning at a l l .  Agnosia 

victims are conscious o f a l l  the sensory stimuli around them though, as 

when my own cat closely  examines patterns and marks on the carpet, such 

sensory information is  entirely without significance for them. The point 

is  that, i f  we a l l  may notice even detailed sense data that has no 

relevance for  us and that in seeing these objects etc. they do not appear 

d ifferen tly  to us than to the professional, sense perception is  not 

constrained by psychological factors even peripherally and therefore 

there is  no evidence that schemas are a necessary condition for sense
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perception le t  alone a su ffic ien t one. That professionals may more 

quickly and regularly observe that which has a conceptual importance 

for them only raises the separate question o f whether recognition or 

merely attention better accounts for  their increased awareness, an issue 

discussed below in C* but either way there is  no evidence from their 

a b ility  that recognition is  a precondition for  consciousness and thus 

that perception o f sense data is  to be explained in  m entalistic terms»

B. The obverse way o f arguing that consciousness of sensation is  

determined by schemas would be to demonstrate that we cannot be conscious 

at a l l  o f some sense data without prior instruction . Since I do not believe 

that we must necessarily remain unaware o f sensory details that have only 

a technical sign ificance, I am not inclined to accept that whole 

sections o f sensory information must elüde our consciousness i f  we have 

not been psychologically prepared to be aware o f them. Indeed the 

evidence for this view is  minimal and a peculiarly unsatisfying example 

is  often given in the literature. F irst reported in The Cornhill 

Magazine, i t  is  said that the fishermen o f Terra del Fuego could not see 

Darwin's Beagle on account o f i t s  unaccustomed size . I f ,  as is  lik e ly , 

the natives had reasons for feigning ignorance this is  surely a very 

slim foundation on which to base the universal claim that sense perception 

requires prior learning and one which leads to considerable d i f f ic u lt ie s .

As there is  no evidence that the perception o f magnitude, unlike that 

o f depth-perception, can be developed -  though i t  was not eve:n reported 

that the natives saw the Beagle as canoe-sized, a size with which they 

were certainly familiar -  the argument from this example appears;.to be 

that i f  the sensory information is  larger, brighter, louder than we 

have had previous experience o f we ■will have no consciousness o f i t  

at a l l .  Can there rea lly  be a noise too loud to be heard or a mountain



too large to "be seen? Do we have technological evidence that there are 

massive phenomena in  the v is ib le  or audible wavelengths that no one who 

might have noticed had noticed? The notion f l ie s  in the face o f a l l  

human experience. I do not doubt, as Koestler pointed out in  Janus, that 

we can quickly learn to suppress impressions to which we have become 

habituated or which have no relevance for us, a s k ill  Yogins are expecially 

adept in , but even they are in it ia l ly  disturbed by intrusive stimuli as 

has been empirically confirmed.6ontrary to the arguments o f  those who use 

the example o f the Beagle, I suggest i t  is  just the unusual or unexpected 

phenomenon that we are a l l  most lik e ly  to be conscious o f, our preconceptions 

and level o f  conceptual development notwithstanding, for new sights and 

sounds have a way o f forcing themselves upon our attention. It  would take : 

more than The Cornhill’ s anecdote to persuade me that we cannot be 

conscious o f sense data without prior psychological preparation.

C. The fina l argument that consciousness is  wholly determined by 

psychological factors arises from the very special circumstances o f 

encryption or camouflage. Natural examples of this are rare, a stick -in sect 

amongst twigs, say, but a number o f two-dimensional tests have been devised 

in  which an image, say o f a face, has been concealed amongst much 

extraneous visual information -  coloured dots or montage etc. It  is  said 

th a t ,i f  one moment I see nothing in the jam jar but twigs and the next 

moment I see the stick -in sect there amongst them, my subsequent perception 

is  to be accounted for in  terms o f recognition. Noting that my la tter 

perception may be triggered i f  someone points out the shape o f the insect 

to  me, the mentalistfc argue that I am matching the minute discontinuities 

o f colour, texture etc. to a model and only when this complex procedure 

involving prior learning and computation lias been completed w ill the image 

take shape. I f  I did not know about stick -insects or even that images
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may "be encrypted I would presumably never be able to see one. There are 

two points to be made at the outset. In the f i r s t  place, as noted above, 

even i f  i t  is  shown that there are psychological preconditions for 

conscious awareness in  this case, this does not establish that xne sense 

perception, should I have one, is  to be explained m entalistically. Schemas 

or not, i f  as in  our usual run o f sense perceptions I am entirely 

constrained in  what I can possibly see -  i f  anything at a l l ,  I see a 

stick -in sect and nothing else -  there is  no evidence of idiosyncra.cy in  

the perception o f encxyopted objects and hence i t  is  simpler to believe 

that even in  these cases the form the sense perception can take is  

predetermined by innate and necessary factors. I f  this were not so, given 

that the visual sense data is  so subtle, I would be surprised that 

everyone who does report anything only reports a stick -in sect or a face 

or whatever rather than other objects which might f i t  equally well the 

stimuli presented to us. Since we do not see and cannot be persuaded* 

to see some creature, 'naif insect -  ha lf twig, there is  no basis for the 

suggestion that our perception is  to be explained by modelling or schemas, 

fo r  a l l  sorts o f models could f i t  such complex data yet no such 

idiosyncratic perceptions are ever reported. I f  this is  so, unlike an 

ink b lot test where any image may he 'seen ', even the subtlest sensory 

information must be perceived in  entirely necessary ways. In the second 

place, even i f  we accept that in  this case psychological factors explain 

the switch from non-awareness -  i f  indeed we are not immediately aware -

* Hysterics, i t  is  known, can be persuaded to have id iosyncratic 

perceptions but there is  no reason to believe that their case has 

ary' universal relevance.
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to awareness, there is  no reason to assume that this case has universal 

relevance. Ordinarily we have no problem being aware o f sense data -  i t  

is  not lik e ly  that we could look into a small paddock and see i t  empty 

one minute and the next pereeive horses to be grazing there as we might 

in  the case o f the stick -in sect, and on the basis that hard cases make 

bad law recognition would remain relevant only to the restricted case o f 

encryption until its  wider relevance was established.

I see no reason why in  fact we should not simply explain our occasional 

perception o f encrypted objects in  terms o f attention or close scrutiny 

o f the images presented to us rather than in  terms o f recognition though 

perhaps the two processes are not incompatible. I t  would certainly be 

relevant i f  tests included sensory images that were not at a l l  recognizable 

as anything rather than using faces and the like which are compatible 

with a theory o f mental models. I f  i t  transpired that subjects -  suitably 

motivated -  could notice an encrypted random lin e , shape or patch of 

discolouration as easily  as they could a face, i t  would be clear that 

one could be conscious o f meaningless sense data quite as much as one 

is  conscious of what one•:canrrecognize. I know o f no such test though 

i t  would be an elementary way o f fa ls ify in g  the m entalistic hypothesis 

in  this case. I have found that when my "mind is  empty1' a l l  sorts o f 

wholly irrelevant sense data take my attention, the striae in  rocks, 

a colour etc. that I would not usually be aware o f and occasionally have 

never been aware of before. In the absence o f other tests , this makes 

i t  seem more lik e ly  that sense perceptions only require leisure and, quite 

possibly, su fficien t exposure to stimuli rather than that sensory stimuli 

need to be recognizable as something before we can be conscious o f them.
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Either way the issue would seer, to he a peripheral one hut even in this 

case there is  no clear reason to believe that awareness necessitates 

a m entalistic explanation since there is  no evidence from encryption 

that psychological factors constrain the extent o f our awareness o f 

sense data or plays any part in structuring such perceptions as we may 

have.

None o f these three examples persuades me that consciousness is  

constrained by psychological factors and hence that there is  any need 

to believe that selective attention indicates more than that our awareness 

o f sense data to some degree re fle cts  what we need, are taught or want to 

be aware o f. By i t s e l f ,  selective attention does not invite a m entalistic 

explanation o f whatever sense perception we may have since i t  does not 

even show that psychological factors are a necessary condition - fo r  sense 

experience -  for  i t  is  not said that you must be hungry before you can 

see food -  le t  alone a su ffic ien t one. That our awareness can to some 

degree be influenced, regulated or filtered  is  o f course an interesting 

finding but since i t  is  only relevant to an account o f why we are 

conscious o f  sane sensory data, as d istin ct from being a causal account 

o f sense perception -  rather as a tuner accounts for which pictures I 

watch but offers no causal explanation for the stream of signals transmitted, 

any o f  which might have been received -  i t  would not seem to have any 

bearing on the issue being addressed in this chapter. The contention that 

sensation and conception are two d istin ct categories does not rule out 

the p o ss ib ility  that , in  consciousness, biology and environment are ms.de 

to serve individuality but this is  not at a l l  the same as arguing that 

the b io log ica l is  a re fle ction  o f individuality.



2) PERCEPTUAL CONSTANCY.

This line o f research seeks to show that the perceptions we do in fact 

have are structured in accordance with our psychological models from 

'the fact that we perceive a consistent world in  spite o f incomplete) 

ambiguous and potentially confusing sensory inform ation'. (16) Experiments 

have varied from those o f Stratton (1897) and Kohler (1962) who both 

wore special goggles that reversed the visual fie ld  and found that) a fter 

a transition period) to  some extent their perceptions o f the world 

adapted to such commonplace observations that a man in  the distance is  

not perceived as insect-sized and doors, when they swing.open, are not 

seen changing shape from rectangular to trapezoidal. Changes in  the 

retinal image, i t  is  said, are interpreted by an organizational process 

so that we perceive a stable and constant environment so that 'sno\; in 

dark shadow is  perceived as white and coal in  bright sunlight is  seen as 

black, even though the amounts o f light they re fle c t  are similar under 

these conditions'. Such examples underline the point that I have been 

making, that our perceptions of the physical are stable but the assumption) 

and i t  is  no mere than that) that the explanation is  that these perceptions 

arise from a conceptual and computational organization and) by implication) 

were we so minded) we might take, for instance) snow in the night to be 

coal) needs to be challenged. In fa ct) there is  no good reason not to 

treat the process in  these cases as one o f a high degree of b io log ica l 

sophistication . The binoculars I use do not compute what the landscape 

looks like at 10x8, i t  just looks like that through them and one could 

imagine a variety o f back-up b io log ica l machinery that canes into play 

i f  light conditions are poor or perspectives a lter . I f  i t  is  not so why 

cannot I see the rose as red at night i f  this is  a 'computer' image which 

would be to say i t  looks like this i f  such and such factors are taken
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into account? Momentary "blindness, when walking from light into dark, 

could he explained as a transition from ordinary visual processes to 

back-up system just as easily  as saying this is  the time taken to compute. 

Given that snow and coal do not emit exactly the same light under any 

conditions, we might guess that even small differences are enough to 

distinguish them given image enhancement. I f  we do compute, we certainly 

do ¿not learn to do so for there is  no stage of infancy when we inhabit 

a cartoon-like world where perceptions o f doors are flu id  or when we are 

unaware o f the strange light snow gives o f f  at night. I f  we do not learn 

to see in this way, what reason is  there to treat such perceptions as 

modified by conception when a l l  we are talking about is  automatic systems. 

One might particularly wonder why, i f  the perceptual process is  

computational and we learn that objects keep their shape from whatever 

angle they are viewed, that the 'ra ilroad ' and other illu sion s occur at a l l .  

I f  we have the means to organize our perceptions and we know that ra ils  

stretching into the distance do not in  fact meet, why do we not organize 

our perception better, i f  we can do so in  other cases? I t  is  simpler to 

treat this and other illusion s as evidence only that we lack the right 

kind o f equipment to help us see in  a more adaptive way in  these cases 

rather than as failures to compute when, i t  is  said, we compute so well 

in  others. Given such considerations, perceptual constancy would seem 

only to show that there is  f le x ib i l it y  in  our sensory apparatus that can 

cope with a variety o f conditions o f sensory in-put (d ifferent systems?, 

d ifferent modes o f a single system?) and there is  nothing conceptual or 

computational about th is . I accept a psychological component in  image 

enhancement in  other cases, discussed below, but there is  no need to 

introduce such a complex notion for  our everyday, perceptions o f the world 

especially since we find our experience o f i t  so sim ilar. A b io log ica l



account which would predict uniformity is  to he preferred to a 

m entalistic account which would suggest idiosyncracy for  which there 

is  no evidence.

3) GESTALT SHIFTS.

Perhaps the best known evidence for a m entalistic account o f sense 

perception is  the Gestalt sh ift which appears to show that what we 

see is  a product o f the context we give the object. Examples range 

from the 'vase-face ' figure-ground reversal in which both white and 

shaded areas can be treated either as figure or as background to the 

higher order example o f ' 13 ' which in context can be read as a numeral 

or as the le tter B. lie can learn or be shown to see such examples now 

in one way and now in  another depending on the context in which they are 

regarded and this night indicate both that objects are inherently ambiguous 

and that what we see depends on the context given, presumably to the 

extent that, i f  we could not give an object a context, we could not 

see i t  at a l l .  It has to be said at the outset that, like so much other 

evidence for the m entalistic theory, these examples are so restricted 

that they appear to have no universal relevance. I t  is  not without 

significance that a l l  the examples given are two-dimensional abstractions 

lacking most o f the sensory cues which give us real information about 

the world. Try mistaking two real heads for a vase, i t  cannot be done. 

There is  no reason therefore to assume that, in  everyday cases, objects 

o f perception have any ambiguity and, in rare cases where Gestalt sh ifts  

may occur, i t  is  perhaps better to talk o f the objects o f perception as 

having a genuine double identity or aspect rather than some inherent 

ambiguity which is  resolved only by our giving i t  a perspective. Rather 

as e le c tr ic ity  can be treated as a wave or a particle  without any



distortion  o f the data so some drawings -  giving' us very l i t t l e  evidence 

either way -  may he legitim ately described as a face or a vase. I f  the 

context we give the image determines which perception we w ill have, there 

is  nevertheless nothing idiosyncratic about either perception, we cannot 

see anything but a face or a vase as we might i f ,  like the ink blot test , 

these were truely psychological impressions. Given that there is  nothing 

idiosyncratic about our Gestalt perceptions that we see one and not the 

other can be most simply understood as an example o f se lective  attention. 

Like need, context and expectation no doubt influence which aspect o f 

the dual image we are most lik e ly  to see but this does not mean that 

we could not make out the outline o f the other image even i f  we could 

not recognize i t  given that i t  is . genuinely there. I do not see either 

that anything can be deduced from the fact that we cannot see both images 

at the same time. Whilst this may point to our perceptions being tied 

to quite d ifferent models or schemas, i t  may simply show that, like an old 

telephone exchange, we cannot handle more than one ca ll a t a time. I f  the 

automatic processes which, I believe, underlie sense perception are 

dealing with sensory stimuli in one way perhaps this excludes dealing 

with the same stimuli simultaneously in another. That for psychological 

reasons we may trigger the alternate perception is  no reason to suppose 

that the process that gives r ise  to the alternate perception is  other 

than innate and automatic a lso. In Gestalt s h ift , I would argue, the 

sense data may be processed in  alternative ways but in  seeing one..obgedt 

now another we are only noticing what is  inherent in  the data and thus 

there is  nothing psychological about ., this processing as there is  no 

evidence that we can make of the data what we wish or expect to . Given 

that one might simply explain such cases, is  there any reason to adopt 

a complex universal theory to account for such oddities?
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4) CLOSURE.

This and a llied  examples are said, to demonstrate the role  o f the model 

or schema in  the perception we have. I t  is  said trait an incomplete 

image such as a dotted outline or an ambiguous one is  perceived as what 

i t  is  thought to represent and not merely as a series of dots or some 

other incomplete image -  'we f i l l  in the gaps and connect the disconnected 

elements' ( 17 ) and thus complete the visual image on the basis of our 

psychological structures when the sensory stimuli are incomplete. Perhaps 

the best natural example is  the ascription o f figures and shapes to the 

stars e .g . the constellation of the bear. Apart from the rarity  o f these 

cases my principle objection to the argument from 'c losure ' is  that i t  

does not appear to relate to sense perception at a l l .  I f  you take a 

dotted outline to represent a dog, say, the image you visualize is  not 

at a l l  the same as having a sense perception o f a dog anymore than the 

constellationof the bear is  like SEEING a real bear or even like seeing 

a bear in a poor photograph. This is  surely a case to which W ittgenstein's 

d istin ction , on which this whole chapter rests , between 'the half-visual . . .  

half-thought' experience arising from conceptualization and concrete 

perception applies. In our 'mind's eye' we may visualize some incomplete 

abstraction in whatever form we lik e , f i l l in g  in  end connecting up, but 

this is  not to say we are having a sense perception. We may imagine the 

raincoat in  the darkened hall is  connected to the shoes on the floor  and 

be under the apprehension that a burglar is  standing there -  but do we 

actually SEE him so that we could describe his features later? The 

difference between'seeing' this burglar and seeing a real one is  not only 

qualitative, one simply cannot f i l l  in  concrete perceptions and i t  is  

entirely relevant that closure can be demonstrated only in the case o f 

abstractions which give scope for  imagination. You can no more SEE my



legs when I am standing behind a fence -  though you know they are there -  

than you can SEE the face o f the phantom burglar. In the case o f an 

unclear image, a distant blob in  the sky, you nay imagine i t  to be a bird 

or a plane but you do not SEE i t  as either u n til i t  resolves i t s e l f  quite 

necessarily into a d istin ct object. There are no doubt some analogies 

between SEEING and visualizing or 'seeing as' but, given that there are 

various good grounds fo r  this d istin ction , by showing that closure is  

relevant to the la tter case gives us no reason to believe i t  is  

relevant to an explanation of the former also.

5) MISPERCEPTION.

In this case and this case only is  there some evidence that m entalistic 

factors have a bearing on the form sense perceptions take. I exclude 

from consideration a l l  illu sion s such as the ponzo e ffect and the mirage 

which do not indicate idiosyncracy. I t  would be odd, for example, to 

explain the perception o f a straight stick  as bent when i t  is  placed in 

water in  psychological terms when we know i t  is  straight and everyone 

o f us sees i t  as bent, far simpler, as in other cases, to explain i t  in  

terms o f a physiological lim itation when dealing with certain sorts o f 

stimuli or certain sorts o f environmental conditions. I f  some situation 

is  a su ffic ien t condition for misperception, i t  is  a certain sign that 

psychological factors play no part. The types o f case I have in mind 

are the id iosyncratic misperceptions caused by expectation and other 

overtly psychological factors. 'Children from poor homes over-estimate 

the size o f coins' (Bruner & Goodman), fear makes an intruder look larger 

than he i s ,  we might mistake a stranger for  the person we are anxiously 

looking out for etc. I t  seems reasonable to suppose that most o f these



examples are o f sense perceptions and since they are "both unadaptive 

and idiosyncratic that they arise from psychological rather than 

b io log ica l causes.

I t  may be possible to understand the penny example and that o f the 

intruder in  terms o f two processes already accepted, selective  attention 

and image enhancement. Focussing on one particular ob ject, for 

psychological reasons, perhaps we can also magnify i t ,  for psychological 

reasons, to the lim it that our automatic processes o f in ten sification  

and magnification allow - there is  no evidence that the object can 

appear enlarged beyond a certain size however great the fear or need.

I f  so, image enhancement, like selective attention, is  something which 

could be triggered on occasion by psychological factors though this would 

not show that such factors structured or shaped the perception simply 

that they could set in  motion a process winch operates automatically 

most o f the time. It  is  perhaps sign ificant in  this respect that there 

is  no evidence to show that we diminish the size o f objects only that we 

enlarge them in instances varying from pennies to 'pop id o ls '.  The fact 

t. at a perception is  unadaptive is  not alone su ffic ien t to demonstrate 

that i t  is  psychologically structured fo r , apart from our own experience 

o f automatic reaction to changing stim uli, within preset lim its, i t  is  

known that horses, for  example, have a greatly magnified view of the 

world. The case o f the mistaken stranger, often momentary and perhaps 

based on the kind o f recognition o f salient features or likeness to be 

found in closure examples, may well be dismissed as not rea lly  a sense 

perception at a l l .  We do not a fter a l l  persist in  our mistake as i t  

quickly becomes apparent that we have made one. I would not rule out 

the p o ss ib ility  that here too , by focussing on points o f likeness, we do



see something of our friend in  the stranger's face hut wonder whether 

we actually SHE our friend in  him even for a moment? There are also 

cases o f habituation where we do not notice perhaps that some familiar 

object is  no longer there but these are too close ly  tied to selective 

attention and suppression for  us to be certain whether they t e l l  us 

anything about the involvement o f psychological factors in  the forms 

our sense perceptions take or are merely relevant to why i t  is  we are 

conscious or not conscious o f some data#

These thoughts are merely aimed at showing that i t  is  possible to explain 

cases o f misperception in which psychological factors obviously play a 

part within the framework o f two d istin ct processes without having to 

introduce the more complex explanation that schemas structure a l l  our 

sense perceptions when this has no obvious relevance to almost a l l  other 

cases. I t  is  a case o f the ta il  wagging the dog to provide an explanation 

for a l l  sense perceptions that is  designed only to meet the pecu liarities 

o f a few isolated examples. I  do not profess to know how fear and need, 

for example, -  which are id iosyncratic -  i f  not normally thought o f as 

m entalistic factors -  could a ffe ct  the innate processes I claim underlie 

a l l  sense perceptions but in the framework I have offered i t  is  not 

unreasonable to assume that they might. Certainly there seems no necessity 

to adopt a universal m entalistic explanation simply because poor children 

see pennies larger than they are.

The five types of empirical evidence usually put forward for  the 

m entalistic view that our sense perceptions are fashioned from abstract 

models and schemas do l i t t l e  to persuade me that the sensory*, conceptual 

dichotomy is  at most a qualitative d istin ction . Certain refinements need
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to be introduced in the light o f this evidence but these do not radically

a lter the model I have advocated throughout. There are grounds to believe

that we have an inbuilt image enhancer, rather as some radios can lock

onto signals keeping reception stable despite fluctuations, yet the process

is  innate even i f  i t  is  possible that i t  can occasionally be triggered

by idiosyncratic factors. There are clear grounds to believe that which

sense data we w ill be conscious o f  is  to some extent a matter o f individual

need, preference etc. but this neither shows that the perceptions we do

have are psychologically modelled nor that consciousness is  entirely

constrained by id iosyncratic factors. That there is  a class o f fabricated

images that have a dual identity or double aspect, however, whilst adding

to the range o f our possible experience, seems to t e l l  us nothing about 
(

the basic epistemological issue. There appears no reason why we cannot 

accept selective attention and enhancement and incorporate them within 

the basic model I propose, accepting that they indicate those borderline 

areas where the simple perception o f sensory stimuli is  sometimes 

subordinated to the requirements o f individuality . I find this use of 

the evidence more acceptable than arguing, on the basis o f examples that 

are both rare and o f restricted application, that we must apply m entalistic 

theories to sense perception universally in  order to account for them.

Since the m entalistic interpretations o f several examples appear to fa i l  

to recognize the d istinction  between the sensory and the conceptual and 

no attempt is  made to show the relevance o f the example fo r  the sensory,

I cannot but believe that the hypothesis o f a universal and comprehensive 

m entalistic theory, on such a basis as these examples o ffe r , is  

fundamentally unsound.

Though this discussion o f a psychological issue lias been regrettably long,
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the epistemological question I have addressed is  o f such fundamental 

importance to e l l  that follows that i t  was unavoidable. To summarize 

the arguments so far:

1. There is  a qualitative d istinction  "between sense perception and 

conceptual experience

2. As may be empirically confirmed, sense perceptions have different 

characteristics to conceptual experience being universal and non-malleable 

3» The m entalistic theory fa ils  to account for the unique characteristics 

of sense perception and in addition to being unnecessarily complex and 

without obvious relevance leads to problems concerning the relationship

o f our experience to the world. This being so i t  would make sense to 

treat sense perception and conceptual experience as re flectin g  two quite 

d ifferent processes, one innate, necessary, b io log ica l, the other non­

necessary, acquired »and psychological. This theoretical d istinction  

accords with our common experience and, I do not doubt, one day w ill be 

empirically confirmed.

The point is  th is. I f ,  as I intend to argue in part 2, mystical experience 

is  a sensory or quasi-sensory experience, those sensations and feelings 

construed as the presence o f God owe l i t t l e  or nothing to the sub ject’ s 

b e lie fs  but are presented to him by physiology, environment or some other 

source that cannot be explained in  terms o f his acquired conceptions. 

Whatever the experience is  that he has, at a higher level i t  w ill be 

interpreted in  the light o f his ideology but an account o f his ideology 

cannot be accepted as a causal account o f his experience or the form i t  

takes. It  is  perhaps not necessary for the reader to be convinced 

o f the fundamental d istin ction  I make between sensation and conceptual­

ization  but simply accepting that i t  is  a: credible line o f  argument 

changes a l l  the presuppositions which have come to dominate the 

explanations o f mystical experience -  in  addition to our mundane 

experience -  in recent years. I f  we come to look at mystical
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experience from outside o f the hermeneutical framework S-II-B authors 

have imposed, a l l  sorts of new p oss ib ilit ie s  emerge. In making these 

comments I do not wish to give the impression that psychology- has not 

benefitted the study of re lig ion . Freud, Bunke and Erikson have, from 

a psycho-analytical standpoint, pointed to a range of factors from fear 

o f death to 'basic trust' which motivate re lig ion . Others have 

highlighted the importance o f milieu and computation in the religious 

outlook whilst others s t i l l ,  the differences in patterns o f religious 

motivation and behaviour -  e .g . ' e x t r in s ic '/ ' in tr in s ic ' / ' quest' - but 

none of this is  relevant to the case o f mystical experience i f  there is 

no good reason to explain the sensory in terms of the psychological 

even though, in  man, the sensory is  bound to occur within the context 

o f individuality and sub jectiv ity .
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2) MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE AND MEHTALISTIC SXPIANATIONS.

Having made the case for a clear d istinction  between sensory and other 

forms o f  experience and having argued that m entalistic accounts are 

inapplicable to the former, the question I now wish to address is  whether 

or not we can treat mystical experience as being analogous to mundane 

sense experience. I f  we can, though ideology w ill be relevant to the way 

these experiences are understood and reported, ideology and other 

m entalistic factors w ill o ffe r  no causal explanation o f why these 

experiences occur or why they take the form which they do. The question 

needs to be gone into at length for i t  is  not at a l l  self-evident that 

sensory and mystical experience have much in  common and, for this reason, 

whatever view they take about sense perception, many researchers might 

s t i l l  believe that mystical experience, like 'h a lf v ision  . . .  ha lf 

thought' experience and other forms o f experience which are unlike sense 

perception is  best explained in  psychological terms. I adopt two lines 

o f argument. F irstly , that mystical experience does in  fact have close 

qualitative analogies with sense perception and secondly, that there are 

other common characteristics which are best highlighted "by the fa ilure 

o f m entalistic explanations to explain the occurrence and form mystical 

experience takes. I shall look at various theories inspired by S-H-R 

psychology but find that there is  no more evidence that mystical experience 

is  shaped by contingent factors or otherwise conforms to cultural 

expectations than there is  in  the case of sense perception, i f  anything 

the contrary is  indicated. These two arguments persuade me that we have 

no more reason to apply m entalistic accounts to mystical experience than 

we have for applying them to sense perceptions and, further, in so far as 

mystical and sense experience so closely resemble each other,that new 

lines o f explanation in  terms o f a common process are indicated.



i i y.

TEE AHA. LOGY BETWEEN I-IYSTIGAL EXPERIENCE A ED SENSE PERCEPTION, 

liy hypothesis, based on two types o f consideration, is  that mystical 

and sensory experience arise from very sim ilar, i f  not identica l, 

processes and this gives them a generic identity  which does not lend 

i t s e l f  to explanation in m entalistic terns. Since I can o ffer  no 

physiological account of this process, I can only point to the 

sim ilarities which indicate a common process and argue that, i f  there is 

no reason to adopt a m entalistic account o f sense perception, there is  no 

more reason to do so in  the case o f mystical experience. The indications 

that a single process is  at work in both cases are twofold. F irstly , there 

are the qualitative indications, introduced in chapter 2, which show that 

mystical experience, subjectively , is  perceived to be on a par with sense 

experience and, secondly, there are a number of other common character­

is t ic s  indicative o f a common aetiology which I shall discuss in the 

context o f the fa ilure o f  m entalistic explanations. I shall defend the 

importance I place on both these types o f consideration but f ir s t  wish to 

discuss more fu lly  what i t  is  I mean by indications o f analogous processes 

for I am not suggesting that anyone could mistake a mystical experience 

for a mundane sense nercention.

I t  is  quite clear, whatever their aetiology, that one could not equate 

mystical and mundane perceptions. Mystical claims are, almost invariably, 

beyond verifica tion  having to do with non-natural objects and, in many 

cases, relate to no clearly  defined object o f perception at a l l  -  one does 

not see God in  the way one might a colour, shape etc. Equally importantly, 

unlike mundane sense perceptions where a l l  sim ilarly placed w ill agree, 

mystical experiences are rarely shared and th-refore cannot be explained 

in  terms o f id en tifiab le  stimuli to which we a ll have equal access. However,
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though in  content they appear so d i f fe r e n t  and one could not apply 

the same type o f  explanation  in  each ca se , i t  does not fo llow  that the 

same process is  not involved  w ith a l l  the im plica tion s th is lias fo r  the 

ep istem olog ica l issu e  under con sideration « I f ,  say, milk and apples are 

fermented one does not expect the end-products -  yoghurt and c id er  -  to 

hear much re la tio n sh ip  nor does the use o f  th is  process in  one co n tro lle d  

and c le a r ly  defined s itu a t io n , brewing say, preclude i t  as an explanation  

in  an apparently spontaneous and seemingly d iss im ila r  case such as the 

breakdown o f  the compost heap« In the same way I do not find i t  su rp ris in g  

i f  an innate p rocess , when linked  to  environmental s tim u li, g ives r is e  to  

the p a rticu la r  and p re d ic ta b le  type o f  experience we c a l l  sense perception  

whereas, when linked to  another s e t  o f  n on -psych olog ica l fa c to r s , i t  

produces a w holly d i f fe r e n t  and, apparently , in ex p lica b le  experience«

In subsequent chapters I  s h a ll  look  a t some o f  these fa ctors  but i t  w i l l  

be my contention  that in  re co g n iz in g  the process and the fa ctors  linked 

to  i t  in  the m y st ic 's  case , we w i l l  find that his perception  is  not -  for  

a l l  i t s  r a r ity  -  id io s y n c r a t ic  but a necessary and p red icta b le  consequence 

o f  a process operating  under p ecu liar  circum stances. Many who might accept 

that environment and innate processes between them account fo r  sense 

p ercep tion , m ight, n ev erth e less , assume that because no one e lse  around 

him sees what the m ystic s e e s , m ystica l experience is  unlike sense 

p ercep tion  and that the s in g u la r ity  o f  the m y stic 's  claim  is  best 

explained in  terms o f  menta,l i s t i c  fa c to r s .  This does not n ece ssa r ily  

fo llo w  fo r  i t  .may be the case that the apparent id iosyn cracy  o f  the 

m ystica l claim can b est be explained by the unusual combination o f  fa ctors  

which tr ig g e r  the p ercep tion  in  e n t ir e ly  predetermined ways i . e .  a l l  tru ly  

in  the same p o s it io n  as the m ystic w i l l  see what he d id . I t  is  re levan t 

here th a t, w h ils t  in  any p a r t icu la r  casé the m y stic 's  claim  is  s in g u la r ,
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the lon g  h is tory  and wide spread o f  these claims gives them a context 

in  which they appear less  id io s y n c r a t ic . Since the occurrence o f  m ystica l 

experience seems f a i r ly  constant from age to  age and cu lture to  cu ltu re , 

i t  has not notably declined  in  our a t h e is t ic  s o c ie ty  -  though the 

re p ortin g  o f  i t  may be a ffe c te d  by i t s  s o c ia l  a c c e p ta b il ity  -  the 

pattern  f i t s  in  w ith the notion  that the concatenation o f  fa ctors  necessary 

to  tr ig g e r  the process is  rare ju s t  as w e ll as i t  does with any 

p sy ch o log ica l theory. I f  th is  i s  the case , a comparison o f  m ystics 

w ith  esp ec ia l regard to  the circum stances o f  th e ir  experiences m i l  

prove more in form ative than a comparison o f  m ystics w ith  the non-m ystics 

around them with the appearance th is  g ives that in  i t s  is o la t io n  the 

m ystica l claim can be explained p sy ch o lo g ica lly . Since there i s  much 

circu m stan tia l evidence that the same process is  a t  work in  both sensory 

and m ystica l experience and m e n ta lis tic  explanations do not cover what 

few fa c ts  we have in  the case o f  m ystica l experience I b e lie v e  i t  i s  

reasonable to  argue that both a r is e  from the workings o f  the same innate 

and in e lu cta b le  process even though, when harnessed to  d if fe r e n t  

circum stances, th is  sane process gives r is e  to such d if fe r e n t  so rts  o f  

experience. Just as by n otin g  the generation  o f  heat etc.w e may determine 

that ferm entation is  taking p lace  in  bread and b eer , by noting th e ir  

hallmarks we might reasonably th eorize  that the sane or a c lo s e ly  a l l ie d  

process is  resp on sib le  fo r  both m ystica l and sense p ercep tion . The 

p ro o f that m ystica l experience is  as predeterm ined, given the r ig h t  

co n d it io n s , as I b e lie v e  sense perception  to  be which i s  the cen tra l 

p o in t and the p ro o f that the process involved  does c lo s e ly  resemble 

that o f  sense p ercep tion  is  a long way o f f .  I  would only argue that i t  

i s  a reasonable hypothesis g iven  the in form ation  we p resen tly  have.



182

My selection  of certain qualities inherent in  both mystical and sense 

perception along with a few other shared characteristics as evidence o f 

a common process may strike some readers as arbitrary<> They might argue 

that i t  is  a coincidence that mystical and sense perceptions share certain 

qualities and furthermore that in  any event we could deduce l i t t l e  about 

the nature o f the underlying process from a study o f the form that our 

perception takes in any given instance. Whilst I accept that my argument 

is  tenuous, in the absence o f a detailed naturalistic account, I do not 

think i t  unreasonable to make the comparison I do. To anyone who has 

seen both there is  a great qualitative difference between watching an 

8mm film , for example, and a video. D5 fferences in c la rity , colour and 

much else that is  instantly recognizable show that certain qualities are 

tied to the procesp and as, in  the case o f  1Technicolour', may be unique 

to a particular process. I do not wish to take too mechanistic a view 

o f human experience but there is  no reason why we should not think o f 

the typical qualitative differences between waking perceptions and 

dreams, say, in such terms because the differences are quite as 

characteristic as they are in  the case o f d ifferent forms o f filming«

I f  one accepts the p o ss ib ility  that qualitative differences can be 

indicative o f process, my selection  begins to appear less arbitary.

Quite what i t  is  we mean by sense perception, being wide awake etc.^ is 

not easy to elucidate but central to the concept is  concreteness and 

apparent rea lity  which above, I suggested, might in  part be explained 

by the coherence, s ta b ility  and lu cid ity  o f  such perceptions. I f  this 

is  the hallmark o f sense perception -  and many a common saying e .g . " I  

d idn 't imagine i t ,  I saw him as large as l i f e  just as I see you 

standing there" indicates that i t  is  -  I find i t  hard to believe that
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i t  i s  an a cc id en ta l fea tu re  o f  our waking experience o f  the world 

e s p e c ia lly  as i t  i s  not c h a r a c te r is t ic a lly  found in  any other common 

form o f  experience. I t  i s  worth mentioning here th at, s in ce  there is  

no evidence that th ings seem r e a l/co n cre te  to  us only because in  fa c t  

they are r e a l /c o n c r e te , i f  anything, th is  q u a lity  i s  a hallmark o f  process 

and i s  not re la ted  to  the p a r t icu la r  environmental circum stances in  which 

th is  process i s  most commonly found to operate. I f  then we can reasonably 

assume that concreteness and a l l  that goes w ith  i t  evidences the 

operation  o f  a p a r t icu la r  process , i t  would be un n ecessarily  complex 

to argue that in  the case o f  m ystica l experience i t  was however 

a cc id e n ta lly  presen t.F ar sim pler, u n t il  evidence is  produced to the 

contrary, to  accept that in  both cases the presence o f  these q u a lit ie s  

i s  s ig n if ic a n t  as a guide to the processes which g ive  r is e  to  both
t

p ercep tion s . I f  p re c ise  c r i t e r ia  could be found i t  may be em p irica lly  

confirmed that ju s t  these two types o f  experience exh ib ited  these 

q u a lit ie s ,  and always did so# '*th us backing the lon g -estab lish ed  

d is t in c t io n s  we a l l  make-awake/dreaming/daydrearning e t c -  -  and making, 

i t  seem more l ik e ly ,  as I  b e lie v e , that these q u a lit ie s  have a th e o r e t ica l 

relevance as w e ll as sim ply a d e scr ip t iv e  one. I t  i s  not con clu sive  

that,because sensory and m ystica l perceptions have major q u a lita t iv e  

a n a log ies , that the same process i s  a t  work in  both cases but i t  i s  

nonetheless very su ggestive  e s p e c ia lly ,  as I v a il  la te r  d iscu ss , the 

two types o f  p ercep tion  have other poin ts  in  common.

The major part o f  the q u a lita t iv e  analogy i s  that m ystics , fa m ilia r  w ith 

both forms o f  experience, use the language o f  sense perception  f o r  what 

they claim  to have experienced . Be i t  God, a tim eless , spaceless void 

or whatever, the terms in  which th e ir  experience is  described  always
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portray the perception as something d irect, immediate, concrete, rea l, 

about which they could not be mistaken and so common and manifest is  

this that I earlier argued i t  should be treated as a defining character-: 

i s t i c  o f mystical experience. Leaving to one side the implications 

of the commonly encountered claim that mystical experience seems more 

rea l, concrete etc. than everyday sense perception, I cannot believe 

that this feature is  either o f  marginal significance or merely a 

contingent, even accidental, feature o f their claims -  rather there 

appears every reason to think that i t  is  not merely descriptive but has 

a theoretical sign ificance.

Teresa of A vila 's 'a person who was unexpectedly plunged into water 

could not fa i l  to be aware of i t ,  here the case is  the same but even 

more evident' (16) sums up as well as any that quality o f mystical 

experience which gives i t  such a close resemblance to sense perception. 

Other examples, taken at random, equally underline the point that in 

mystical experience we are not discussing 'h a lf v ision  . . .  ha lf thought', 

imagination, dreaming and the like but perceptions which are d irectly  

analogous to those sense perceptions which have the strongest impact 

upon our awareness. 'Flashes o f consciousness which have compelled me 

to exclaim with surprise -  God is  here' 0 9 ) ,  ' i t  was not imagination,

I rea lly  fe lt  a divine power', 'I  neither saw nor heard Him but there 

He was and I had no doubt about i t  (20) e tc . a l l  suggest an overwhelming 

impression that whatever is  being experienced is  as much a part o f 

'r e a lity 'a s  the environment our senses normally present us with, each 

seeming to have an objective v a lid ity , an unmistakeable and concrete 

quality etc. In chapter 2 I considered some o f the qualities which might 

play a part in  producing this impression -  coherence, s ta b ility  and
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that is  either present or not, a quality inherent only in  certain sorts 

of experience, rather than something ve read into i t  or deduce from certain 

sensory cues. A ll that really  needs to be said here is  that mystics 

are aware o f the non-natural in  just that way we are a l l  aware o f the 

natural worldo

It is  relevant that experienced mystics themselves make the same 

d istin ction  between the 'r e a l1 and the psychological as we do,say, 

between sense experience and dreaming. Teresa o f Avila, for  example, 

distinguishes between visions sent by God which are said to lead to 

rapture etc. and the fancies o f the imagination: 'when anyone can 

contemplate this sight o f our Lord for a long time, I do not believe 

i t  is  a vision  but rather some over-mastering idea which causes the 

imagination to fancy i t  sees something; but this illu s io n  is  only like 

a dead image in comparison with the liv in g  rea lity  o f the other case' (21)• 

The 'l iv in g  re a lity ' o f mystical and sense perceptions distinguishes 

them both from a range o f other quasi-experiential phenomena such as 

hypnagogic imagery which, in the religious case, for c la r ity  we might 

label religious impressions,* and this continues the para lle l. I t  would

*Though I believe the qualitative d istin ction  I make -  recognized by 
experienced mystics -  between mystical experience and other impressions 
o f a religious nature to be quite as clear as that between sense 
impressions and dreams, there are two practical d i ff ic u lt ie s  in selecting 
just those cases which have the requisite qualities. The f ir s t  o f these 
is  that, for  a variety o f reasons, the reports we have may not describe 
what the experience actually fe l t  lik e . More interested in describing 
the content or making theological speculations, some mystics do not 
actually describe their experience or the way in  which they came to know 
what they claim to know. One can do l i t t l e  with "one night I knew" i f  
we are looking for some mention o f the unmistakeability o f their impression, 
i t s  concreteness, the fact that-what was borne upon them could not be 
doubted etc. Brevity may not rea lly  be a problem i f ,  as seems to be the

continued overleaf



186

not appear, given the remarks o f mystics on the subject, that one can 

be in any more doubt about whether or not one has had a mystical experience 

rather than some sundry relig ious impression than one can be in the 

case o f sense perception. As, when I am dreaming, the mystic may be 

unsure whether this or that vivid impression is  real but as, when I wake 

up, the mystic has an authentic mystical experience the unreality o f 

what went before is  immediately apparent and is  lik e ly  to produce a 

basis for future discrimination. The recognition o f the difference 

between a 'r e a l1/ 001101'6'*'® type o f experience and one lacking it s  'l iv in g  

rea lity ' would appear tied to the in tr in sic  differences between the two 

types rather than to depend on subjective variables. We might discuss 

whether someone was rea lly  in  lo v e , sayfhe might not know himself but 

we cannot say "he only thinks he is  SEEING" i f  that is  what he claims
t

as we might say "he only thinks he is  in  love". I f  this is  so the 

d istinction  between sense-type experience and other types is  something 

arbitrary which we must a l l  necessarily recognize. Another important 

point in  this context, one already raised, is  that there is  a continuing 

b e lie f  in the v e r id ica l!ty  o f sense type experience when other impressions 

have either been forgotten or have come to be accepted as unreal. We may,.

case, the mystical experience is  so strik ing that few mystics w ill  forbear 
to mention what i t  f e l t  like or the way in  which the content was impressed 
upon them but even so many researchers, culling quotes, often omit such 
important d eta ils . The second problem is  that Margolis' study notwith­
standing i t  may sometimes be d i f f ic u lt  to distinguish mystical cases from 
the reports o f the mentally i l l  when these are o f a religious nature. The 
hyper-suggestible, the psychotic etc. may claim that a notion or some 
non-sensory type o f  impression seems quite real/concrete to them just as 
they might claim that a dream they had is ,  and appeared to them to be, 
quite rea l. Without having criter ia , suggested by psychiatry, i t  may not 
always be possib le, on the basis o f written material alone, to be certain 
whether the d istin ction  a l l  sane minds would make is  being recognized 
or not. Douglas-Smith took the unique step in asking his respondents to 
take the ' glow-card' test to eliminate any case which had about i t  the 
slightest hint o f  hyper-suggestibility. Perhaps future researchers should 
extend the range o f such tests and glean other relevant information so 
that in  a l l  cases we can be certain that the experience did in  fact have 
certain qu a lities.
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when dreaming, b e lie v e  the dream to he r e a l  and even momentarily upon 

waking hut, unless in sa n ity  has rohhed us o f  our powers o f  d iscrim in ation , 

we recogn ize  that th is  type o f  experien ce , u su a lly , lacks those concrete 

q u a lit ie s  which we a sso c ia te  only with waking experience o f  our 

environment® The truth  o f  our b e l i e f  i s  unimportant, i t  i s  the fa c t  

that we make a d is t in c t io n  between sensory and other types o f  experience 

on th is  ground and, a ls o ,  le ss  c e r ta in ly , on the stronger and more 

la s t in g  im pression that some sense experience seems to  make on us that 

is  re lev a n t, fo r  this strengthens the analogy between sensory a.nd m ystical 

experience and fu rth er d istin g u ish es  b oth , as a type, from a l l  other 

forms o f  experience®

There i s  perhaps l i t t l e  p o in t in  adding anything furth er about the 

q u a lita t iv e  d is t in c t io n  between sense-type experience and im agination, 

hypnagogic imagery, dreams e t c .  when the reader may more e a s ily  r e fe r  to 

h is  own experience and recogn ize  that one does not see a tree in  a dream, 

say, or imagine what something w i l l  be l ik e  in  the same way that one 

sees the " r e a l  th in g ’ . That m ystics compare th e ir  experience to sense 

experience and s im ila r ly  d ist in g u ish  i t  from other forms o f  non-sensory 

experience would appear undeniable and t h is ,  on the fa ce  o f  i t ,  gives 

the two a fam ily resemblance which, I  wish to  argue, stems from the 

s im ila r it ie s  o f  the process used in  each case . In the d iscu ssion  

fo llo w in g  I look  to  se e , the q u a lita t iv e  analogy notw ithstanding, i f  

there i s  any reason why we should think o f  sense and m ystica l experience 

in  d i f fe r e n t  terms. I f  8-H-R accounts did show that the form m ystica l 

experience takes, un like sense p ercep tion , was structured by p sy ch o log ica l 

fa c to rs  or that the pattern  o f  occurrence could be explained in  terms of 

cu ltu ra l or su b -cu ltu ra l exp ecta tion , I would have to accept that the
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q u a lita t iv e  analogy counted fo r  l i t t l e «  There is  however no evidence 

to  make me change my mind about the importance o f  the q u a lita tiv e  

analogy or to  fo rce  me to  reexamine the ep istem olog ica l im p lica tion s 

o f  sensory and m ystica l experience having a generic resemblance«

THE FAILURE OP KENTALISTIC EXPIANATIONS OF MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE.

Perhaps Sunden, Katz and Glock and Stark are the b est known exponents 

o f  the view that the m ystic ’ s experience is  shaped by the expectation  

he derives from the presence in  s o c ie ty  o f  r e lig io u s  tra d ition s  and 

su b -cu ltu res . I  do not know whether these authors would apply th e ir  

m e n ta lis tic  accounts to  a l l  forms o f  experience, as Batson and Ventis 

would seem to , and th ere fore  whether they view m ystica l experience as 

a s p e c ia l case Leaving c lea r  d isa n a log ies  w ith sense perception  or as 

ju s t  another example o f  the un iversa l explanation that a l l  experience 

a r ise s  from p sy ch o log ica l s tru ctu rin g  but whichever, I  b e lie v e  i t  can 

be argued on the basis  o f  such evidence as there is  that there is  no 

more reason to  exp la in  m ystica l experience in  contextual terms than 

there is  sense perception« I f  the d iscu ss ion  below is  persuasive , the 

q u a lita t iv e  analogy remains, prima fa c ie ,  a fa c to r  o f  considerab le 

importance w h ils t  the a d d ition a l s im ila r it ie s  d iscovered  only serve 

to  r e in fo rce  the gen eric resemblance between m ystica l and sense 

experience and make i t  im plausible  to  apply a p sy ch o log ica l account 

to  e ith e r  form o f  experience. I  sh a ll begin  by ou tlin in g  the m e n ta lis tic  

explanation  o f  m ystica l experience and then o f fe r  two ob jection s  which 

appear to render the theory as unuseable in  th is  case as i t  i s  in  the 

case o f  sense p ercep tion . Having estab lish ed  that there i s  no com pelling 

reason to  adopt a p sy ch o lo g ica l explanation  in  the case o f  m ystica l 

experience, I  w i l l  conclude by look in g  a t three other ways, in  ad d ition



to  the q u a lita t iv e  analogy, in  which m ysticism  resembles sense p ercep tion  

in  the context o f  the ep istem olog ica l is s u e . These supplementary 

p a r a lle ls  add weight to the argument that n eith er type o f  experience 

lends i t s e l f  to  in te rp re ta tio n  in  contextual terms and re in fo rce s  the 

p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  th e ir  sharing a generic identity«)

139.

THE MEHTALTSTIC ACCOUNT OF MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE.

Sunden's model o f  r e lig io u s  experience in corp ora tes  both main elements 

o f  contextualism  namely 1. that r e lig io u s  tra d itio n s  in  s o c ie ty  supply 

the concepts that shape the m y stic 's  experience and 2«, that occurrence 

is  re la ted  to  coijjmitment -  a p o in t taken up by Clock and Stark -  as w ell 

as s p e c i f i c a l ly  in trodu cin g  r o le  p laying to account fo r  the form the 

im pression o f  the d iv in e  takes. The main points o f  Sunden's model, at 

le a s t  those which are re levan t to  th is argument,* are as fo llo w s :

A. Experience is  determined by various patterns o f  m otivation  o f  the 

in d iv id u a l

B. The r e lig io u s  d is p o s it io n  has developed through learn ing and been 

kept current by p ra c tice

C. The pattern  in  r e lig io u s  d is p o s it io n  i s  derived from the r e lig io u s  

tr a d it io n  which contains conceptions o f  in te ra ctio n s  between in d iv id u a ls  

and C od(s) -  the r o le  system

D. D ivine ro les  in  r e lig io u s  tra d ition s  fu n ction  as s tru ctu rin g  perceptual 

patterns

* I have omitted only one major p ro p o s it io n  which i s  that 'th e  contents 
o f  the experience are given  meaning by the d isp o s it io n  o f  the in d iv id u a l '.
This would not appear re levan t to the present argument fo r ,  as the example 
o f  agnosia shows, sense p ercep tion  does not e n ta il meaningfulness and i t  
i s  on ly sense experience which i s  being d iscussed and not the separate 
is su e  o f  meaning. There may be some so rts  o f  experience in  which the 
f in d in g  o f  meaning con stitu tes  the whole o f  the experience but th is  i s  not 
so  in  the case o f  m ystica l experience where there are concrete perceptions 
in  a d d it io n  to  whatever meaningfulness i s  found in  these. I  w i l l  take up la te r  
the question  o f  whether the meaning a m ystic finds h is  experience has is
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Ec R elig ious experience a r ise s  through the in te ra c t io n  between the 

r e lig io u s  d is p o s it io n  o f  the in d iv id u a l and the s itu a t io n  in  which the 

in d iv id u a l takes both the human r o le  in  the tra d it io n  and sim ultaneously 

adopts the d iv in e  ro le  ( fo r  a fu l le r  account see Unger: On R elig iou s 

E xperience).

I t  should be pointed out that Sunden, l ik e  so many other authors, does not 

d is t in g u ish  between those concrete  experiences which alone I would c a l l  

m ystica l and sundry other non-sensory r e lig io u s  im pressions to  which some 

such contextual theory may reasonably be ap p lied . I t  i s  i t s  a p p lica t io n  

to  the former on ly  to which I o b je c t . The model o f  t ra d it io n  -  adoption  

by the in d iv id u a l -  a s tru ctu rin g  o f  experience in  terms o f  acquired 

concepts not only requ ires that a l l  m ystics be acquainted, p re fe ra b ly  

a c t iv e ly ,  w ith  a recogn iza b le  se t  o f  r e l ig io u s  b e l ie f s  but fo r  i t s  

confirm ation  requ ires that the experience a m ystic reports r e f le c t s  those 

b e l i e f s ,  and only those b e l i e f s ,  he i s  known to  have acquired. Katz lias 

expanded on this p re d ic t iv e  asp ect o f  the model. In 'Language, E p iste - 

mology'ahd M ysticism ' he w r ite s : 'th e  forms o f  consciousness which the 

m ystic brings to  experience se t  structured and lim it in g  parameters on 

what the experience w i l l  be . . .  the experience i t s e l f  as w ell as the form 

i s  shaped by concepts which the m ystic brings t o ,  and which shape h is 

experience . . .  the Hindu m ystic . . .  has a Hindu experience preformed 

a n tic ip a te d ' o r , more sim ply, 'th ere  i s  a c lea r  causal connection  between 

the r e lig io u s  and s o c ia l  s tru ctu re  one brings to  experience and the nature 

o f  on e 's  actua l r e l ig io u s  e x p e r ie n c e '(2 3 ). I f  th is  i s  true not only should 

one find  that m ystics stand in  a tr a d it io n  that provides them with c lear * I

something en ta iled  by the form the experience takes or i s  re la te d  to 
the conception  he has acqu ired . This issu e  fo llow s on frcm the question
I am considering here about the a e t io lo g y  o f  concrete perceptions but 
co n stitu tes  a separate and fa r  more debatable p o in t.
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models o f  d iv in e  -  human in te r a c t io n  hut that the experience they report 

in v a r ia b ly  r e f le c t s  th is  acquired model. However* I  w i l l  argue* n eith er 

p ro p o s it io n  i s  borne out by such l i t t l e  evidence as we have.

Clock and Stark have attempted to em p irica lly  e s ta b lish  the lin k  between 

commitment to  a s e t  o f  b e l ie f s  and the frequency o f  occurrence o f  the 

a n tic ip a ted  type o f  experience. They s e t  out to t e s t  the p re d ic t io n  that 

the more involved an in d iv id u a l i s  w ith ce rta in  b e l ie f s  and a peer group 

which adheres to  such b e l ie f s  the more l ik e ly  he is  to  have ju st that 

type o f  experience the group values* encourages and expects. They devised 

a te s t  'arranged along a s ca le  o f  intim acy, com plexity, frequency and 

incitem ent value accord in g  to  r e lig io u s  and s o c ia l  norm s'(24) to  see i f  

the data should, as expected , e x h ib it  a 'd eve lop in g  sequence o f  fe lt- 

encounters between men and the su p ern a tu ra l'(25) such that the frequency 

o f  favoured types o f  experience in creases w ith  the in d iv id u a l 's  degree 

o f  commitment w h ils t  d ev ia tion  from expectation  -  defined amongst the 

groups they worked w ith as in crea s in g  com plexity o f  experience -  was 

marked by decreasing frequency o f  occurrence. This study, one o f  the 

few that has attempted an em pirical dem onstration o f  the 'norm -com pliance' 

theory -  apart from I-Ioehle's 'm ultidim ensional s c a lin g ' I  can think o f  

no other -  did manage to show that committed b e lie v e rs  did have a high 

in cid en ce  o f  the favoured 'con firm in g ' experience though there was no 

evidence about d ev ia tion  from the norm as represented by the more complex 

types and no attempt to  compare the fin d in gs about the experience o f  

church groups with that o f  a sample o f  the popu lation  a t la rge . Putting 

as id e  a l l  c r it ic ism s  o f  the design  o f  th is  experiment -  the fo u r fo ld  

typ o logy  representing  in crea s in g  and deviant 'in tim acy /com p lex ity ' does 

not provide a c le a r  cut basis  fo r  s ca lin g  the data nor was the extent 

to  which the a ttitu d es  o f  these su b jects  might have a ffe c te d  th e ir  claims



to  such experience assessed -  the experiment seemed to show that “b e l ie f  

and the occurrence and form o f  the experience were corre la ted . However, 

“below I sh a ll argue that nothing a t a l l  can “be estab lish ed  in  a 

p lu r a l is t ic  s o c ie ty  on the “basis o f  the experiences o f  groups which hold 

homogenous “b e lie fs  “but whether or not I am r ig h t to  argue t h is ,  Clock 

and Stark ty p ify  contextualism  and the way contextúal i s t s  expect such 

data as we have to  “behaves

There have “been other works “based on the premises o f  contextualism , 

analysing the con tin u ity  o f  concepts in  use in  m ystica l 's c h o o ls ' or 

t r a d it io n s , say, or tra cin g  the in t e l le c t u a l  background o f  p a r t icu la r  

m ystics but i t  i s  unnecessary to  e laborate  on these f o r ,  in  terms o f  

the ep istem olog ica l is su e , the m e n ta lis tic  explanation  o f  m ystica l 

experience s'bands or f a l l s  in  r e la t io n  to two, in  p r in c ip le ,  em pirical 

questions on ly . The f i r s t  o f  these is  car. i t  be shown that a l l  m ystics 

stand in  a r e lig io u s  tr a d it io n  which o f fe r s  them c le a r  d iv in e  r o le s ?  and, 

secon d ly , i s  i t  the case that a l l  those who do stand in  a tra d it io n  have 

an experience which r e f le c t s  th e ir  firm ly  held b e l ie f s ?  I f ,  as I s h a ll 

argue, i t  cannot be shown that p r io r  learn in g  and exp ecta tion  do p lay  a 

causal r o le  in  m ystica l experience, then the im pression that i t  has seme 

r o le  may be more e a s ily  explained in  other ways«

TWO OBJECTIONS TO THE ACCEPTANCE OF THE HE

CASE CE MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE

A. Can Acquired B e lie fs  Be Shown To Play A

NTALISTIC HYPOTHESIS IN THE

Causal P.ole?

In co n tex tu a lis t  theory the a c q u is it io n  o f  an appropriate set o f

r e l ig io u s  b e l ie f s  i s  a necessary con d ition  fo r  m ystica l experience but, 

I  s h a ll argue, i t  cannot be shown that in  a l l  or even the m ajority  o f
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cases th is  con d ition  i s  met. Leaving aside the problems that not a l l  

r e l ig io u s  fa ith s  o f fe r  a c lea r  d iv in e  r o le  which the b e lie v e r  may a n tic ip a te  

and that i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t ,  church attendance notw ithstanding, to  measure 

the commitment any in d iv id u a l has to  the fa it h  he practices^  I wish to 

concentrate on the problems inherent in  the two d if fe r e n t  ways that 

might be used to  show the causal r o le  o f  acquired b e l i e f .  The f i r s t  

o f  these is  that there i s  no evidence that a l l  m ystics have a fa ith  p r io r  

to  th e ir  m ystica l experien ce , s t i l l  le ss  could a l l  be thought o f  as 

having same c lea rcu t exp ecta tion  about d iv in e  r o le s .  E ith er cases in  

which no s e t  o f  r e l ig io u s  b e l ie f s  or p ra c tice  i s  apparent must be 

accounted f o r  or contextualism  ceases to  be a u n iversa l explanation  o f  

m ystica l experience. In th is  d iscu ss io n  I  devote space to  the rather 

tenuous argument th a t, in  cases where no overt ccanmiiment i s  apparent, 

the cause may be in  a crea tiv e  sublim inal restru ctu r in g  schemas feed in g  

o f f  such general and resid u a l r e l ig io u s  concepts that anyone may 

encounter in  v ir tu a lly  any s o c ie ty  but not on ly do I fin d  that th is  

notion  cannot be put in to  a te s ta b le  form, I  find  no reason fo r  b e lie v in g  

that any sublim inal cre a tiv e  process i s  tak ing p lace a t  a l l .  without 

any apparent connection  w ith r e lig io u s  tr a d it io n  in  many cases, i t  

sim ply cannot be argued that acquired r e lig io u s  b e l ie f s  p lay  a causal 

r o le  and i t  may prove sim pler to  exp la in  away in  other terms those cases 

in  which there i s ,  on the face  o f  i t ,  a c o r re la t io n  between b e l i e f  and 

experience than tr y  to make a l l  cases conform to a mould which m an ifestly  

i s  inappropriate to some. The second lin e  o f  argument, used by Glock 

and Stark, seeks to draw conclusions from the apparent co r re la t io n  between 

the b e l ie f s  and experiences o f  those who are c le a r ly  id e n t if ie d  with 

grouos or su b -cu ltu res . My argument against th is  lin e  is  that there is  

no reason , in  a p lu r a l i s t i c  s o c ie t y ,  to  assume tliat fin d in gs have a w ider



relevance and even in  the r e s tr ic te d  case may more e a s ily  "be explained 

in  other ways. I  sh a ll d iscu ss both poin ts  but i f  there i s  no evidence 

that r e lig io u s  tra d itio n s  p lay  a causal r o le  and no r o s s ib i l i t y  o f  

dem onstrating such a ro le  e m p ir ica lly , one o f  the cen tra l p rop os ition s  

o f  the contextual hypothesis becomes a mere unsupported contention  that 

can provide no reason fo r  our tr e a t in g  m ystica l experience in  d if fe r e n t  

terms than we would vise fo r  sense experience.

1 . I t  i s  a simple poin t o f  fa c t  that not a l l  o f  those rep ortin g  a 

m ystica l experience b e lie v e  themselves to  have had p r io r  r e lig io u s  

co n v ic t io n s . There are no fig u res  but le a f in g  through the reports one 

finds that such examples as 'bu t my f i r s t  experience, as fa r  as I  can 

remember, was not aroused by anything I saw or heard and came as i f  from 

nowhere . . .  the experience o f  the "wonder o f  the in f in i t e "  has GIVE!" HE 

(my c a p ita ls )  a sense o f  God’ (26) are not a t  a l l  uncommon. In such 

cases there is  no reason to  assume that p r io r  learn in g , l e t  alone 

commitment, played any part in  the i n i t i a l  experience e s p e c ia lly  when 

th is  does not obv iou sly  r e f l e c t  any id e n t i f ia b le  form o f  r e lig io u s  b e l ie  

I f ,  on other grounds, we had some reason to  b e lie v e  that there was some 

necessary connection  between b e l i e f  and experien ce , we might attempt to  

exp la in  the apparent lack o f  an appropriate background in  such cases in  

other ways -  lack  o f  b iog ra p h ica l d e ta il  perhaps -  but a p r io r i  we have 

no such reason and th erefore  i t  would be nonsense tc  say , in  the absence 

o f  firm  evidence, that because such and such an experience i s  rep orted , 

the m ystic must have acquired the appropria te  conceptions from somewhere 

Nor i s  i t  acceptab le  to  argue, e s p e c ia lly  in  an age o f  c ro ss -cu ltu ra l 

f e r t i l i z a t i o n ,  that as everyone, declared  a th e is t  or n o t, has a minimal 

acquaintance with the r e lig io u s  b e l ie fs  to  be found in  a l l  s o c ie t ie s ,  

th is  would account fo r  apparently spontaneous cases in  which no p r io r



commitment to a p a r t icu la r  tr a d it io n  could "be traced . Pven i f ,  as in  

Yon H ugel's study o f  Catherine o f  Genoa, we exhaustively  traced a l l  the 

background in flu en ces  in  apparently spontaneous cases we could e s ta b lish  

nothing by showing,say, that the experient once or tw ice attended church 

or read an a r t i c l e  on Buddhism fo r  on thus basis  we a l l  stand in  a 

r e l ig io u s  tr a d it io n  and, perhaps, we a l l  stand in  a l l  t r a d it io n s . On 

such a basis  as th is  there i s  no more reason to think the co rre la tio n  

w ith  r e lig io u s  t r a d it io n  i s  causal than there is  to  think that lung cancer 

is  caused by breath ing. To demonstrate the causal r o le  o f  t r a d it io n  i t  

i s  not enough to  show that m ystics have, or might have had, access to  a 

tr a d it io n  -  a near meaningless un iversa l -  but that each did belong 

unequivocably tc  a p a rticu la r  t r a d it io n  and th is  requ ires  c r i t e r ia  fo r  

belong ing . I t  is  by no means c lea r  what contextual authors have in  mind 

when they use phrases such as ’ acquired from tr a d it io n ' but the problem 

is  that i f  they could suggest c r i t e r ia  i t  i s  certa in  that a good number 

o f  m ystics would f a i l  to meet these and without c r i t e r ia  the notion  o f  

t r a d it io n  is  meaningless and the contextual theory beyond dem onstration.

There has been, from James to  Batson and V en tis , an attempt to  circumvent 

the problem, e s p e c ia lly  in  'co n v e rs io n ' ca ses , that there is  o fte n  no 

p r io r  h is to ry  o f  b e l i e f  or commitment suggesting that some sublim inal 

re s tru ctu r in g  -  problem so lv in g  or c r e a t iv ity  -  i s  tak ing p la ce . This 

however does not answer the c r it ic is m  made above as in  most cases there 

is  no evidence a t  a l l  o f  such a process taking p la ce . I f  i t  i s  argued 

that because someone i s  converted to  a new set o f  r e l ig io u s  ideas and 

in  the process has some form o f  m ystica l experience, then c le a r ly  p r io r  

acquaintance w ith  these b e l ie f s  i s  in  th is  case causal -  perhaps because 

the m ystic has e x is te n t ia l  problems -  un less there is  c lea r  evidence o f



a mechanism -  we are back to the problem o f  c o r r e la t in g ? * e ffe c t 'w ith  a 

u n iversa l 'c a u s e '.  The mechanism suggested i s ,  that faced w ith some 

personal d i f f i c u l t y  or problem o f  id e n t ity , sublim inal c r e a t iv ity  finds 

a way to  se lf-tran scen d en ce  or otherwise so lves  the problem by adopting 

dogm atica lly  such r e lig io u s  concepts as are a v a ila b le  and which meet the 

in d iv id u a l 's  needs. There has to  be a r o le  fo r  r e lig io u s  tr a d it io n  

otherw ise contextualism  is  beyond dem onstration, besides which, as 

mentioned e a r l ie r ,  i t  would be im plausible  to  b e lie v e , accept on 

th e o lo g ic a l grounds, that many d if fe r e n t  in d iv id u a ls  come up w ith the 

same d o ctr in a l so lu tion s  through c r e a t iv ity  a lon e . Batson and Yentis 

d e ta ile d  the h y p oth etica l stages o f  the crea tive  process which leads to 

conversion  and r e lig io u s  experience but, w h ilst  I  do not doubt that 

there is  a crea tive  process or even that some cases o f  conversion  or 

c o n firm a t io n in  which there i s  c le a r ly  a r e lig io u s  background might 

f i t  the suggested pattern  on three grounds in  p a r t icu la r , I  doubt that 

in  most cases we could show that the 'new ou tlook ' is  the end product 

o f  a sublim inal restru ctu r in g  process that begins w ith  the sublim inal 

adoption  or reworking o f  r e l ig io u s  ideas that form our common in h er ita n ce .

The f i r s t  o f  these ob je ction s  i s  that w h ils t  I  a ccept that m ystics 

in v a r ia b ly  face  personal d i f f i c u l t i e s  p r io r  to  th e ir  experiences -  

see chapter 5 -  these are o fte n  not the s o rt  o f  d i f f i c u l t i e s  to  which 

the adoption  o f  r e l ig io u s  concepts could be thought in  the le a s t  h e lp fu l 

in  s o lv in g . E x is te n tia l dilemmas may w e ll requ ire  'problem  -s o lv in g ' 

and the sublim inal adoption  o f  r e l ig io u s  concepts would be a crea tive  

s o lu t io n  but when the o s te n s ib le  cause o f  the m ystica l experience and 

'new ou tlook ' i s  fa t ig u e , c o ld , hunger, trauma e t c . ,  as indeed they so 

o ften  a re , i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  see why even the sublim inal mind should

196.
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seek a s o lu t io n  fo r  these types o f  problem in  r e lig io u s  concepts or 

how could i t  he argued that conversion  represents a co g n itiv e  so lu t io n . 

In  a case such as 'w h ils t  con va lescin g  fron  a lon g  and p a in fu l stomach 

ailm ent» I suddenly cane very week. Having been on a very lig h t  d ie t

f o r  months (there fo llo w s  an account o f  a m ystica l experience and a "new 

ou tlook ") (27 )» we have a b so lu te ly  no reason to  trea t what follow ed  as 

a so lu t io n  to  the problems o f  i l ln e s s ,  made p o ss ib le  by some u n sp ecified  

acquaintance w ith commonly a v a ila b le  r e lig io u s  con cep tion s , 'b la z in g ' 

in to  consciousness. P la cin g  o n e s e lf  in  the context o f  some wider 

m etaphysical p ictu re  may indeed answer some e x is te n t ia l  problems o f  

m eaninglessness, lo n e lin e ss  e t c .  but i f  we find  that the 'new ou tlook ' 

occurs in  response to  a l l  kinds o f  problem, we can n e ith er treat i t  as 

a p a r t icu la r  s o lu t io n  to  a p a r t icu la r  problem or even as an a c t  o f  

in d iv id u a l c r e a t iv ity  a t  a l l .  I  s h a ll  la te r  argue that the ' new ou tlook '

ever:.- enee :

exp erien ce .

yped r e a c t i on, rather than 0  '-o r  ' .v ?  ” prò r l ' - p l  m n l y  4 -p  p m  , e « - .  ~  ----v _ b . . .c — _L 0  u l v - ' .  0 — ^ /.I; , appa

s where the exper: ent rema .ns a t h e is t ic  a f t e r  h is nysti

' i f  I  were le ss  scep ti c a l , I  might e a s ily  regard ... th is

CvO O 'me r t  o f  con tact with God . . .  th is  something d iscovered

in  the depths o f on e 's  own being . . . i s

from t. e everyday' " I "  as to  seem ano ther

1 oj* tii0 ¿rood • • • fo r  the good o f the uni '

i s  a p o te n t ia lity  o f  a l l  minds' (2. ) .  There is  one fu rth er problem w ith 

the co g n it iv e  restru ctu r in g  theory in  th is  re sp ect and th at i s  the 's o l-  t io  

i s  o ften  impermanent. I f ,  in  the normal course o f  events we have an 

in t e l le c t u a l  s h i f t ,  whether or not we la te r  have another, f o r  a tin e  

our way o f  look in g  a t the world i s  s ta b le . In  the case o f  conversion 

and 'new ou tlook ' th is  i s  not however the usual pattern . The 'new ou tlook ' 

nay be l o s t ,  though i t s  lo ss  lamented. S tarbuck 's  survey noted that



f e l td esp ite  a zealous d evotion  to  the ’ new ou tlook ' most experients 

a ’ 'back slid ing ' even to  the poin t where they lo s t  th e ir  r e lig io u s  

outlook  a ltog e th er . Others lo se  th e ir  'new ou tlook ' but have 'renewing 

exp erien ces ' that m irror th e ir  f i r s t  conversion  w h ilst in  other cases 

the 's o lu t io n ' crops up p e r io d ic a l ly  in  response to a range o f  w holly 

d iss im ila r  personal c r is e s , hone o f  th is  is  what one would expect i f  

conceptual restru ctu rin g  explained the admitted sequence o f  problem -  

m ystica l experience -  'new o u t lo o k '.

The second d i f f i c u l t y  in  cases where no long term e x is te n t ia l  or r e l ig io u s  

qu estion in g  is  reported is  t la t  o ften  in s u f f i c ie n t  time elapses fo r  a 

c re a tiv e  problem -solv ing process  to  have taken p la ce . One does not know 

how lon g  i t  takes fo r  a sublim inal restru ctu r in g  to  take p lace but i t  

s tre tch es  c re d u lity  to  b e lie v e  that a m ystica l experience and 'new ou tlook ' 

fo llo w in g  immediately on a road a cc id e n t, say, a r is e  from a process 

comparable to  that which produces the so lu tion s  o ffe r e d , a f t e r  a period  

o f  prolonged and in tense study, by a mathematician or some other 

resea rch er. Janes recognized th is  d i f f i c u l t y .  'Beyond a l l  question  

there are persons in  wham, q u ite  independently o f  any exhaustion in  the 

s u b je c t 's  capacity  fo r  fe e l in g  or even in  the absence o f  any acute previous 

fe e l in g ,  the h igher con d ition  . . .  bursts through . . .  these are the most 

s tr ik in g  and memorable ca ses ' (2 9 ) .  As in  the f i r s t  o b je c t io n  a back­

ground o f  r e l ig io u s  concepts would not appear re levan t to  a l l  cases s in ce  

sublim inal restru ctu r in g  i s  p aten tly  in a p p lica b le  to  some. I f  th is  i s  s o , 

not on ly is  the idea that m ystics make use o f  concepts u n iv e rsa lly  

a v a ila b le  not c o r r ig ib le ,  i t  i s  not comprehensive e ith e r  and the l in e  

o f  argument that many cases can be explained by re stru ctu r in g  but some 

on ly by the workings o f  'd iv in e  C-race' is  in s u f f i c ie n t ly  comprehensive 

to  be com pelling.

1 9 8 .



The th ird o b je c t io n  to  the problem -solv ing hypothesis i s  that there is  

u su a lly  no evidence o f  a process o f  sublim inal creative .ty . In the famous 

case o f  K irkule try in g  to  understand the stru ctu re  o f  the benzene r in g , 

the so lu t io n  to a problem he was con sciou s ly  worldng on was prefigured  

in  a dream but we have no such in d ica tio n s  o f  subterranean processes 

in  the case o f  m ystica l experience and 'new ou tlook ’ . As James noted 

many cases o f  conversion  experience 00000? w ithout any warning s ign s .

Were i t  to  be the case that those who r e p o r t , say, a v is io n  o f  Jesus or 

'h ea r in g ' a b ib l i c a l  quote subsequently become committed C h ristian s, one 

might trea t the experience as an in d ic a t io n  o f  a cre a tiv e  process but 

m ystica l experiences are ra re ly  l ik e  that and cannot be said to p re fig u re  

the subsequent change in  ou tlook . There is  o ften  no lo g ic a l  re la tio n sh ip  

between the experience and the outlook which fo llow s  as there i s  between 

dreaming o f  benzene in  the shape o f  a r in g  and understanding i t s  m olecular 

s tru ctu re  in  c ir cu la r  terms. B r i l l ia n t  l ig h ts ,  a sense o f  presence, 

fe e lin g s  o f  b l i s s ,  lo ss  o f  e g o /in d iv id u a lity  e tc . do not d ir e c t ly  lead 

to  a b e l i e f ,  say, in  one 's  im m ortality or in  the T r in ity  and th ere fore  

we have no reason to  trea t m ystica l experience in  trie way we can ELrkule's 

dream, 'for , o fte n , are there any other signs o f  acute p sy ch o log ica l 

d isturbance which we might expect i f  m ystics were w res tlin g  subconsciously  

w ith  a d i f f i c u l t  problem. W hilst some m ystics do mention disturbed 

behaviour patterns p r io r  to  th e ir  experience and ' new o u t lo o k ',  many 

do n o t , m entioning instead that the whole episode blew up out o f  a c lear  

b lue sky. C erta in ly  m ystica l experience i s  not norm ally a ssocia ted  with 

patterns o f  d is in te g ra t iv e  behaviour or abnormal anx iety  e tc . though 

there undoubtedly have been notable excep tion s .

These three points make i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  argue that in  cases where no p r io r
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r e lig io u s  b e l i e f  i s  evident a connection  might s t i l l  be made w ith those 

r e lig io u s  concepts so f r e e ly  dissem inated throughout s o c ie ty . Without 

c le a r  evidence o f  a sublim inal cogn itiv e  process lin k in g  experience with 

r e l ig io u s  tra d itio n s»  the claim  t 'ia t  there is  a hidden causal connection  

i s  meaningless? being  qu ite  beyond dem onstration. There are then too  

many exceptions to th e  n otion  that a l l  m ystics stand in  some c le a r ly  

defin ed  tra d it io n  fo r  us to  accept the p r in c ip le  ten et o f  contextualism  

and there i s  no way in  which these exceptions could m eaningfully be 

explained away.

There is  nonetheless a lin g e r in g  im pression that in  many cases there 

i s  some connection  between acquired b e l i e f  and experience bu t, s in ce  th is  

does not amount to  a necessary con n ection , i t  might b e tte r  be explained 

in  one o f  two ways• The f i r s t  o f  these, as noted above, i s  th at, unless 

the experient wishes to  co in  a p rivate  language, the only way open to 

most m ystics to conceive and rep ort th e ir  experience i s  to  use such 

terms as th e ir  cu ltu re  provides them w ith . I t  is  o ften  not c le a r  whether 

the terms adopted have any p re c ise  meaning or , i f  they have, that they 

are being used p r e c is e ly  hut, in  pny even t, I  do not b e lie v e  the use o f  

such terms in  i t s e l f  makes any kind o f  case f o r  the co n te x tu a lis t . I t  

i s  not a t  a l l  su rp ris in g  i f  most m ystics in  a C hristian  or r e s id u a lly -  

C h ristian  cu ltu re , say, use t h e is t ic  or even s p e c i f i c a l ly  C hristian  terms 

but a l l  th is  shows i s  that they have an acquaintance with a language 

which is  our common inheritance? that can be applied to  the experiences 

they had. I t  does not show that th is  acquaintance was causal or other­

w ise s ig n if ic a n t ly  re la ted  to  the form th e ir  experience took  whatever 

th is  was in  fa c t  l ik e .  More s ig n if ic a n t  than the common use o f  names 

such as God? Jesus e t c .  to express a d ir e c t  experience o f  power or love
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i s  the fa c t  that sone experients equally  involved  w ith tr a d it io n a l 

concepts go out o f  th e ir  way not to  use terns with which we are a l l  

f a n i l ia r  and even p ra c t is in g  C hristians have been known to  rep ort th e ir  

experiences in  the terms used by nature m ystics . The appearance given 

by the m ajority  o f  cases in  which experience i s  described in  fa m ilia r  

terns proves nothing about the ep istem olog ica l issu e  and may be thoroughly 

m isleading, ce r ta in ly  i t  does not show that m ystics who use such terms 

had knowledge o f  or commitment to  p a rticu la r  b e l ie f s  above that which is  

nonnal in  any given cu ltu re . The second p o ss ib le  reason was iden tified , 

by James and a r ise s  from the h is t o r ic a l  p o l ic y  o f  r e l ig io u s  tra d ition s  

to  c o l l e c t  togeth er ju s t  those rep orts  which lend credence to  the fa ith  

and which were w ritten  by the p aten tly  devout. As James acknowledges 

'th e  c la s s ic  r e l ig io u s  m ysticism  i s  only a p r iv iled ged  case . . .  an e x tra c t , 

kept true to  type by the s e le c t io n  o f  the f i t t e s t  specimens and th e ir  

preserva tion  in  s ch o o ls . I t  i s  carved out from a much la rg e r  mass and 

i f  we take the la rger  mass as s e r io u s ly  as r e l ig io u s  m ysticism  has taken 

i t s e l f ,  we find that the supposed unanimity la rg e ly  d isa p p e a rs '. (30) 

C erta in ly  tra d ition s  are motivated to  s e le c t  and preserve ju s t  those 

examples which exem plify th e ir  b e l ie f s  (u n iv e rs it ie s  too  have unhappily 

fa l le n  in to  th is  pattern , studying Buddhist or C hristian  m ysticism , 

rather than mysticism in  whatever context i t  occurs) and th is  gives the 

appearance that only C h ristian s, say, have and can have C hristian  type 

experiences when the w ider p ictu re  gives the l i e  to  th is  im pression. I t  

i s  a ls o  perhaps worth m entioning a th ird  p o ss ib le  reason. In view o f  the 

r o le  s e le c t iv e  a tte n tio n  plays in  what we w i l l  be avare o f ,  i t  i s  ju s t  

p o ss ib le  that our id e o lo g y , even i f  this f a l l s  sh ort o f  any s p e c i f i c  

commitment to  t r a d it io n a l b e l i e f s ,  tends to  make us more aware o f  those 

experiences which we find  most com prehensible, a ccep ta b le , d esirab le  etco
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I f  so i t  would not te  e n t ir e ly  su rp r is in g  i f  a C hristian  tended to  

ign ore those sensations that a Hindu might find  so rewarding but which 

fo r  him have l i t t l e  or no re levan ce . C erta in ly , u n t il  re ce n tly , the 

s o c ia l  a c c e p ta b ility  o f  rep ortin g  an experience which did not f i t  the 

t r a d it io n a l exp ecta tion  would have been a fa c to r  but perhaps both points 

are marginal i f ,  as seems to be the case , the experience i s  so over­

whelming that i t  could s ca rce ly  be ignored and demands to be rep orted , 

a ccep ta b le  or n ot. I  do not know whether these thoughts fu l ly  explain  

the im pression we have that there is  a lin k  between b e l i e f  and the type 

o f  experience one w i l l  have but in  any event there is  no necessary 

connection  between the two nor can cases which do not f i t  the pattern  

be e a s ily  explained away.

2 . In the absence o f  any general evidence that a l l  m ystics do stand in  a 

recogn iza b le  r e l ig io u s  tr a d it io n  considerab le e f fo r t s  have been made to 

confirm  the co n te x tu a l!s t  theory by showing that a l l  those who do 

stand in  a c lea r  tra d itio n  have experiences that might be explained in  

terms o f  that t r a d it io n . Clock end S tark 's  study, amongst o th ers , showing 

that committed B a p tists , say, are most l ik e ly  to  have ju s t  those 

experiences favoured by th e ir  church, at f i r s t  s igh t appears to  confirm 

the co n te x tu a lis t  lin e  but w h ils t  I a ccept the r e s u lts  o f  such studies 

there appears to  me to  be a flaw  in  the deductions made from such fig u re s . 

I f  we d iscovered  a cu lture where b e l i e f  was m on olith ic  and found there 

that the expected and only the expected type o f  experience occurred w ith 

a high degree o f  frequency the contextual view would be amply confirmed 

but i t  does not seem to  me that studying the experiences o f  sub-cu ltu res 

in  a p lu r a l is t ic  s o c ie ty  i s  a t  a l l  a sa tis fa .ctory  su b stitu te  fo r  th is  

id e a l  te s t in g  ground. The problem is  that in  a p lu r a l i s t i c  s o c ie ty
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other explanations can be found fo r  the co r re la tio n  between the nature 

o f  b e l i e f  and type o f  experience that lias been noted in  c le a r ly  defined 

su b -cu ltu res , groups, se cts  e t c .  With supplemenatry qu estion in g  i t  

n igh t be s in g ly  determined whether or not in  th is  r e s tr ic te d  case b e l i e f  

can be shown to a f f e c t  experience but a t the present moment we do not 

know,say, whether those who have certa in  types o f  experience become 

B a p tis ts , or become more committed B a p tists , because th is  church accepts 

th e ir  experience and o f fe r s  relevan t explanations f o r  i t  rather than that 

the church i t s e l f  induced the experiences i t s  members re p ort. I  suspect 

we have much to learn  from fig u res  showing how many seek out and jo in  a 

church or move between churches as a r e s u lt  o f  th e ir  'supernatural* 

experience. Again, whatever peer group pressures do fo r  experience 

'norm com pliance' w i l l  c e r ta in ly  a f fe c t  the rep ortin g  o f  experience.

'I n  western cu ltu re , ta lk in g  about personal con fect  w ith the dead is  

o fte n  f e l t  to  be undesireable . . .  only r a r e ly  were such experiences to ld  

to  p ro fe ss io n a l people . . .  the main reason fo r  not d iscu ss in g  the experience 

was fe a r  o f  r id i c u le ' (.31) whereas in  a sym pathetic s itu a t io n  oth ers, 

e s p e c ia lly  in  the younger age groups, may be a l l  too w il l in g  to  claim  an 

experience that bestows acceptance. At the very le a s t ,  many must be 

unsure whether or not the experience they had did conform to  the group 's 

a n tic ip a tio n s  s in ce  even in  the homogenous s o c ie ty  o f  B a p tists , say, 

'con firm in g ' experience is  d i f f i c u l t  to  d e fin e . ITor could i t  be ruled 

out that i t  was the p ra c tice s  rather than the b e l ie f s  o f  groups which 

brought about the high frequency" o f  an ticip ated  experience. Basting, 

v i g i l s ,  drumming e t c .  may w e ll prove to  be a re levan t fa c to r  amongst 

some groups. S ince few p ra c tice s  are unique to p a r t icu la r  groups i t  may 

be d i f f i c u l t  to show the co r re la t io n  between p ra c tice  and the form 

m ystica l experience w i l l  take or the frequency/ o f  i t s  occurrence but i t  

i s  as "well to  be reminded that membership o ften  in vo lves  more than an
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adherence to  shared b e l ie f s  and exp ecta tion s . Equally a problem, in  

is o la t io n  from a wider p ic tu re , figu res  r e la t in g  to the experience o f  

su b-cu ltu res prove nothing, not even that in  th is  r e s tr ic te d  case there 

i s  a lin k  between p r io r  learn in g  and experien ce . V ithout knowing how 

common 'con firm in g 1 experiences are in  the popu lation  a t la rge , we cannot 

even sag that there i s  an unusual frequency o f  th is  type o f  expertence 

in  S a p tist  c i r c le s  and even i f  we guessed that the occurrence o f  th is  -type 

was unusually 'nigh i t  s t i l l  might be explained away by the s e le c t io n  o f  

the group by the expertent, pressures on rep ortin g  or even th e o lo g ic a lly  

in  terms o f  fa ith . C erta in ly  one could no more argue that the co r re la t io n  

in  the case o f  su b-cu ltu res confirms contextual theory u n iv e rsa lly  than 

one could in d u ct ,sa y , a theory o f  heart d isease  from the study o f  the 

l i f e s t y l e  o f  some small segment o f  the population  in  which such d isease 

was known to occur. Confirm ation requ ires  that the fa c to r  se lected  

as causal should be operative in  a l l  cases and, in  the cs.se o f  p r io r  

commitment to  a c le a r ly  defined  se t  o f  b e l i e f s ,  th is  i s  ju s t  what i s  la ck in g .

Uy f i r s t  o b je c t io n  to the idea that there i s  a ’ c le a r  causal connection  

between the r e lig io u s  and s o c ia l  stru ctu re  one brings to  experience 

and the nature o f  on e 's  a ctu a l r e l ig io u s  experience ' is  then that there 

i s  no evidence that a l l  m ystics do stand in  a c le a r ly  defined tr a d it io n  

and nothing can be assumed from stu dies o f  the experience o f  groups who 

happen to have a c le a r  se t  o f  b e l ie f s .  V ithout evidence that p r io r  b e l i e f  

i s  re leva n t to  the occurrence and form o f  m ystica l experience in  every ce.se, 

e ith e r  as a conscious commitment or in  the e f fe c t s  an acquaintance w ith 

such b e l ie f s  has on a sublim inal crea tive  process which aims to a l le v ia te  

man's e x is te n t ia l  problem s, I cannot see that there are grounds fo r  

a ccep tin g  the r o le  o f  r e l ig io u s  tra d itio n s  e s p e c ia lly  as the im pression 

we might have that they do p lay  some r o le  can be explained away. Perhaps



a f u l l  and ca r e fu lly  designed em pirical survey would throw i:p new evidence 

about the r o le  o f  p r io r  b e l i e f  but there is  no reason at present to  

b e lie v e  that i t  w i l l .

3 . lly second o b je c t io n  to  the contextual theory centres on the problem 

posed by aberrance. When d ea lin g  only w ith  cases in  which there i s  a 

c le a r ly  defined r e lig io u s  background, not in freq u en tly  the form the 

experience i s  reported  to  have taken f a i l s  -  d esp ite  the pressures o f  

norm com pliance, the r o le  o f  ideologyr e t c .  -  to r e f l e c t  the background 

the m ystic i s  known to have. I f  the explanation  o f  m ystica l experience 

i s  that there is  a necessary connection  between acquired b e l ie fs  and 

the forms experience w i l l  take, not only c c  aberrant cases fs . l l  beyond 

explanation  but a c tu a lly  appear to  f a l s i f y  co n te c tu a lis t  theory, P llw cod ,

; recogn iz in g  the uro"bien fa i l s + •"* -'U v o  o y iv  v tí ■ s a t is fa c to r y

:tu a lis t  answer. 'Sometimes in our modern p lu r a l i s t i c  world the

get crossed , so i iilcl’t Westerners have Hindut experiences and Chinese

siens o f  C h ris t1. \3 ■') Phis IE s ca rce ly  a s a t is fa c to r y  explanation

s in ce  i t  suggests e ith e r  tira:t a s e t  o f  b e l ie f s  can g ive  r is e  to  experiences 

which are consonent and d is  cons onent w ith  i t  -  to  p r e d ic t  that both  F and

?  confirm s the theory is  meaningless -  o r , that because x is  experienced 

x must have been acqu ired . The la t t e r  argument i s  w holly re d u ctio n is t  

and, as observed above, i s  qu ite  in c o r r ig ib le  f o r ,  unless there i s  some 

s p e c i f i c  evidence in  each case , in  a p lu r a l i s t i c  world i t  might be 

supposed that we a l l  have had some passing acquaintance w ith the b e l ie f s  

c f  a l l  fa ith s . I f  i t  could be shown that the Westerner had had a 

prolonged contact w ith  Hindu b e l ie f s  -  c r i t e r ia ?  -  or that the Chinese 

who saw Cirris t  belonged to  one or other o f  the C hristian  sub-cu ltu res 

these cases would only te s t  the ru le but there i s  no evidence thatte st  the ru le but
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exceptions can be explained in  th is  way or that our -problem i s  a leek 

o f  b iogra p h ica l in form ation  or knowledge o f  the m y st ic 's  m ilieu .

I  do not know what percentage o f  cases might properly  be ca lled  aberrant, 

i t  i s  not even c lea r  what percentage o f  m ystics stand in  a. c lea r  r e lig io u s  

t r a d it io n  p r io r  to  th e ir  experien ce ,bu t i t  i s  probably s u f f i c ie n t ly  

large to  f a l s i f y  contextualism . Since i t  would be qu ite  unparsimouious 

to  argue that there is  a 'c l a s s i c  r e l ig io u s  m ysticism ', and, d esp ite  

some o f  i t s  cases having a r e lig io u s  background, a m ysticism  in  which 

r e lig io u s  tr a d it io n  played no p a rt, counter examples assume a s ig n ifica n ce

out o f  a l l  p roportion  to th e ir  l ik e ly  numbers. The c le a r e s t  cases are those 

which lead to  a conversion  from one fa ith  or church to another. James 

mentions the case o f  fa tisb on n e , a Jem w ith  a n t i - c le r i c a l  fe e l in g s ,  who 

said  o f  h im self p r io r  to h is v is io n  o f  the V irg in  ' i f  at th is  time 

any one (had sa id ) "A lphonse, in  a. quarter o f  an hour you sh a ll he adoring 

Jesus Christ as your God and Saviour . . .  you sh a ll l i e  p rostra te  a t  the 

fo o t  o f  a p r ie s t  . . .  ready to  g ive  your l i f e  fo r  the C atholic fa ith  . . .  

renounce the world . . .y o u r  fortu n e , your- hopes . . .  your betroth ed ; the 

a f fe c t io n s  o f  your fam ily , the esteem o f  your fr ie n d s , and your attachment 

to  the Jewish people e t c ."  I  should have judged that only one person 

could be more mad than he -  whosoever, might be liev e  in  the p o s s ib i l i t y  

o f  such sen seless  f o l l y  becoming t r u e '.  (33) In th is  case , as in  oth ers, 

there i s  no reason to  suppose that Patisbonne had had a s u f f i c ie n t ly  

c lo se  p r io r  acquaintance w ith  Catholicism  fo r  us to  use th is  as an 

explanation  o f  h is  experience, h is  background was e n t ir e ly  Jewish and 

h is  contacts w ith Catholicism  were no more than wt?i£. unavoidable in  

nineteenth century France, y e t  one could not get a c le a re r  example o f  a 

d iv in e  r o le  which did not match the expectations raised  by the tr a d it io n
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in  which he had been raised  and to  which he belonged. Another 

in te r e s t in g  case i s  that o f  J oe l Goldsmith, an AmericatN Jew who became 

a C hristian  S c ie n t is t  b e fore  s ta r t in g  on an e x tra o rd in a r ily  r ic h  l i f e  

o f  m ystica l experience in  which neither o f  the main strands in  h is 

background were represented and as a r e s u lt  o f  which he abandoned both, 

( l  r e fe r  the reader to  any o f  the numerous books he in s p ire d ) . There 

are qu ite  a number o f  such examples, both recen t and ancient -  from 

Ruysbrock to  any number o f  ou trigh t h e r e t ic s ,  i t  i s  c lea r  that even 

when r e lig io u s  b e l i e f  was a great deal more m on olith ic  than i t  i s  today, 

orthodox d iv ine ro le s  were o fte n  not r e f le c te d  in  the experience o f  

m ystics -  and a great many more in  which aberrance might be suspected 

though there is  perhaps in s u f f ic ie n t  b iog ra p h ica l in form ation  fo r  us 

to  be certa in  that p r io r  a c q u is it io n  o f  the relevan t concepts had not 

occurred . I  a ccept that th is  i s  a d i f f i c u l t  area , m ystica l experiences 

are o fte n  i l l - d e f in e d ,  by no means a l l  fa ith s  s p e c ify  what so rt  o f  

experience the fa it h fu l  might expect, we o fte n  lack  knowledge o f  back­

ground or m ilieu  but even so there are s u f f i c ie n t  counter examples to  

f a l s i f y  such claim s as 'a  Hindu m ystic . . .  has a Hindu experience 

preform ed, a n t ic ip a te d '.  The only other way to  trea t th is  claim is  as 

a meaningless 'tautology.

Looking a t the l i t t l e  data we have, I  fin d  that there are no grounds fo r  

b e lie v in g  th a t, as Sunden claim ed, a l l  m ystics do stand in  a r e lig io u s  

tr a d it io n  or th a t, where they do, th e ir  experience always r e f le c t s  the 

a n tic ip a ted  d iv in e , and indeed human, r o le s  th e ir  cu ltu re  lias provided 

them w ith . Looking a t the orthodox experience o f  id e n t i f ia b le  groups 

esta b lish es  nothing and there i s  l i t t l e  evidence e ith e r  fo r  the view 

that the m ystica l experience r e f le c t s  a su b lim in al, crea tiv e  restru ctu rin g  

o f  schemas fed by a more general acquaintance w ith r e lig io u s  id ea s .
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The onus o f  p ro o f i s  on the con te x tu a lis t  hut at present there is  no 

reason to  b e lie v e  that p r io r  learn ing  p lays any causal part in  the 

occurrence o f  m ystica l experience or the form i t  takes and any s l ig h t  

im pression  we have that i t  does can e a s ily  be explained in  other ways.

I th ere fore  see no com pelling reason to  adopt m e n ta lis tic  accounts in  

the case o f  m ystica l experience or to  abandon my b e l i e f  in  the 

s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  the q u a lita t iv e  analogy w ith sense percep tion  and the 

ep istem olog ica l im p lica tion s  th is  has.

THREE A rIA LOGIES WITH SEISE PERCEPTION IE THE CONTEXT OF TEE EPISTEMOLOGICAL 

QUESTION

There would appear: to  be three ways, in  a d d ition  to  the q u a lita t iv e  

analogy, in  which m ystica l experience resembles sense perception  each 

o f  which makes i t  inappropria te  to  apply m e n ta lis tic  explanations to 

e ith e r  form o f  experience. The f i r s t  i s  that there i s  no evidence that 

the p r io r  a c q u is it io n  o f  appropriate concepts i s  a necessary con d ition  

fo r  e ith e r  experience. The second i s  that there i s  no evidence o f  a 

development o f  e x p e r ie n tia l ca p a c it ie s  in  lin e  with an in creasin g  com plexit 

o f  a m y stic 's  b e l ie f s  and the th ird is  that the various forms m ystica l 

experience may take, l ik e  our various sensory exp erien ces» do not appear 

corre la ted  or otherwise t ie d  to  cu ltu ra l fa c to rs  ra th er both occurrence 

and form may be linked to  n on -p sych olog ica l fa c to r s .  With resp ect to 

th is  f in a l  p o in t , I  sh a ll argue that ju s t  as sense p ercep tion  i s  re la ted  

to  environment, m ystica l experience is  re la ted  to  other n on -p sych olog ica l 

fa c to r s  and m e n ta lis tic  explanations are redundant in  e ith e r  case . That 

they share these three ch a ra c te r is t ic s  does not in  i t s e l f  e s ta b lish  that 

the same process is  at work in  both cases but does g ive  grounds fo r  

b e lie v in g  th a t, in  terms o f  the ep istem olog ica l qu estion , we can tre a t  

them as comparable and, in  view o f  the q u a lita t iv e  analogy, makes i t  not 

unreasonable to  think o f  the resemblance o f  the processes involved as

being  very c lo se



1 ) The form and. occurence o f  m ystica l experience does not appear 

constrained by the a c q u is it io n  o f  appropriate concepts and expectations»

As noted above, there c le a r ly  are aberrant cases in  which no appropriate 

background can be discerned and there are many other cases in  which no 

c le a r ly  re lig io u s  background at a l l  appears to e x is t .  Since there is  no 

n e ce ss ity  fo r  p r io r  learn in g , not only is  th is  a strong  o b je c t io n  to  

m e n ta lis tic  th eories  i t  i s ,  in  the context o f  the ep istem olog ica l is s u e , 

an analogy w ith sense p ercep tion  which, I  have argued, s im ila r ly  occurs 

independently o f  acquired and non-necessary p sy ch o log ica l s tru ctu res .

There is  no more reason to suppose that we cannot have some form o f  

.mystical experience associa ted  with another cu ltu re  than that we cannot 

see a mountain, say , on account o f  i t s  unaccustomed s iz e .  I consider 

the c o r o lla r y  -  that m ystica l experience, l ik e  sense p ercep tion , occurs 

worldwide independently o f  cu ltu ra l con stra in ts  -  below in  j ) ,  here I 

sim ply wish to  make the p o in t that though m ystica l and sensory experience 

both u su a lly  occur against some co g n itiv e  background, th is  cannot be 

thought to be causal i f  i t  i s  not a necessary co n d ition . In terms o f  the 

ep istem olog ica l question  both m ystica l and sense experience can only be 

thought o f  as innate and n ecessita ted  fo r  i t  would be w holly unparsimOnious 

to  argue that there are types o f  concrete experience whose a e t io lo g y  is  

p sy ch o lo g ica l and others where i t  i s  not. As in  both other p a ra lle ls  

to  be d iscu ssed , there i s  no reason to tre a t  m ystica l experience d i f f e r e n t !  

in  ep istem olog ica l terms from the way we would tre a t  sensory p ercep tion  

s in ce  in  n either case is  p r io r  learn in g  a p recon d ition  fo r  experience*

MYSTICAL EXPERIENCES, LIKE SENSE PERCEPTIONS, DO NOT DEVELOP IN LINE VITE 

COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENTS

I t  was pointed out above that w ith one or two exceptions we do not develop
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our ca p a c it ie s  fo r  sense perception» Nrom our very  f i r s t  -moment o f  

consciousness co lo u rs , say, are something g iven , complete and our 

p ercep tion  o f  them undergoes no change even though we may subsequently 

come to  give them a p sy ch o log ica l s ig n if ic a n c e  or learn  a great deal 

more about them. S im ila r ly , I  b e lie v e , i t  can be argued that there is  

no in d ica t io n  o f  a development in  m ystica l experience amongst those 

who have recu rrin g  experiences though, over a l i fe t im e , th e ir  r e l ig io u s  

b e l ie f s  may develop  very con siderab ly . The p ictu re  we are sometimes 

given  o f  the r e lig io u s  p rogressin g  from experience to  experience u n t il  

they f in a l ly  ach ieve the goal la id  down by th e ir  t r a d it io n  -  Nirvana 

or union or whatever -  i s  w holly m isleading. I t  i s  true that many 

m ystica l authors do present us w ith  c la s s i f ic a t io n s  o f  in cre a s in g ly  

complex experience, Teresa o f  A v ila 's  'seven  mansions' fo r  example, but 

none appears to claim that th e ir  own experiences fo llow ed  a s tra ig h t ­

forw ardly developmental pattern  from sim ple to  com plex/profound. Cn the 

m e n ta lis tic  model we might expect f i r s t  experiences to  simply r e f l e c t  

acquired stereotypes o f  d iv in e  ro le s  and la te r  ones to  in cre a s in g ly  

e laborate  on the i n i t i a l  themes r e f le c t in g  the growing th e o lo g ica l 

s o p h is t ica t io n  that comes w ith  a l i fe t im e  o f  study and commitment.

One might a ls o  expect th a t, as b e l i e f  i s  re in forced  by experien ce , a 

pattern  o f  in crea s in g  frequency should be apparent as i t  i s  in  many 

paranoid delusions and other obsession a l s ta te s . N e ith e r .in d ica tio n , 

however, seems evident in  the b iograph ies and autobiographies o f  m ystics 

who have had more than one experience. T y p ica lly , the in d iv id u a l prone 

to  m ystica l experience appears to  have a qu ite  m otley c o l le c t io n  o f  

experiences th a t, in  con tent, have no recu rrin g  m otifs  w h ilst th e-e  is  

no p rogressive  development in  terms o f  com plexity or frequency. Teresa
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o f  A v ila , f o r  example, reports -  d esp ite  her c la s s i f i c a t io n  -  that th e , 

to  h er, le ss  important contacts with the d iv in e  continued in te r n !t ta n t ly  

throughout her l i f e  and there i s  no in d ica t io n  that her experiences 

culminated in  ’ m arriage’ -  on the contrary th is  occurred a t  in te rv a ls  

amidst much other, ' l e s s e r ' ,  experience. I t  i s  a lso  noteworthy that 

those experiences which m ystics hold to  he the most profound tend to  

he the le a s t  stereotyped having in  them l i t t l e  i f  anything that could 

he traced hack to  tr a d it io n . Charles H n n ey 's  celebrated  m ystica l 

experience was preceded by a stereotyped  v is io n  o f  Christ hut that which 

follow ed and appeared so re a l 'a rr iv ed  w ithout any exp ecta tion  o f  i t ,  

w ithout any r e c o l le c t io n  that I had ever heard such a th in g  mentioned 

by any person in  the w o r ld '.  (3 4 ) The 'w ordless essence, a fragrance o f  

e te r n ity ' ( 3 5 )»  l ik e  Teresa o f  A v ila 's  'in t e l le c t u a l  v is io n ' where 

’ ‘the sou l only recogn izes (th is  was) the presence o f  God by the (a ft e r )  

e f fe c t s  . . .  so sublim e, m ysterious e t c .  was i t '  (36) i s  not the so rt  o f  

s ta te  in  which i t  is  p o ss ib le  to  p o in t to  stereotypes o f  d iv in ity . I t  i s  

ce r ta in ly  su rp r is in g  in  contextual tern s , i f ,  l ik e  Teresa, one i s  imbued 

w ith a t r a d it io n  yet on e 's  deepest experiences have no recogn iza b le  

C hristian  content a t  a l l .  n e ith e r , in  T eresa 's  case or in  any other 

that I have come a c r o s s , i s  there evidence o f  an in crea s in g  frequency 

o f  occurrence with age -  though conation  and m ilieu  should both , on the 

m e n ta lis tic  model, conspire to  make th is  l ik e ly .  I f  the find ings o f  

Louglas-Sm ith are borne out, peak ages fo r  m ystica l experience in  healthy 

su b jects  are la te  teens (th is  supported by Paffard in  The In e ffa b le  

Moment) and the m id -th ir t ie s  (3 ? )  w h ilst  there is  no in d ica t io n  a t a l l  

o f  a pattern  o f  in crea s in g  frequency. There i s  then no in d ica t io n  that 

m ystica l experiences develop  any more than sense perceptions do and i t  

would make no more sense to  ta lk  o f  a h a lf-developed  m ystica l experience
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or a develop ing sequence o f  experiences than i t  would do in  the other 

case treated  s o le ly  a t  the le v e l  o f  con crete  im pressions. Experiences 

may he more or le s s  l ik e  the paradigm la id  down by a tra d it io n  and m ystics 

may c la s s i f y  them in  terns o f  the t r a d it io n a l paradigm but each, i t  seems, 

i s  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  having no re la t io n sh ip  w ith any other in  same 

h y p oth etica l developm ental sequence.

3 ) The th ird  way in  which m ystica l experience resembles sense perception  

a t le a s t  in  terms o f  the ep istem olog ica l q u estion , i s  that there i s  no 

evidence o f  a general c o r re la t io n  between cu lture  and the form m ystica l 

experience w i l l  take. I f  i t  were the case that a large m ajority  o f  Hindus 

say, rep ortin g  a m ystica l experience reported  an ir le n t if ia b ly  Hindu 

experience, a form .rare or n on -ex isten t ou tside o f  that cu ltu re , then 

there might be some grounds -  having taken in to  account the ro le  o f  

id e o lo g y  in  re p o rtin g , the s o c ia l  a c c e p ta b il i t y  o f  the claim , the 

s e le c t iv i t y  o f  re cord in g  e t c .  -  f o r  a ccep tin g  a r o le  fo r  cu lture and 

tr a d it io n . However, d esp ite  appearances which can be explained in  other 

term s,in  ad d ition  to  aberrant ca ses , there is  no evidence o f  any co r re la t io n  

between cu lture and the form m ystica l experience w i l l  take. There has 

been l i t t l e  c r o s s -c u ltu r a l research  but one study, in to  'near-death  

exp erien ce1, appears extrem ely s ig n i f ic a n t .  Osis and Haroldsson found 

that ' i n  India and the U.S.A. the core phenomena ( o f  N -D .E 's) are the 

same . . .  an absence o f  in flu en ces  by m edical and p sy ch o log ica l varia b les  

was in d ica ted  in  a l l  three samples . . .  r e l ig io n  had a comparably s l ig h t  

in flu en ce  on the main phenomena, though i t  d id o f  course determine the 

naming o f  the r e lig io u s  f ig u r e s '.  ( 3 3) Equally im portantly , the 

percentage rep ortin g  th is  type o f  experience was the same in  both cu ltu res.
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I t  i s  o f  course a matter o f  con jecture but in  view o f  th is  study and 

the many cases o f  aberrance which are known to  occur d esp ite  the pressures 

o f  'norm com pliance' i t  does not seem u n lik e ly  that d i f fe r e n t  forms o f  

the experience occur worldwide without regard fo r  r e l ig io u s  fr o n t ie r s .

To prove th is  i s  qu ite  another matter but Osis and Haroldsson have taken 

an apparently d istin g u ish a b le  type and shown that i t s  h ighest common 

fa,ctor o f  c h a ra c te r is t ic s  i s  id e n t i f ia b le  c r o s s -c u ltu r a lly  and the 

frequency o f  occurrence is  co re lla te d  on ly  w ith the common circumstance 

o f  near-de§,th o r , as I  b e lie v e , severe trauma more g en era lly . In the 

event o f  a taxonomy o f  m ystica l experience ever be in g  ach ieved, id e a l ly  

the occurrence o f  a type in  a cu lture in  which i t  accorded w ith orthodox 

expectations would, be compared w ith i t s  occurrence in  a tr a d it io n  in  which­

i t  c le a r ly  did  not .belong to  e s ta b lish  i f  cu ltu ra l expectations have any 

e f f e c t  a t a l l  on the form or frequency o f  occurrence, even a study o f  

the d if fe r e n t  types occu rrin g  w ith in  a r e la t iv e ly  homogenous background 

would help . The d i f f i c u l t i e s  would be form idable but i t  might once and 

fo r  a l l  s e t t le  the, a t p resen t, groundless contention  that cu lture shapes 

the form o f  the m y stic 's  experience. However, I  can see no more reason, 

now, to  b e lie v e  that m ystics are any moi-e predisposed by cu lture  to have 

the type o f  experience they do than to b e lie v e  that cu lture stapes the 

sense perceptions we have. Perhaps, i f  s e le c t iv e  a tte n tio n  operates in  

m ystica l experience as i t  does in  sensory experien ce , p sy ch o log ica l 

fa c to r s  may in  fa c t  make us more or le s s  aware o f  ce r ta in  data but these 

are not absolu te  parameters and even in  th is  case the u n iv e rsa lity  o f  

m ystica l types would s t i l l  be apparent. I f  there i s  no evidence that 

p r io r  learn ing i s  a necessary con d ition  f o r ,  or otherw ise shapes or 

con stra in s, the types o f  c o n c re te .experience we may have whatever fa ctors  

are re levan t to  the occurrence o f  d i f fe r e n t  types o f  m ystica l experience -  

i f  indeed we can ta lk  o f  d if fe r e n t  types in  anything other than a 

d e s c r ip t iv e  way -  there i s ,  a t  p resen t, no reason to  suppose that these
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ara o f  a p sy ch o lo g ica l nature. Instead , as in  the case o f  sense 

p ercep tion  they seen l ik e ly  to  he u n iversa l and necessary fa cto rs  

comparable to  the environnent in  i t s  necessary e f f e c t  on innate 

processes and the r e su lt in g  sense p ercep tion .

These three points togeth er, in  the absence o f  any com pelling reason 

to  a ccep t a n e n t a l is t ic  h ypoth esis , g ive good grounds to  trea t m ystica l 

experience as comparable to  sense p ercep tion  in  the context o f  the e p is t ­

em ological is su e . Whatever processes are involved and whatever fa ctors

occurrence and form are re la ted  to there i s  no reason to  b e lie v e  that 

non-necessary p sy ch o lo g ica l stru ctu res are involved in  the case o f  

m ystica l experience anymore than they are in  the case o f  sensory experience. 

Future find ings may change th is  bu t, as w i l l  la te r  be d iscu ssed , my own 

b e l i e f  i s  that some o f  the fa c to rs  can be id e n t if ie d  and each o f  these 

r e in fo rc e s  the p ic tu re  that we are d ea lin g  with an innate process that 

is  a ctiva ted  under ce r ta in  circum stances in  w holly necessary and 

predetermined ways. I  do not o f  course deny that there is  a p sy ch o log ica l 

dimension in  which in d iv id u a lity  makes o f  the concrete  experience 'fo rce d  

upon i t '  what i t  w i l l  but only argue th at the cog n it iv e  p lays no causal 

r o le  in  the occurrence and form o f  whatever concrete experience we have. 

Taken together w ith  the q u a lita t iv e  analogy, I  can see no reason not 

to  go fu rth er and argue that the processes not merely appear s im ila r  

in  terms o f  the in n a te -m e n ta lis tic  issu e  but a c tu a lly  have a very c lo se

id e n t ity . As in  the 'r e a l '  world m ystics d is t in g u ish  th e ir  experiences 

from dreams, acts  o f  im agination e t c., fin d  only that the r e a l/co n cre te  

is  memorable and so fo r th  and a long  w ith common q u a lit ie s  inherent in

both experiences th is  must be s u f f i c ie n t  f o r  us to  take i t  as a working 

hypothesis that m ystica l experience i s  e ith e r  a form or sub-type o f  the

c la ss  o f  sense p ercep tion  or otherwise is  a process w ith  very  c lo se  

an a log ies  to  i t .  I  can find  no reason to  trea t m ystica l experience
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w holly in  terns o f  the necessary and the in n a te , i t  would be 

unparsimonious -  in  the absence o f  powerful reasons to  the contrary -  

to  exp la in  analogous phenomena d i f fe r e n t ly .

STM-iihY.

The issu e  under d iscu ss io n  has been whether or not that type o f  experience 

which i s  c h a r a c te r is t ic a lly  c o n c c r e t e / 'r e a l ' can be explained in  terms o f  

non-necessary, i . e .  p sy ch o lo g ica l fa c to r s ,  or i s  b e tte r  tinderstood in  

terms o f  the innate and necessary. I  began by arguing that mundane sense 

p ercep tion  does not requ ire  a m e n ta lis tic  explanation  though I accepted 

that s u b je c t iv it y  had an in flu en ce  on what we are in  fa c t  aware o f  through 

two h ypoth etica l p rocesses , s e le c t iv e  a tte n tio n  and enhancement. I next 

argued that m ystica l experience appears analogous to sense perception  

both q u a lita t iv e ly  and in  ways which r e f l e c t  th e ir  s im ila r ity  in  the 

context o f  the ep istem olog ica l question  and, s in ce  there are two c le a r  

o b je c t io n s  to app ly ing  m e n ta lis tic  explanations to  m ystica l experience, 

concluded that we should treat m ystica l experience as a form o f sense 

p ercep tion  or as a quasi-sen se p ercep tion . I f  th is  view is  persuasive, 

though i t  remains to  be determined what the fa c to rs  are which, in  the 

case o f  m ystica l p ercep tion , p lay  a r o le  comparable to  that which 

environmental stim uli p lay  in  t r ig g e r in g  and con stra in in g  sensory 

exp erien ce , i t  appears most l ik e ly  that these a ls o  are in n a te , having 

in e lu c ta b le  consequences fo r  the concrete experiences m ystics have.

For these reasons I  u t te r ly  r e je c t  the con te x tu a lis t  explanations o f  

m ystica l experience fo r  there i s  no evidence that acquired schemas 

play any more causal part in  th is  case than they do in  the case o f  

sense p ercep tion . This i s  not to  deny that we each brin g  to  both types

215.
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o f  experience a whole p sy ch o log ica l dimension o f  meaning and 

in te rp re ta t io n  "but sim ply to  argue tiiat th is  i s  not re levan t in  any 

causal way to  an account o f  the concrete experiences ve have* Apart 

from making the case fo r  a p a r t icu la r  approach to  the ep istem olog ica l 

qu estion  that determines the d ir e c t io n  my enquiries take in  subsequent 

ch apters, I  b e lie v e  th is  chapter has been h e lp fu l in  fu rth er deilnr'ng 

m ystica l experience. In id e n t ify in g  i t  w ith  sense p ercep tion , d istin g u ish in g  

i t  from a v a r ie ty  o f  other types o f  experience and d isa ss o c ia t in g  i t  

from the r e lig io u s  b e l ie f s  in  terms o f  which i t  i s  u su a lly  reported 

and understood, I  b e lie v e  we can, a t l a s t ,  begin  to  examine the phenomenon 

en tire  and in  is o la t io n  from other so rts  o f  experience and the common 

preconceptions which have, I  b e lie v e , masked the true nature o f  what 

i s  going oiio

For some readers my approach may appear too  r e d u c t io n is t . However, I  

would p o in t out that the chain o f  environment -  innate processes -  

sense experience and whatever i s  i t s  counterpart in  the -case o f  m ystica l 

experience i s  only one part o f  what we mean by mind or consciousness.

Hot only does in d iv id u a lity  regulr-te the sensations we are conscious o f  -  

s e le c t iv e  a tte n tio n  -  and appears to  give r is e  to  a range o f  other quasi-  

e x p e r ie n tia l phenomena, but a l l  o f  us have a d is t in c t  lay er  o f  p sy ch o log ica l 

or com putational contents that gives our concrete  experience the meaning 

i t  has. That on e ,d e fin a b le , part o f  our experience appears m echanistic 

i s  not to  argue that a l l  mental contents a r is e  from innate and necessary- 

p rocesses but rath er that the acquired and su b je ct iv e  blends w ith the 

given  to  create the d iv e r s ity  and rich n ess o f  the human mind. I t  i s  

though d i f f i c u l t  to  know p r e c is e ly  where the given and the non-necessary 

meet. Is i t  the ca.se that we are presented w ith sense and m ystica l data 

and l e f t  to  make o f  i t  what we can or i s  i t  that such data imposes i t s
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own lower order le v e l  o f  meaning? In  the case o f  th e . 'v is u a l  c l i f f '  

i t  was demonstrated that not merely were babies aware o f  perceptual 

patterns but a sso c ia te d  these, in  an apparently necessary way, w ith  

danger (a lso  in c id e n ta lly  showing once more that there i s  no connection  

between the sensory and the o n to lo g ic a l .)  I t  is  hard to t e l l  how large 

a r o le  natural as opposed to  acquired concepts p lay  in  our understanding 

o f  the concrete  data presented to  us but I  suspect that much o f  what is  

lamely la b e lle d  in s t in c t iv e  behaviour could be understood in  terms o f  

the meaning en ta iled  by certa in  groups o f  sensory in pu t. The question

has a p a r t icu la r  re levan ce  in  the case o f  m ystica l experience fo r  i t

i s  odd how m any,atheists and r e lig io u s  a l ik e ,  understand th e ir  very 

strange sensations in  terms o f  the presence, in tern a l and ex tern a l, 

o f  an o b je c t iv e  s p ir it u a l  being . The p oin t is  o f  course a qu ite  separate 

one from that made above -  i . e .  that the occurrence o f  these sensations 

and the form they take i s  unrelated to acquired conceptions -  and perhaps

a l l  that needs to  be sa id  here i s  that the meaning given to  these

experiences could e ith e r  be explained in  terms o f  acquired concepts or 

as something e n ta ile d , O tto -lik e , by the sensation  i t s e l f .  Perhaps both 

are involved  and the meaning m ystics find  in  th e ir  experience i s  p a r t ly  

given  and p a r t ly  re in fo rce d  and expanded upon by acquired r e lig io u s  

con cep tion s. However, I  am not here arguing that because ce rta in  stim uli 

g ive r i s e  in e lu c ta b ly  to  ce rta in  forms o f  experience, we are th ere fore  

w holly  constrained in  the meanings and constructions we p la ce  upon them.

Having d iscussed  the o n to lo g ica l question  and the requirements o f  

em piricism , the d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  drawing more than two conclusions from 

an an a lysis  o f  d e sc r ip t iv e  data and having used one o f  these conclusions
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to  make an ep istem olog ica l p o in t about the a e t io lo g y  o f  the exp erien ce ,

I now fe e l  ab le  to  proceed to  an examination o f  those fa ctors  which 

are re levan t to  a causal explanation  o f  m ystica l experience. I  devote 

each o f  the next two chapters to  a d iscu ss ion  o f  a m ajor fa c to r  in  the 

occurrence o f  m ystica l experience,.
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C HA. PTE I? 4

THE EGO-CPi: J.TUAL CYCLE

A Necessary Condition for the Occurrence of Kystical Perception 

'This S e lf, this Person, the Immortal, the free from 

fear: this is  Brahman. He is  indeed the pure, the 

stable, the tinnoved, the unflurried, free from desire, 

like a spectator. The recipient o f  pious works, he 

conceals himself behind a v e il woven from the constituents 

. o f NATURE . . . '

'Raster, there is  surely another d ifferent s e l f  wandering 

around at the mercy o f a l l  manner o f dualities? This is  

the individual s e l f  swept by the currents o f NATURE, unstable, 

fu ll  of desire, restless , thinking this X am, this is  mine.

The combination o f the two is  called the body' - IIAITPJ 

UrAiilSHAI 112 IT.

In this and the subsequent chapter I wish to examine two factors 

related to the occurence o f mystical experience which give this 

condition clear defin ition  and, i f  fu lly  understood, are lik e ly  to 

determine in which framework i t  is  best explained. The f ir s t  of these 

factors and the most problematic is  a background pattern o f sh ifts in 

the perception of se lf-id en tity  at a given point in which mystical 

experience w ill , i f  at a l l ,  occur. I ca ll this pattern, which is  the 

subject o f this chapter, the ego-spiritual cycle -  cycle because i t  

is  clear from the autobiographies o f those mystics who have a number 

o f  mystical experiences that the sh ift  may occur time and again and, 

perhaps, typ ically  does so. The second factor is  a trigger, trauma in
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a variety of forms, which fa c ilita tes  and is  a necessary condition 

for the sh ift  though, hy i t s e l f ,  trauma has no integral connection 

with mystical perception or with personality changes. I consider 

trauma in  chapter 5 and argue there that not only is  i t  the occasion 

o f mystical experience but that many o f the features which have been 

associated with mystical experience by earlier  researchers can be 

explained in terms o f re latively  simple physiological reactions to 

trauma. These two factors are, on the face o f i t ,  quite d istin ct 

elements in  the p ro file  o f mystical experience that in conjunction 

allow us to characterize the conditions under which mystical perception 

w ill take place. However, though in passing I shall look at some 

possible explanations o f these two factors and o f the chain o f events 

their conjunction gives rise to , I shall leave my own assessment of 

what is  happening u n til the fina l chapter for there are too many 

unanswered questions in respect to the ego-spiritual cycle and we can 

only take an overview o f its  implications in  the light o f a l l  the 

features mystical experience is  known to exhibit. I therefore propose 

for now only to describe these factors and show their relevance for 

the occurrence o f mystical experience thereby completing my defin ition  

o f this state and making i t  readily id en tifiab le  even i f  s t i l l  i l l -  

understood.

In this chapter I intend f ir s t  to define and characterize the ego and 

sp iritua l stages -  a necessary precondition for , unless others can 

recognize these and confirm that the stages are discrete and typ ifiab le , 

the cycle v a il not even have a descriptive v a lid ity . Secondly, I wish 

to shea; that the sh ift  -  typ ica lly  cycles -  1ms a necessary relationship
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with the occurrence o f mystical experience before fin a lly  considering1 

and discarding a variety o f explanations for such sh ifts  in the 

perception o f se lf-id en tity» Before starting however i t  w ill "be 

worthwhile clarify ing a number o f points about this feature in the 

occurrence o f mystical experience»

1) The ego-spiritual cycle, as defined below, is  a descriptive feature 

to be found in  accounts o f mystical experience in which the subject’ s 

condition and circumstances prior to his experience are reported in  

addition to the usual descriptions o f the experience and its  aftermath. 

I t  awaits-'empirical" confirmation that such a pattern is  recognizable 

in a l l  cases in which the relevant information is  given. Though I have 

come across no counter example should sensory or quasi sensory 

experiences of a non-natural kind be reported against a background 

in ’which this pattern was not id en tifiab le  even though a l l  relevant 

information v/as given, these would render the ego-spiritual cycle and 

mg’ claims for i t  invalid . I t  is  lik e ly  that a greater problem w ill be 

the fact that an unknown proportion o f accounts o f mystical experience 

omit a l l  reference to the sub ject's  state and circumstances prior to 

the onset of the experience. Therefore, i t  simply cannot be confirmed 

that this factor characterizes a l l  cases though i t  may be predicted 

that, where the appropriate questions are asked in  relation  to 

experiences of this type, this pattern w ill be manifested. Since, 

with the information we currently have, there is  no way to show that 

the cycle appears, in  the way I define i t ,  in  a l l  cases o f mystical 

experience, the simplest method to further my analysis is  to give a 

few examples which I believe typ ify  the pattern. Until such time that
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i t  is  confirmed or fa ls ifie d  there is  l i t t l e  point in lis t in g  the 

substantial number o f cases in  which I know this pattern to be manifest 

for this establishes nothing though readers map wish to check its  

general ap p licab ility  by applying i t  to cases o f which they are aware.

2) In the absence of a confirmation o f the descriptive va lid ity  o f the 

background pattern in  order to show that i t  is  not simply an extraction 

from the l i f e  patterns o f one or two mystics Ifhave chosen to regard as 

paradigmatic, i t  is  necessary to demonstrate experimentally that i t  has 

a relevance for the occurrence o f mystical experience. This requires 

that an explanatory model be developed which shows in some testable way 

that the pattern is  connected to the occurrence o f mystical perception.

I work towards such a model in  the fina l chapter but even i f  the 

explanatory outline I present is  testable i t  is  regrettably beyond the 

scope o f my work to experimentally confirm i t .  Should my analysis be 

thought to ju stify  i t  this is  a job for the future for now I merely 

wish to make the case that such data as we have suggests that this line 

o f enquiry is  worth pursuing.

3) The ego-spiritual cycle, as I characterize i t ,  is  perhaps to some 

extent idealized. The d if f ic u lty  is  that, even i f  we only use cases 

in  which the antecedent condition and circumstances are described, the 

amount o f relevant detail given varies from case to case. It  is  natural 

that I have drawn my typ ification  from the most extended accounts and, 

whilst I omit anything that appears id iosyncratic or is  contradicted

in  other, brie fer, descriptions, i t  s t i l l  remains the case that not 

a l l  accounts in  which some antecedent description is  given ex p lic it ly  

mention a l l  o f the features I l i s t  or e x p lic it ly  confirm the order o f
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events I suggest. However, this is  something that may he established 

by future researchers or by supplementary questions to recent experients 

and though i t  is  possible that the cycle is  in  fact an idealization ,

I am at present working on the assumption that i f  a l l  experients had 

given an absolutely fu ll  account the complete characterization and 

specified  order would be manifest in each case. Unlike ' KHA.K-DEATH 

experience' the ego-spiritual cycle is  not offered as a paradigm to 

which cases have a greater or lesser resemblance but as a marked and 

stereotyped syndrome from which l i t t l e  deviation is  possible in the 

event o f it s  manifesting i t s e l f  at a l l .

4 ) There are d ifficu lt ie s  in  characterizing the ego and spiritual patterns 

o f se lf-id en tity  in  such a. way as to make each appear discrete. I believe 

the sh ift  from one to the other is  so sudden, marked and stereotyped 

that subjectively the difference between the Wo orientations in this 

case is  unmistakable yet such is  the d iversity  and flu id ity  o f perceptions 

o f the s e l f  in the ordinary course o f events that i t  may be questioned 

how far either have a distinguishable and clear exit identity . It  is  no 

doubt the case that in  many individuals elements o f both patterns I 

describe are present as apparently inseparable aspects o f personality 

whilst the mixture may vary from individual to individual and constantly 

change in  individuals for a variety o f reasons. Shifts in s e l f  -id en tity  

are not at a l l  uncommon in  other contexts. Ego-identity changes with 

time, even varies with the time o f day and is  o f course affected by a 

range o f factors from state o f health, intoxication  etc. Though the 

reader w ill certainly recognize as d istin ctive  the d ifferent outlooks, 

attitudes and conceptions as to the nature and identity  o f the s e l f  that 

I associate with the Wo d ifferent types o f  personality state, perhaps
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these are clearly distinguishable only in  the context o f the sh ift  I 

associate with mysticism. Here the change is  so sudden and dramatic that 

many experients report they have become a different person and have a 

to ta lly  new perception o f themselves and their relationship with the 

world and. perhaps in  this case only are we entitled to talk o f  the two 

orientations as being distinguishable, each having its  own clearly 

defined set o f characteristics.

5) I use the term ego throughout to identify  a certain set o f perceptions 

and attitudes that are distinguishable at least in  the context o f the 

sh ift  I write about,from the spiritual orientation and not in  it s  usual 

psychological sense. I am not.suggesting that in the sp iritual state 

the experient typ ica lly  loses a l l  sense o f the personal and subjective

as he might in  sleep ox- in  some extreme mental disorder only that these 

undergo change. This is  perhaps confusing but, in  addition to being 

’ the subject o f a l l  personal acts o f consciousness’ or the even more complex 

and all-embracing concept i t  is  in  the freudian systenijthe term ego is  

also commonly used to denote characteristics o f personality which ties 

in with the concept I am introducing and i t  is  only in  the la tter , every­

day sense that I am using the term.

6) The ego and the spiritual orientations are both patterns o f  waking 

consciousness a term which implies no theory of mind. The difference 

between them is  not, I believe, like that between waking consciousness 

and an altered-state o f  consciousness be i t  a yogic trance, the 

hjpiibpompic state or whatever for they only represent characteristica lly  

d ifferent patterns o f  se lf-id en tity , values etc. I t  may be that each

is  correlated with d istin ctive  profiles o f physiological indicators,
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this is  so and for  the time bein , at least, there are no grounds for 

distinguishing them on an¡y such basis. I therefore do not intend to 

convey any hypothetical status, ontological or psychological, and the 

importance o f their d istin ctive  identities at a descriptive leve l, i f  

any, remains to be determined. I t  is  perhaps also worth mentioning 

that, whilst I observe that each orientation may in fact have a d istinctive  

b io log ica l value at d ifferent times, my use o f the terms ego and 

sp iritua l is  not valuative though expertents invariably prefer the 

la tter state and religions extol i t .

7) It  is  fin a lly  worth noting that neither the ego-spiritual cycle nor 

ego abandonment in the face o f trauma -  the subject o f the next chapter - 

is  an entirely novel concept for in  these the reader w ill notice much 

that is  familiar from a variety o f studies ranging from the mystical 

’ path' or 'way' to 'problem-solving' and 'c r e a t iv ity '.  However, whilst 

freely  acknowledging a l l  debts to earlier scholarship, I deliberately 

avoid using such terms and concepts for they a l l  convey senses which I 

do not intend here to convey. For example, whereas Teresa o f Avila, 

Underhill and others have recognized not dissim ilar changes in outlook 

to those I shall propose and sim ilarly related these to mystical perception 

they depict these in the context o f a variety o f developing and 

progressive stages in  the mystical and religious l i f e  whereas I treat 

the ego-spiritual cycle as a non-progressive alternation between two 

stereotyped casts o f mind. Equally though there may, on the face o f i t ,  

appear to be sim ilarities between ego abandonment as a simple reaction 

to trauma and the 'le t t in g  go' we find mentioned in the context o f 

creativ ity  and problem-solving, the concepts are not comparable at a l l
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Such differences as these make i t  undesirable for me to adopt the more 

familiar terras these dimly perceived patterns night he known by.

Having made these provisos I f i r s t  wish to attempt to characterize these 

two states, especially the sp iritual one, before examining the cycle in 

which they are related to the occurrence o f  mystical experience and, 

perhaps, only in  the context o f  which are their d istin ctive  identities 

fu lly  apparent.

Tin  EGO OglhITIATIOIT

In the face o f human individuality one could not characterize everyday 

perceptions o f s e l f  and its  relationship to the world in anything but 

the most formal terms yet in the context o f  the cycle I am writing 

about two d istinctive patterns are contrasted. I wish here to discuss 

the ego pattern which is  defined by contrast with the subsequent 

sp iritua l pattern and identify  just those points which distinguish i t  

in this particular circumstance and, further, examine some o f the 

problems which this pattern of se lf-id en tity  characteristically  gives 

r ise  to . An example which epitomises the differences I aim to 

characterize would be; 'I  suddenly was aware that my own personality 

load been transformed. I m s no longer a separate, isolated unit.

Although I had not lo s t  my identity  -  indeed fo r  the f i r s t  time in  my 

l i f e  I had really  experienced the identity o f a whole person -  I was 

in  union with a l l  creation and my identity m s added to i t ,  giving o f 

i t s  essence to the created whole' (1 ). In this case and, I w ill venture 

to suggest, in a l l  cases in which a mystical perception is  reported,
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we are presented with an abrupt sh ift  from an acute and often oppressive 

view o f the se lf  as markedly indi vidua "ted -  'a separate, isolated un it ’ 

to one in  which the individual feels himself to he part o f some ¿rester 

whole» a new state that is  accompanied by a char 

and, seemingly, by typ ifiab le changes in  mental functionin

I could not say whether, in the context o f this cycle, the perception 

of s e l f  as isolated and highly individuated is  more acute than is  normal 

in  the population at large or whether i t  is  only made to appear so by 

comparison with the new perception which follows hut i t  is  certainly 

in no way unique to this cycle. Me a l l ,  in  post-embryonic l i f e ,  have 

a 'body image' o f ourselves as individual and discrete en tities , a 

perception reinforced every time we look in  the mirror and i t  might be

argv.ed that ego-id enti ty is  no more tha n a netural re f le c t i  on o f the

rrys ic a l  fac ts o f our existence. Yet, in the ordinäry course o f even ts ,

our sense o f separaten.ess is  often  n it i . T P  t ed by the perception of' ou•V»«.

p a l ; •es as be longing to some wider group as many would define X * -  -•
-L r

ider•4-4 4- - T- ri 4*i OJ. ÎJ'j J  Ci/ u least in part, in  terms o f fa'" l i ­ or oth er cornunal t ie s •

7 - 4 -  ^ s a lso  noteworthy that the keenness o f the 4  - 1 ( 3  J du al's  uerce nti on

o f I:.1 s own s:ingularity■ and autonomy is tied  to other factors

from;  age and state  o f health to time o f da,"j ' • In the hypnouor.pl c s ts.to ,

fo r example, the fe e l i ng o f  being e  dis ere te i dentity is  typi ca ll ~\T
d

much;  diminis'Lied w hilst i t  seems reasona'fcle to suggest that young Chi "! q ->-» 0 n

are usually less conscious of the gulf which separates them from the rest 

of creation than their parents are likely  to be. Though J. would not 

wish to say that there was anything unadaptive about the sense o f 

iso la tion  mystics fe e l prior to their experiences, perhave the intensity 

o f this perception is  heightened to a degree which borders on the 

abnormal. Remarks such as 'I  had reached a noint where i t  seemed to me
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that men were alonenesses together. I believed our condition was 

essentia lly  meaningless’ (2 ) or 'during a period o f dreadful alone-ness 

I became i l l '  (3 ) indicate that mystics have an acute and unmitigated 

perception o f  their own iso la tion  and autonomy to a degree which is  not 

shared by the population at large. The f i r s t  phase o f the cycle is  then 

marked by a, perhaps, unusally intense awareness o f the s e l f  as a being 

apart, d iscrete and independent, a perception which, i f  adaptive, none= 

theless is  one which is  often accompanied by d i f f ic u lt ie s .

THE PROBLEMS OF EGO-IDENTITY•

Though ego strength which, as i t  is  used by psychiatrists, implies a 

clearly delimitated sense o f  se lf-id en tity  is  often regarded as a 

cardinal virtue enabling the subject to achieve his individual goals 

in the case o f  mystics at least a strong sense o f individuality is  not 

without it s  drawbacks. These may be divided into two d ifferent types 

both o f which appear relevant to my subsequent arguments. 1

1. The f i r s t  problem i s  that in  the case o f  m ystics and other r e l ig io u s  

and. q u ite  p o ss ib ly  more commonly amongst those who have a keen awareness 

o f  themselves as is o la te d ,  f in i t e  and d elim ita ted  be in g s , th is  ego 

consciousness i s  accompanied by deep fe e lin g s  o f  a l ie n a t io n , d ep ression , 

a n x ie ty , inadequacy and so fo r th . A l l in e 's  ' I  was wandering in  the 

f ie ld s  lamenting my m iserable lo s t  and undone co n d ition , and alm ost 

ready to  sink  under my burden' (4 ) i s  not u n typ ica l o f  the fe e lin g s  

that accompany the exaggerated sense o f  i s o la t io n  in  the f i r s t  phase 

o f  the c y c le .  These fe e lin g s  can be even more traum atic fo r  these who 

have experienced a s p ir itu a l  sense o f  in te r -re la te d n e ss  and lo s t  i t ,  

return ing  to  the 'd e s e r t ' and the 'a r id i t y ' o f  a p ercep tion  o f  s e l f  

as a f in i t e  and is o la te d  id e n t ity . I  s h a ll  la te r  argue that th is  sense
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o f  b e in g  trapped a lo n e , in  a f u t i l e  in d iv id u a l i t y  may i t s e l f  in  some 

cases generate s u f f i c i e n t  s t r e s s  t o  t r ig g e r  the subsequent s h i f t  in  

p e r s o n a lity  though th ere  are  many oth er p o s s ib le  t r ig g e r s  and a 

p e rc e p t io n  o f  o n e 's  own i s o la t i o n  i s  n ot always as d is t r e s s in g  as in  

the case  o f  A l l in e .  I t  i s  tem pting to  th ink  o f  th is  type o f  respon se 

t o  the p e rce p t io n  o f  i s o la t i o n  as n e u r o t ic ,  b e s t  d e a lt  w ith  by 'p o s i t iv e  

th in k in g ' o r  some such remedy bu t th is  i s  by no means c e r ta in .  Though 

I  do n ot w ish t o  examine ex p la n ation s  h e re , th ese  problem s cou ld  w e ll  

be thought o f  as syndrom ic symptoms o f  a s ta te  whose main c h a r a c t e r is t i c  

i s  an exaggerated  sen se o f  p erson a l i s o l a t i o n  which would in v i t e  a 

w h o lly  p h y s io lo g ic a l  accou n t ra th e r  than the charge th at m ystics  la ck  

s u f f i c i e n t  'eg o  s tr e n g th ' t o  d e a l w ith  the v ic is s i t u d e s  o f  l i f e  when 

they come fa ce  to  fa c e  w ith  the r e a l i t y  o f  th e ir  s i t u a t io n .  As alm ost 

a l l  r e l ig io n s  p o in t  o u t , a sense o f  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w ith  and b e lo n g in g  

t o ,  a g re a te r  scheme o f  th ings i s  the s o lu t io n  or s a lv a t io n  f o r  the 

in d iv id u a l b ese t  by m ean in g lessn ess , in s e c u r it y  and death  bu t we have 

no rea son  per se -  I  s h a l l  argue -  to  th in k  o f  the s h i f t  in  terms o f  

d e c is io n  making, problem  s o lv in g  or  f l i g h t  from  the p h y s ic a l r e a l i t i e s  

o f  e x is te n c e  and i t  may be th at 'a r i d i t y '  i s  an in t e g r a l  p art o f  th is  

phase o f  the m y s t ic 's  c o n d it io n .

2 .  The second area  o f  d i f f i c u l t y  i s  d is cu sse d  more f u l l y  in  ch apter 5 

and I  s h a l l  s im ply  o u t l in e  i t  h e re . I t  i s  r e le v a n t  t o  my h ypoth esis  

t o  observe  th at in  some s itu a t io n s  e g o - id e n t i t y  i s  e ith e r  i l l -e q u ip p e d  

o r  su p erflu ou s  and may a c t u a l ly  -  in  tern s o f  p h y s ic a l s u r v iv a l -  be 

a h andicap . There a re  a range o f  problem s th at cannot be d e a lt  w ith  

in  a s e l f - c o n s c io u s  and r a t io n a l  manner bu t on ly  by abandoning o n e s e l f  

to  ' i n s t i n c t i v e '  re sp o n se s . Rather as we must s im ply  ' f a l l '  a s le e p  

when overcome by t ir e d n e s s , i t  appears in  o th e r  s itu a t io n s  in  which
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there are no rational courses to pursue, that by losing or diminishing 

our self-awareness we can bring into play deep seated b iolog ica l 

processes sometimes with remarkable resu lts. STakirs and Yogins te s t ily  

to some o f the remarkable capacities o f the body that may be unleashed 

in  trance which, are usually beyond conscious control. Various survivors 

o f drowning in  icy  water, fo r  example'*, kept up their body temperature 

by simply ’ lettin g  go’ . The point here is  that in a wide variety o f 

cases from life-threatening situations to a housewife’ s in ab ility  to 

cope with a harassing day, ego-identity is  found to be inadequate to 

the demands made upon i t  and i t  is  a commonplace to observe that, in  

such situations, we only become more stressed i f  we try to deal with 

the situation from the stance o f  ego-identity rather than that o f ’ le tt in  

go’ in  favour o f b io log ica l responses which are wholly beyond conscious 

control-«- Ily argument w ill be that the sp iritual orientation is  just 

such an autonomic response, a lbeit a very peculiar one, and that the 

prelude to mystical experience w ill not only characteristically  exhibit 

an intense awareness o f  ego-identity but also a situation with which 

ego-identity cannot cope. This situation may be the very concomitant 

problems that an intense awareness o f s e lf- is o la t io n  is  typically  

correlated with but there are many other possible threats to well-being 

for  which ego-identity provides no solution . There is  nothing inherently 

’ re lig io u s ’ about this model as for most o f  us there are, or could be, 

situations to which we react by diminished ego-identity and conscious 

responsib ility  be i t  an emotional outburst, shock, sleep, perhaps even 

schizophrenia, hy which we cope or restore ourselves to e ffective  

functioning. Nor, even in  the case o f the spiritual response, is  there 

necessarily anything ’ re lig iou s ’ about the precipitating cris is  fo r , 

whilst some may show a long term concern with religious or existential
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Questions , from the examples we have i t  is  clear that the problem may 

just as easily be short tern and o f an everyday type ranging from 

harassment or exertion to illn ess  or accident.

I t  is  therefore my contention that accounts o f mystical perception, 

i f  they give any relevant information at a l l ,  d istin ctly  show 

antecedently hot'., an exaggerated sense o f  s e lf- is o la t io n  usually high­

lighted by problems such as anxiety and alienation and a narked threat 

to w ell-being for  which a rational and self-conscious response is 

inappropriate. Taken in  the context o f the cycle as a whole, ego-identity 

constitutes a d istin ctive  phase, the more so when contrasted with the 

abrupt sh ift  to sp iritual orientation, a sequence in  which, alone, 

mystical perception appears to occur. Therefore, though there is  nothing 

in tr in sica lly  mystical about the ego state, in some form or other i t

is  a common human perception and even in  it s  marked form is  not unusual,

i t  appears to be a starting point -  even a necessary condition - for 

a chain o f events that w ill occur given the right conditions.

TBS SPIRITUAL (TlbTTIbTICIT

In the case o f mystics the perception o f s e l f  as isolated and alone 

gives way, abruptly, to a wholly new perception o f se lf-id en tity  as 

something related to or part o f some greater whole. The sequence o f

events leading to this sh ift  and the trigger for i t  w ill be discussed

in the following chapter but, for now, I merely wish to characterize 

the very d istin ctive  state I ca ll the sp iritua l orientation. I t  is  

not only that the new perception o f an extended identity contrasts 

with the sense o f iso la tion  which preceded i t  but that i t  is  accompanied 

by a characteristic set o f feelings and attitudes which together make



the state recognizably d ifferent from any other in waking consciousness. 

I f  this is  so the descriptive va lid ity  o f the spiritual orientation 

should he amenable to empirical confirmation by using methods sim ilar 

to those employed by Hargolis in his 'An Empirical Typology'• Perhaps 

none o f the characteristic feelings or even the perception of s e l f  as 

an entity extended beyond the 'body image' is  state sp ec ific  and each 

may be evident to a greater or lesser degree in  the population at 

large but, taken together, I believe, they characterize and distinguish 

a state that is  su ffic ien tly  stereotyped to be recognized as syndromic 

rather than as simply an extraction from the in fin ite  individuality 

and variab ility  o f human personality. I shall begin my discussion 

by examining extended identity  and the features associated with i t  

in this state before turning to the cyclic  nature o f these sh ifts 

and their relationship to the occurrence o f mystical perception.

Before starting, however, i t  is  well worth making one final introductory 

remark about the sp iritual orientation. Though I believe mystical 

experience only occurs in the context o f a sh ift  from ego to sp iritual 

id entity , such sh ifts  can be apparent without mystical experience 

occurring, for this reason the sh ift and the subsequent spiritual 

identity  is  reported far more widely than in  the context o f mysticism 

alone and is  a feature o f many religious lives and religious conversions 

in  which no ex p lic it ly  'supernatural' experience is  reported. I am 

aiming here, however, only to characterize the spiritual syndrome and 

not a religious outlook in  general with which i t  may be associated 

but with which i t  is  certainly not synonymous. I consider this 

d istin ction  more thoroughly in  appendix B but it s  basis, in  b r ie f, is  

that, whilst a l l  those with a sp iritual cast o f mind may be recognised 

as re lig iou s, not a l l  religious have such a sp iritua l cast o f mind as

2 3 2 .



I  d e fin e  i t  h ere . For th is  rea son  I  r e f t a in  from  (ja i l in g  the s p i r i t u a l  

o r ie n ta t io n  sim ply a r e l ig io u s  s ta te  or  com plex and a ls o  because 

such an id e n t i f i c a t i o n  would b r in g  to  th is  syndrome con cep tion s  which 

a p r i o r i ,  a t  l e a s t ,  nay be in a p p ro p r ia te  and d is g u is e  ra th e r  than 

c l a r i f y  what i t  i s  th a t i s  tak in g  p la ce «

EXTIKDED IDENTITY.

' I  suddenly knew w ith ou t any doubts th at I  was p a rt o f  a "w h o le " . Hot 

an is o la t e d  part but an in t e g r a l  p a rt -  I  f e l t  a sense o f  "onem ent".

I  knew th a t I  belonged and th a t n oth in g  could  change th a t . The lo s s  

o f  my farm and l iv l ih o o d  d id n 't  m atter any m ore. I  was an im portant 

p a rt  o f  the wholeness o f  th ings and tra n s ie n t  am bitions were se con d a ry ' . ( 5 )  

' I t  was as though the g rea t va lu e in  every  l i v in g  th in g  was n ot so  much 

here and now in  o u rse lv es  as somewhere e ls e  . . .  c e r t a in ly  t in t  unspeakable 

im portance had t o  do w ith  our r e la t io n s h ip  t o  the g re a t  whole . . I  d id  

indeed lo v e  nw neighbour as m y s e lf . Hay, m ore, o f  m y se lf I  was h a rd ly  

con sc iou s  w h ile  w ith  my neighbour in  every  form , I  was madly in  lo v e ' (6 ). 

Such examples as th ese  a -e  t y p ic a l  o f  the w h olly  ohanged p e rc e p t io n  o f  

p erson a l id e n t i t y  and i t s  p la ce  in  the scheme o f  th in gs fo l lo w in g  the 

s h i f t  t o  s p ir i t u a l  o r ie n ta t io n  w hether or  n o t  a m y s t ic a l p e rce p t io n  

has o ccu rred . From an acu te  and o fte n  d is t r e s s in g  sense o f  i s o l a t i o n ,  

e x p erien ts  move to  a new p e rc e p t io n  o f  the s e l f  as som ething more 

e x ten s iv e  than the 'bod y  im a g e ', som ething which lias a common id e n t i t y  

w ith  o th er e n t i t ie s  and which i s  p a rt  o f  some g re a te r  w hole .

However, the stren g th  o f  th is  f e e l in g  o f  shared id e n t i t y  and the p r e c is e  

nature o f  the p e rc e p t io n  v a r ie s  from in d iv id u a l to  in d iv id u a l and though 

fo rm a lly  extended id e n t i t y  i s  unm istakable -  e s p e c ia l ly  in  the con tex t 

o f  the  s h i f t  -  f o r  th ese  reasons can n ot, by  i t s e l f ,  be used to  

c h a r a c te r iz e  the s p i r i t u a l  o r ie n t a t io n . W ithout fu r th e r  d e f in i t i o n ,

2; >



ties , say, would alsowhich is  d if f ic u lt  to give, kin or class 

indicate a spiritual orientation i f  extended identity was the sole 

criterion  o f the state. The problem is  twofold. In the f ir s t  place, 

whereas some, say, fee l themselves to be in  1 liv ing1 relations' with a 

named religious figure, others may simply perceive themselves to stand 

within a benificent universe in  which they play a part but which need 

not even be aware o f their existence in any personal sense at a l l .  In 

both cases personal identity is  no longer seen as something s e lf -  

contained or wholly autonomous yet, so diverse are they, that they bear 

l i t t l e  more than a generic relationship which, i f  i t  were not for the 

common circumstance o f the s h ift , might seem, to be no more than an 

extraction from the in fin ite  variety o f human perceptions. In passing, 

i t  is  perhaps worth mentioning that I treat this d iversity  as re fle ctin g  

the contingencies o f ideology and interpretation but believe that the 

underlying generic feature these cases share cannot be explained in 

this way. B riefly , a ) l  do not believe that i t  can be shown that a l l  

who suddenly find themselves with a perception of this type have acquired 0.0A 

internalised religious or other relevant models, and b) i t  is  strange 

how some individuals, consciously devoted to a religious b e lie f  set 

and desirous of the sense o f inter-relatedness, nonetheless often lose 

i t  perhaps only to discover i t  again in circumstances which appear to 

owe nothing to acquired conceptions. In the second place there is  a 

great variation in the degree to which sub jectiv ity  is  preserved in  this 

state. Some 'lo s e ' themselves in  a greater whole whilst others retain 

a fu l l  measure o f sub jectiv ity  and autonomy merely fee lin g , nonetheless, 

that a new dimension has been added which places s e lf  in  a wider context- 

' one fe l t  at one with a l l  and yet retained ones individuality ' (7 ).

Teresa o f Avila observes that 'during the actual moment o f divine union 

the soul feels nothing;, a l l  it s  powers being entirely lost . . .  this 

presence is  not always so d istin ctly  manifest as at f i r s t ,  or i t  is  at

2 3 4 .
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tim es when God renews th is  fa v o u r , o th erw ise  the r e c ip ie n t  could 

not p o s s ib ly  attend t o  anyth ing e ls e  nor l i v e  in  s o c i e t y ’ (8 )«  I f  

Teresa i s  c o r r e c t  the s p ir i t u a l  o r ie n ta t io n  i s  com patible  w ith  a 

continuum o f  degrees o f  p erson a l id e n t i t y  th a t not on ly  v a r ie s  from 

in d iv id u a l t o  in d iv id u a l  but in  in d iv id u a ls  from time to  tim e. T o ta l 

lo s s  o f  in d iv id u a l i t y ,  which presum ably g r e a t ly  im pairs p erson a l 

e f f i c i e n c y ,  i s  consonant w ith  H ood 's ' l o s s  o f  sense o f  s e l f '  but i s  

n o t  t y p ic a l  o f  the s p i r i t u a l  s t a te  and, i f  i t  occu rs a t  a l l ,  la s t s  on ly  

a b r i e f  tim e. N eith er the a c tu a l  nature o f  the new extended id e n t i t y  

nor the degree to  which in d iv id u a l i t y  i s  l o s t  th e r e fo r e  lends i t s e l f  

to  t y p i f i c a t i o n .  However, i t  i s  s u f f i c i e n t  f o r  my purposes to  note  

that s e l f - i d e n t i t y  s h i f t s  a b ru p tly  from a p e rc e p t io n  o f  s e l f  as i s o la t e d ,  

f i n i t e  and d e lim ita te d  to  one o f  in te r -r e la te d n e s s  w ith  som ething 

g r e a te r  than the 'b od y  im age' and th a t th is  in v o lv e s  a d im in u ation  o f  

the sense o f  in d iv id u a l  autonomy and r e s p o n s ib i l i t y .

OTHER PRINCIPAL FEATURES OF THE SPIRITUAL ORIENTATION 

Though a sudden s h i f t  to  extended id e n t i t y  i s  the m ost obv iou s h a l l ­

mark o f  the s p i r i t u a l  o r ie n t a t io n , th is  o ccu rs  in  co n ju n c t io n  w ith  

o th e r  changes in  p e r s o n a lity  w hich tog e th e r  make s p i r i t u a l i t y  a 

d i s t in c t i v e  and id e n t i f i a b l e  s t a t e .  As m entioned a bov e , none o f  these 

fe a tu re s  c h a r a c t e r i s i t i c  o f  the s ta te  are  n e c e s s a r i ly  s t a t e - s p e c i f i c  

nor am I  c e r ta in  th a t a l l  need t o  be m a n ife st  b e fo r e  we can id e n t i f y  

the s p i r i t u a l  syndrome. R e c o g n it io n , how ever, depends on m ost o f  

th en , a t  l e a s t ,  b e in g  re p o r te d *  in  co n ju n ct io n  w ith  extended id e n t i t y

* As throughout we a re  hampered by the f a c t  th a t on ly  th ose  changes 
in  p e r s o n a lity  w hich the e x p e r ie n t  fin d s  rem arkable a re  mentioned and 
we a re  l e f t  w ondering whether much has been om itted or  whether we are  
w ork ing w ith  a parad ign  w hich bears l i t t l e  resem blance to  any g iv en  ca se .



in  the context o f a sudden sh ift  from ego-identity at a time when 

this is  faced with pressures with which i t  cannot deal e ffe ctiv e ly .

These features ares A) METAPHYSICAL OFT LOOK, 3 ) LIL̂ LOHiSlJT

0? A PERSONAL MOPALITY, C) 'BASIC TRUST ’ , f )  ALTRUISM, E) SUPLI1TCATI0IT

0? LIVI1IG and p) Three characteristic mood and sensory changes.

a ) metaphysical outlook.

By the use o f this phrase I aim to depict a very strik ing outlook 

which commonly accompanies the change in se lf-id e n tity . It  is  composed 

of two main aspects. The f ir s t  o f these is  a seemingly irrational 

esoterism, 'I  know that everything involved in  this process is  God, 

is  love . . .  that everything is  in  migration towards the great awakening 

to that which, in essence everything i s .  nothing is  excluded from the 

redemptive process . . .  men and rocks and stars and trees are hrothers '(9 

'I  could see in that ligh t, that the goodness (o f God) must he the 

hidden l i f e  o f every human being. The ligh t possessed me for years 

a fter . . .  I lived in I t  ana with I t  pervading a l l  these varied relation ­

ships' (10) The second is  the perception o f an esoteric l i f e  purpose 

and meaning which often leads experients to find immense personal 

significance and meaning in even the most mundane and, apparently, 

chance events. The feeling that a l l  l i f e  is  teeming with some hidden 

meaning, whether or not the experient claims to know what this i s ,  

and that ones own l i f e  is  intimately tied up with this and can only be 

judged in  terms o f i t ,  has a profound e ffe ct  on the goals, values and 

responses to events o f the spiritual and gives their lives a character­

i s t i c  sense o f  meaningfulness and belonging which contrasts markedly 

with their previous state o f alienation. There are many questions to 

be asked about this mindset which, i f  i t  varies in  content from one
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individual to another, nonetheless ca.n readily he recognized as a 

d istin ctive  approach to the world and ones place in  it-hut f ir s t  I 

shall examine the two aspects in  greater d eta il.

TES HIDDEN DIMENSION

I am not here drawing attention to any sp e c ific  esoteric doctrine, 

a b e lie f  in which, in  some cultures at least, may simply he rational 

and log ica l in the light o f prevailing knowledge hut to the common 

claim, in  the context o f the sh ift , that one 'f e e l s ’ in some 'gut1 

rather than in tellectu al way, that l i f e  events and discrete entities 

are linked at some deeper level -  'there is  always a sense that a l l  

happenings are right and in  accordance with a plan' (11). The claims 

made about the tree nature o f the world are very diverse. Some r e f le c t  

a recognizable form o f gnosticism, some a preoccupation with esoteric 

systems such as numerology which, as systems, would rarely he called 

religious at a ll whilst others appear to be wholly idiosyncratic 

conceptions hut in each case the autanony o f objects in  the world as 

presented to vis by our senses is  considered to be misleading. Sometimes 

objects and events are linked in te leo log ica l terns, sometimes their

relationship comes closer to an aesthetic vision  o f  inner harmony -  

'ordinary objects like  a kettle , spoon, cigarette end was perfect in 

i t s e l f  and in  it s  relation  to everything else in  the room. It  simply 

was. It was thougha dimension had been added -  timelessness' (12).

Tras sense o f inner workings and relationships has bequeathed sp iritu a lity  

some o f it s  most recognizable imagery and forms o f expression.

Symbolism, a lle g o ry  and paradox and the ch oice  o f  a r t  and poetry have 

o fte n  been used to convey or evoke th is  f e e l in g  there i s  some under­

ly in g  meaning in  terms o f  which d is c re te  o b je c ts  and events have
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s ig n i f ic a n o e  and va lu e -  ' a l l  those th a t se rv e  r e la t e  to  me a thousand 

g ra ces  o f  th ee , and a l l  wound me the m ore. And som ething they are  

stammering lea ves  me d y in g ' (13)• Though attem pts have o ft e n  been made 

t o  s y s te n iz e  the m eaningfu lness so  k een ly  sensed in  the w orld around 

them -  John o f  the Cross w rote volumes o f  e x e g e s is  f o r  h is  b r i e f  poems — 

many do n ot f e e l  the need t o  e x p la in  o r  make e x p l i c i t  the f e e l in g  

th a t even t r i v i a l  th in gs  have a profound s ig n i f i c a n c e  and perhaps th ese  

d o c tr in e s  a re  b e s t  tre a te d  as symptoms o f  a c o n d it io n  ra th e r  as 

con sp ira cy  th e o r ie s  a re  sym ptom atic o f  p a ra n oia . Though t h is  i s  an 

age which re co g n ize s  in te r -c o n n e c t io n s  between th at w hich i s  ap p aren tly  

d i s c r e t e ,  the fo o d -c h a in  f o r  exam ple, o r  e v o lu t io n  th e o ry , the hidden 

dim ension  i s  not com parable w ith  these a t  a l l ,  f o r  b e in g  u n f a l s i l i a b l e ,

m eta p h ysica l sp e cu la t io n s  a r e ,  nowadays, s c a r c e ly  com p e llin g  and 

b e s id e s  which they add an ex tra ord in a ry  and u n necessary  com plex ity  

to  the p e rc e p t io n  o f  what l i f e  i s .

SUBJECTIVE SIGNIFICANCE*

I t  i s  n o t only* th a t th e  w orld  a p p ea rs , i n  some way, t o  be pregnant w ith  

in n er meaning and purpose but th a t  the s u b je c t  p e rc e iv e s  h is  ovm l i f e  

t o  be bound up w ith  t i l l s .  This produces two e f f e c t s .  In  the f i r s t  

p la c e ,  whether o r  n ot th ey  f in d  f o r  them selves a c le a r  r o le  in  l i f e ,  

the s p i r i t u a l  a re  a b le  to  see  th a t t h e ir  l i v e s  have a profound meaning 

and va lu e  i n  terms o f  the g r e a te r  scheme o f  th in gs  w hich i s  r e f le c t e d  

in  an o f t  noted in cre a se d  optim ism , fo r t it u d e  and such l i k e .  T rea tin g  

the v i c is s i t u d e s  o f  l i f e  as p a rt  o f  a g re a te r  and, u s u a l ly ,  u lt im a te ly  

b é n é f ic ie n t  p lan  b r in g s  the s p i r i t u a l  com fort and r e s i l ia n c e  -  'th e  

knowledge th a t though d is a s te r  was moving u n avoidab ly  towards me y e t  

in  th e end " A l l  would be w e ll  . . .  A l l  manner o f  th in gs  would be w e ll"  

d id  much t o  h e lp  me over the fo l lo w in g  b i t t e r l y  d i f f i c u l t  y e a r s ' ( 1 4 )»  

' I  knew now th a t as lo n g  as I  l iv e d  I  would n ever be a lon e  aga in  and
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th is  c e r ta in ty  gave me a g rea t peace o f  mind.' -  and may lead towards 

g re a te r  c r e a t iv i t y  and ach ievem ent. There a re  cases in  which God or  

the g re a t  p a tte rn  o f  l i f e  i s  con ceived  as o rd e r in g  even ts in  a way 

in ju r io u s  to  the in d iv id u a l but more commonly th ere  i s  l i t t l e  doubt 

o f  the p s y c h o lo g ic a l  b e n e f i t s ,  the in t e g r a t iv e  e f f e c t s ,  o f  p e r c e iv in g  

o n e 's  l i f e  in  terms o f  a g re a te r  whole e s p e c ia l ly  a f t e r  the an gst o f  the 

ego s ta g e  even i f  the fu l f i l lm e n t  o f  the d e s ig n  i s  thought to  be ou ts id e  

o f  space and tim e. The second p rod u ct o f  th is  new-found m eaningfulness 

and s ig n i f ic a n c e  i s  the very  d i s t in c t iv e  b e l i e f  th a t a l l  l i f e  even ts stand 

in  some person a l r e la t io n s h ip  to  the s u b je c t  in  the co n te x t  o f  the 

e s o t e r i c  meaning he b e l ie v e s  h is  l i f e  to  have. The most t r i v i a l  events 

may be thought o f  as t e s t s ,  o r  fo r tu it o u s  encounters as p r o v id e n t ia l  

in te r v e n t io n s  to  meet n eeds, fu r th e r  developm ent or  even as warnings 

and i t  may be tru e  to  say th a t , in  the s p i r i t u a l  o r ie n t a t io n ,  l i t t l e  

or  n oth in g  can be construed as chance and, c e r t a in ly ,  in  th is  frame 

o f  mind, ex p erien ts  a re  h ig h ly  s e n s it iz e d  to  happenings in  the w orld 

around them. W hatever th e ir  proven ance, C astenada 's s t o r ie s  g iv e  a 

m arvellou s in s ig h t  in t o  th is  m e n ta lity . A s , f o r  in s ta n c e , when a 

r a b b it  in  a trap  i s  th er*  on ly  'becau se  the power th a t gu ides r a b b its  

had led  th a t p a r t ic u la r  one in t o  the trap  . . .  the r a b b i t 's  death had 

been a g i f t  f o r  me' ( jou rn ey  t o  Ix t la n  c h .9 ) .  Thus a mundane happening 

has an e s o t e r i c  s ig n i f i c a n c e  and, i t  t r a n s p ir e s , an even deeper 

p erson a l meaning a l s o .  This may be no more th a t an exaggerated  form  

o f  a common human p ro p e n s ity , m ost r e a d i ly  d iscern ed  in  c h ild r e n , t o  

s u b je c t i f y  a l l  l i f e  even ts and ord er them in  terms o f  the p r iv a te  

s ig n i f i c a n c e  "they have f o r  u s . Everything- from  dreams t o  world 

a f f a i r s  may be p la ced  in  a s u b je c t iv e  framework th a t g iv e s  these 

phenomena an ord er and in te r -r e la te d n e s s  th a t they  e x t r in s i c a l l y  la ck  

y e t  th is  o rd er i s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  e s o t e r i c  and i t  i s  the i r r a t i o n a l i t y
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o f the interpretations that the spiritual place upon phenomena one, 

above a l l ,  the scale o f this a ctiv ity  which is  so strik ing.

The meaning which the spiritual find in their lives and the significance 

they attach to l i f e  events, I believe, presents us with one o f the 

very great d if f ic u lt ie s  we come to when attempting to explain the 

sp iritua l orientation. To the rational mind the hidden dynamic and 

the way the individual believes this manifests i t s e l f  in day to day 

liv in g , at f i r s t  sight may appear to be an unnecessarily complex way 

to view the world, whether or not i t  brings psychological well-being.

I t  is  not a truly rational view o f the world despite certain oddities 

in  quantum mechanics, the curious way in  which discrete groups o f men 

and animals appear, simultaneous!y, to acquire new techniques, some 

s ta t is t ica l evidence for E.S.P. and so forth  which each might give 

some slight basis for the view that a l l  things are linked at some non­

material level. I considered the question in chapter 1 and believe, 

as argued there, that one could not log ica lly  ju stify  cosmological 

theories typical o f the sp iritua l orientation. However, time and again, 

one is  struck by the claim, that, in  this frame o f mind, the world 

i t s e l f  does change, providential happenings abound. As I wrote in 

chapter 1, empirical methods cannot deal with such claims as the l i f e  

circumstances in  which the miraculous events are supposed to have occurred 

are unrepeatable yet the sheer volume of such claims and the undoubted 

in tegrity  and sanity o f most o f the experients make these d i f f ic u lt  to 

dismiss as self-delusion . This brings me to the speculation that in  

this cast o f mind there is  an active principle rather than an insight 

into a whole new leve l o f cosmology which science has not yet uncovered 

or out-and-out delusion. Tims third course would treat the miraculous 

and providential events so widely reported not,as most psychologists
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would, as interpretations o f straightforward phenomena in  the light o f 

a peculiar and esoteric ideology but as products o f a peculiar form of 

psycho-physiological functioning which, in  some obscure wap, does 

actually shape events, here this to be the case, much as religions 

predict, being protected, provided for etc. is  the product of a frame 

o f mind yet i t  is  consonent also with the s c ie n t if ic  view of the unive: 

as unselfconscious and only obeying certain laws for  i t  merely opens

that certain forms o f cone ci ouisness are t! elves

.-kings o f the cosrics. Per raps this rather magi cal

i£esoteric as the cosmologi cal claims made by those

who have this frame of mind but, in  princip le, i t  appears possible to 

test whether in fact the experience of the sp iritual rea lly  does 

confirm their expectations and to make a pragmatic judgment as tc wh\ tli 

or not lives or periods o f intense sp ir itu a lity  are adaptive# The 

question would then be do miracles happen to the spiritual? and not, 

how, in  the context o f an insentient universe, could miracles happen? 

kho knows what an examination of the e ffe cts  -  in terms o f l i f e  events 

etc. -  on the individual who sub jectifies  the world in  a markedly 

esoteric way, might yield? Perhaps findings would support those very

me individuals who claim that their relig ious be lie fs  are pragma. t ic

being re-inforced continually by l i f e  events. I make this point fo r , 

as in  so many other ways, the spiritual orientation is  associated with 

pecu liarities that i t  would be simply bigoted to dismiss as s e l f -  

deception or fa iry  tales even though i t  is  equally hard to accept 

the theories the spiritual themselves o ffe r  for  these and i t  is  these 

p ecu lia rities , attested to by thousands over countless years, which 

give the syndrome I am trying to typify t' e importance and wider 

sign ificance, I believe, i t  has.
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Regardless of the way in  whic 

undoubtedly the case that the 

the sp iritua l state one or i t  

which, in  general, would cont 

individual who feels himself 

boundaries. It  accounts for

h we treat the claims, however, i t  is  

metaphysical or esoteric outlook gives 

s most strik ing and characteristic features 

rast markedly with the b e lie fs  o f the 

to be alone and delimitated by physical 

the many reports o f a newly-discovered

awe and interest in  the world as i t  in jects  beauty, meaning and a

personal sign i.ficance and in terest -  more generally o f a sense o f 

belonging and involvement -  into even the most humdrum situations and

in part explains some of the goals, values and styles o f l i f e  the 

relig ious typically  set themselves. Though the precise nature o f this 

outlook may vary widely, I view i t  as essentially a stereotyped mind 

state -though i t  may also be lo g ica lly  linked to the feeling o f 

extended identity -rather than as a creative response. I shall la ter 

argue that we cannot treat the su b ject!fica tion  and unification  o f l i f e  

events in  metaphysical ways as a solution to problems to which in  some 

cases at least, they have no conceivable relevance. By i t s e l f ,  this 

feature mag not be defining for in some cultures, perhaps some age group 

a lso , i t  is  possible to find that such b e lie fs  about the cosmos and the 

more intense subjectivisation  of the world represent a norm. As with 

the other features I l i s t ,  i t  is  only when taken as a group that they 

appear so d istin ctive  especially so in  the context o f a sh ift  from some 

wholly different perception o f se lf-id e n tity , outlook, values etc.

b ) THE MAKES BEAELCP1IEE1 0? A PEES DIAL MORALITY

The sp iritua l state is  marked by a moral transformation that borders 

on an obsessive concern with self-transcendence. It  is  usual to find
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such remarks as 'my character and l i fe s ty le  began to chaupe' v 15 }»

' i t  transformed her l i f e ,  her character and her relationships' (16) 

or 'the next day things began to change. I gave up alcohol (e t c . ) ' ( 17 ) 

in accounts o f conversion and the aftermath of mystical experience. 

Although rarely described in  d e ta il, except in  the testimonies o f some 

protestant sects , i t  appears that the process o f moral transformation 

in  the context o f the spiritual state can take place in  one o f two ways.

In some cases the reorientation o f personal morality is  unconscious 

whether gradual or sudden: 'I  found myself growing away from the 

stimulants (e t c . ) ,  a process which seemed relative to the experience'( 1 -h, 

‘from that hour drink had had no terrors fo r  me . . .th e  desire for i t  

went and has never returned' (1 ?). A lternatively, the process may be 

acted out consciously with the expertent struggling: to con.formtco.new 

image o f s e l f  besides which old habits and behaviour appear unworthy. 

Augustine's experience, 'there appeared unto me the chaste dignity of 

continency, serene and cheerful . . .  enticing me to come and doubt n o t '(20) 

is  representative o f many cases in  which the expertent becomes aware 

o f new p oss ib ilit ie s  o f  personal morality and behaviour with which 

he feels a compulsion to attempt to conform. In passing i t  is  worth 

noting that we are dealing with a concern about personal morality 

and the claim that new levels o f in tegrity  and behaviour are achieved 

which is  not, as Eatson and Ventis wryly observe, always the same thing 

as becoming in  the eyes o f  ones peers say, a better or even a more 

moral, individual.

Although I only wish to note that the sp iritu a l orientation is  typified  

by a sudden and often obsessive concern with personal reformation and
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s e l f  transcendence, i t  is  worthwhile discussing; this feature at 

greater length for the way in  which we interpret this feature has 

implications for our understanding o f the sp iritual syndrome as a 

whole. On the one hand we might view the impulse to purify as something 

contingent on the acquisition and internalization o f models o f personal 

eth ics. I f  individuals in  this state are not already aware o f one or 

other o f the religious systems which usually contain such models, i t  

is  lik e ly  they w ill quickly "become so given their feelings o f extended 

identity and the greater design they now discern in l i f e .  On the other 

hand i t  might he that this impulse owes nothing to the acquisition o f 

a model and indeed to ' problem-solving' but i s ,  as I believe, an in tr in sic  

feature o f the state. The two ’.lews are not wholly incompatible fo r , 

whilst nail may contain within himself a drive to self-improvement and 

self-transcendence, the particular form this takes nay be governed 

and re-inforced by one or other o f the conceptual models on o ffer .

However, i t  is  worth giving my reasons why I suspect that the drive 

to moral development and regeneration in  this context is  something 

inextricable from the wider pattern that the spiritual syndrome presents. 

These reasons are: 1

1. That in  many cases, whether moral change is  conscious or unconscious, 

there is  no evidence o f a concern with ethics prior to the change in  

se lf-id en tity . Under a Jamesian theory o f a sub-conscious maturation 

one night expect in  a l l  cases some medium term evidence o f d issatisfaction  

with li fe s ty le , inner con flic t  and interest in  alternative models cut 

some cases appear quite spontaneous. This is  not to say that 'conversion' 

cases are not typ ica lly  preceded by a growing sense o f gu ilt , 

worthlessness etc. and these might form a d istin ct sub-type but i t  is  

not a characteristic pattern in  a l l  cases in  which a sp iritual identity



occurs and noral change takes piece. Assviming that there are cases in  

which expertents have shown l i t t l e  or no prior interest in personal 

morality and that the change to an inherently moral outlook takes place 

very quickly, i t  would he d i f f ic u lt  to argue that the change arises 

from the internalization o f some culturally acquired pattern as there 

is  simply no indication o f a maturation process or time in  which i t  

might occur.

245.

20 The moral concerns o f the spiritual ( l  do not wish to give the 

impression o f a narrow concern with "blatant personality defects but 

o f a concern with the in tegrit: o f  the character in it s  widest sense) 

is  more marked in  some cases than.in others hut in a good proportion 

o f cases the concern with personal standards is  so extreme and 

indiv idualistic as to hear l i t t l e  comparison with conventional r e lig io -  

cultural ethics. For those approaching asceticism ever new visions of 

rectitude are opened up and these individuals struggle with ’ temptations’ 

and 'personality fa ilin g s ’ which almost any culture would find 

insign ificant or incomprehensible. Throughout the Philokalia, say, 

one can find evidence or" an obsessive concern with ’ purity ’ that appears 

to he se lf-den ia l and m ortification for it s  own sake. Such authors as 

John o f Karpathos would not have thought o f  their moral strivings and 

and acute awareness o f  perceived personal fa ilings as morbid for they 

rationalized their feelings theologically -  sometimes with d iff ic u lty  -  

and believed such efforts  were conducive to the state o f grace. But 

i t  is  also interesting that this acute concern is  more troublesome at 

certain times than at others, ’ there are times when tria ls  and 

temptations multiply and cause a man, despite his d iligence, to deviate 

from the true path’ (21). Though these ascetics may represent an
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extreme form of the spiritual concern with personal raorality/integrity, 

any account o f what is  taking' place which ignored them and their highly 

indiv idualistic concerns would he incomplete fo r , in  man;/ spontaneous 

cases of sp ir itu a lity  and regeneration follow ing on from mystical 

perception, much the same pattern and sometimes a similar intensity 

can he discerned. 'This may seem a s i l l y  reaction to you. To match 

the radiant joy o f this liv ing ligh t, I just had to take on what seemed 

joy less ' (22).

3» A th ir d , and perhaps minor observation  i s  that few , i f  any, s p ir itu a l  

understand th e ir  new-found concern w ith m ora lity  to he prim arily  a 

m atter o f  in t e l l e c t  or the adoption  o f  cu .lturally -transm itted  e th ics  

and m orals. There i s  near unaminity that the expertent comes in to  

contact w ith God or some l iv in g  image o f  tru th , p u rity  e tc . and that 

these fo rces  are 'extern a l*  o f  the p erson a lity  and have some o n to lo g ica l 

status o f  th e ir  own. I t  may he that the experience o f  some d iv in e  fo rce  

besides which the human s e l f  appears unworthy and corru p t, i s  m isleadin g, 

though the uninanity in  th is  resp ect must count fo r  something.

There are then reasons -  spontaneity, the sometimes extreme and 

indiv idualistic nature o f moral regeneration, and the feeling that 

the moral impulse is  not acquired through cultural contact -  winch 

together give the impression that regeneration stems from, or is  a 

reaction to , certain impulses which typ ica lly  occur in  the spiritual 

state. I f  this is  so, the moral drive is  best understood, despite the 

individuality o f the search for  in tegrity , as a stereotyped pattern, 

which at most runs parallel with socia l and religious models of personal
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e th ic s «  I t  w i l l  n o t he easy to  e x p la in  th is  o ft e n  o b s e s s iv e  d r iv e  f o r  

p erson a l in t e g r i t y  and p u r ity  in  terms o f  a p s y c h o -p h y s io lo g ic a l  r e a c t io n  

hut the su g g estion  here i s  th a t  the s p i r i t u a l  o r ie n ta t io n  i s  bound up 

w ith  m oral developm ent and o th e r  forms o f  m aturation  which lin k  i t  w ith  

the v ery  core  o f  human id e n t i t y .  I t  i s  perhaps s u f f i c i e n t  here to  note 

however th a t th is  con cern  w ith  p erson a l m o ra lity  i s  a c e n tr a l  fe a tu re  

o f  th is  ou tlo o k  and dom inates many s p i r i t u a l  and r e l ig io u s  w rit in g s «

In  f a c t ,  i t  a p p ea rs , that the m oral demands which the in d iv id u a l f e e l s

a re  made o f  him a re  o fte n  the most co n cre te  fe e l in g s  in  th is  o r ie n ta t io n

w h ich , more than any o th e r , shape the way in  which the d iv in e  o r  g re a te r

whole i s  con ceived  o f ,  a llo w in g  a r a t io n a l iz a t io n  o f  the u n iverse  in

terms o f  m oral g o a ls ,  w h ils t  a t  the same time in v o lv in g  the in d iv id u a l

both  in  h is  own and a w ider d e s t in y . I t  i s  in t e r e s t in g  to  observe th a t a

d im in u tion  o f  the m oral im pulse i s  o fte n  not welcomed by the s p i r i t u a l

f o r ,  though th is  may le s s e n  the fe e l in g s  o f  g u i l t  and sense o f  un w orth in ess,

i t  may a ls o  g ive  r i s e  to  a f e e l i n g  th a t God -  w ith  which the im pulse

i s  o fte n  id e n t i f i e d  -  has abandoned the in d iv id u a l  who then may f e e l

th a t the path to  's a lv a t io n ' th rou ^ i m oral s t r iv in g  and s e lf-t r a n s c e n d e n ce

has been c lo s e d . This fe a tu re  has been recogn ized  by many oth er a u th ors ,

U n d e rh ill , f o r  exam ple, who tend to  t r e a t  i t  as an i n i t i a l  stage  o f

s p i r i t u a l  developm ent. Given a pro lon ged  s p i r i t u a l  s t a t e ,  i t  i s  reason ab le

t o  a c c e p t  th a t in d iv id u a ls  do make many o f  th e ir  most d i f f i c u l t  m oral

e f f o r t s  e a r ly  on but in  a l l  s p i r i t u a l  w r it in g s  i t  i s  c le a r  th a t a con cern

w ith  p erson a l i n t e g r i t y  i s  a con tin u in g  fe a tu re  f o r  o ld  d e s ir e s  may re tu rn

to  a s s a i l  the in d iv id u a l  and new v is ta s  o f  p erson a l r e c t it u d e  a re  co n s ta n tly

opening up. Though I  do not exclu d e  a co n sc io u s  m oral developm ent over a p er iod
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as a stage in  i t s e l f  but as an in te g ra l fea tu re  o f  a n on -p ro ;ress ive  

s ta te  which alone s u ff ic e s  to  m otivate the in d iv id u a l to  moral e f fo r t s  

and w ithout which there is  in s u f f i c ie n t  impulse to make sustained 

e f fo r t s  in  th is d ir e c t io n  a t a l l .

C) 1 BASIC TRUST'

I adopt Runlce's term to  d escribe  the f i r s t  o f  two ch a r a c te r is t ic  

a ttitu d es  o f  the s p ir itu a l  s ta te  which would, appear to have two a sp ects , 

1. the environment and l i f e  events are perceived in  p o s it iv e  terms -  

a t r a it  noted by a number o f  authors and 2 . there i s  a tendency towards 

a r e l ia n t  stance to  l i f e .  The a n tith e s is  o f  tins frame o f  mind is  

'a l i e n a t io n '.

1. POSITIV? ATTITUDE. l i f e ,  whether or not i t  is  construed as purposive» 

appears to the individual to be benign. The 'new sense o f certainty 

that a l l  tilings work together for the pood 1 (23) is  not untypical of 

the type o f perception that is  life-enhancing and produces a 

psychological benefit by reducing anxiety and promoting an inner 

assurance and confidence, though there is  nothing rational about i t .

Only the w illfu lly  blind could deny that the world appears indifferent 

to human needs and hopes and yet in this state though 'I t  seemed to 

me my heart should have been torn with p ity  yet a l l  I fe l t  was the 

deepest peace I have ever known -  a peace that had nothing whatever 

to do with the (images) in  my mind' (24). This contradiction be Ween

the facts o f the world and the positive perceptions the sp iritual have 

of i t  is  well brought out by Alyosha's position  in the Brothers 

Karamazov (25).
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2. RELIANCE takes many forms but I do not intend to imply fatalism

so much as a sense o f partnership in  which individual needs and 

aspirations are respected and a fee lin g  that one cannot achieve one's 

ends entirely  unaided. 'I  f e l t  I was a free man. Oh, the precious 

feeling o f  safety» o f freedom» o f resting on Jesus' (26). ( i t  is  

interesting to note that the fee lin g  o f dependence on or a partnership 

with l i f e  is  not necessarily a th e istic  conception to be expressed in  

prayer for there are monistic cases such as ' . . . a  sense of becoming 

aware that one aspect o f my being is  actually part o f  Being which is  

eternal, in fin ite  and sustains the created w orld '(2 7 ).) The feeling 

o f reliance may range from a certainty o f  protection in  a l l  circumstances 

or a reliance on something greater than s e l f  in life-threaten ing“ 

situations only to 'a  contractual relationship based on propitiation, 

prayert right liv in g  etc. The fee lin g  that one is  protected, aided 

or succoured is  more than a fee lin g  fo r , in  many cases, i t  is  used 

as a behavioural stratagem. Missionaries etc. have set o f f  into the 

'b lue ' with breathtaking assurance and in  doing so have not merely 

proclaimed their b e lie f  but put a. stratagem to a pragmatic test. I 

suggested above that such esoteric be lie fs  might possibly be ju stified  

but whether this is  so or not one would undoubtedly need to introduce 

reliance to explain the motivation ox much spiritual behaviour.

A positive view o f  l i f e  and reliance have a variety o f  possible 

explanations. They might be viewed simply as a consequence or log ica l 

product o f the esoteric mind-set noted above that makes a l l  tilings appear 

meaningful and, ultimately, valuable or as a characteristic mood that 

suggests physiological changes in  this state, a p oss ib ility  increased 

by other characteristic states o f  mind discussed below. Tranquillizers 

a fter a l l  induce a not dissim ilar outlook. They might, on the other hand, 

be explained as a common, human inheritance. It is  possible to
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understand 'b a s i c  t r u s t ' in  term s, sa y , o f  r e s id u a l in f a n t i l e  f e e l in g s ,  

w h ich , as Rumke b e l ie v e d , are  n ecessa ry  f o r  a h ea lth y  psych e , and in  

so  fa r  as such a t t itu d e s  a re  n o t  s p e c i f i c  t o  the s p ir i t u a l  s t a te ,  some 

such ex p la n a tion  may be more a p p ro p r ia te . However, though the 

a t t itu d e  o f  'b a s ic  t r u s t ' i s  a commonplace one w ith  which most in d iv id u a ls  

a t  some time o r  an oth er a re  fa m i l ia r ,  i t  i s  p a r t ic u la r ly  marked 

throughout the d u ra tion  o f  the s p i r i t u a l  s t a t e .

D) ALTRUISM.

The second a t t itu d e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l ly  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  s p i r i t u a l i t y  

i s  a ltr u is m . S ev era l s tu d ie s  o f  m y s t ica l p e r c e p t io n , Pahnke and 

R ichards (1 969) ,  f o r  exam ple, have noted a subsequent un focussed  and 

in te n se  f e e l in g  o f  b en ign , even lo v in g , com passion sometimes d ir e c te d  

towards a l l  th in g s , animate and inan im ate, and such f e e l in g s ,  I  b e l ie v e ,  

a re  t y p ic a l  o f  the s p i r i t u a l  s t a t e .  ' I  experien ced  a sense o f  p ro fou n d est 

k in sh ip  w ith  each and every  person  th e re . I  loved  them a l l ,  but w ith  

a kind o f  lo v e  I  had never f e l t  b e fo r e ' (2 8 ) i s  not u n ty p ic a l o f  the 

re p o r ts  about th is  f e e l in g .  I t  should be s tre s s e d  th at i t  i s  a 

s u b je c t iv e  f e e l in g  ra th e r  than a marked p a tte rn  o f  beh aviou r and w h ils t  

i t  may produce r e s u lt s  in  the w orld  and be the m o tiv a tio n  f o r  many 

' s e l f l e s s '  a c ts  o f  k in d n ess , i t  need n ot be tra n s la te d  in t o  a c t io n  a t  a l l .

W h ilst a ltru ism  c l e a r ly  owes som ething to  the change in  the id e n t i t y  

o f  the s e l f ,  e s o t e r i c  o u tlo o k  and the r e l ig io u s  p e rc e p t io n  o f  the w orld 

as p a rt o f ,  o r  a prod u ct o f ,  God, i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  f in d  any s in g le  

ex p la n a tio n  f o r  t h i s ,  as f o r  so  many o th er  human a t t it u d e s .  In  so  

fa r  as th is  f e e l in g  o f  a ltru ism /com p assion  i s  u n iv e rs a l in  scope and 

i s  u n co n d it io n a l i . e .  i s  n o n -d is c r im in a to r y , s a y , between d eserv in g  

and u n d eserv in g , i t  i s  c l e a r ly  n ot u t i l i t a r i a n  in  n a tu re . Some r e l ig io n s  

do s p e c i fy  the o b je c t s  o f  c h a r ity ,  widows and orphans e t c .  but even so
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in  the Christian tra d it io n  a t le a s t ,  'w o r k s ',  taken by themselves, 

are not held in  high esteem for  i t  is  the inner motivation behind them 

that i s  important -  hence the reference to  ’ whited sepu lch res ’ etc.

I t  is  in te re s t in g  to  observe.that- not unusually in .t h is  s ta te , expressions 

o f  a ltru ism  are designed to  g iv e  vent to  th is  fe e l in g  rather than to  

maximise the b e n e fit  to  the r e c ip ie n t .  I t  i s  s tr ik in g  how often  the 

r e lig io u s  pray fo r  oth ers, in  s e c r e t ,  knowing that th e ir  prayers o ften  

might be in e f fe c t iv e  in  any g iven  case. This is  not a cyn ica l observation  

but a reason fo r  d istin g u ish in g  ’ s p ir it u a l  a ltru ism ’ from u t i l i t a r ia n  or 

b io lo g ic a l  kinds. The Jains, fo r  example, run animal sanctuaries in  

which the animals are kept a l iv e  as lon g  as p o ss ib le  even i f  in  great 

and incurable pain . The m otivations fo r  such behaviour are complex but 

such cases shed lig h t  on the r e lig io u s  a tt itu d e  which, puts s a t is fa c t io n

o f  an a ttitu d e  b e fore  any ca lc u la t io n  o f  b en e fit*  There i s  a c lo se r  

resemblance to  b io lo g ic a l  a ltru ism , which i s  presumably, in  the lower 

animals a t  le a s t , a lso  in s t in c t iv e  and a f fe c t iv e .  There are many 

examples, in  nature where kinship, appears to  m otivate a r e f le x iv e  s e l f -  

s a c r i f i c e  o f  the in d iv id u a l fo r  the b e n e fit  e ith e r  o f  the group or more 

e s p e c ia lly  those members o f  i t  necessary fo r  the su rv iva l o f  the gen etic  

s tra in . The d iffe r e n c e  is  one o f  scope however and, whereas in  b io lo g ic a l  

cases a reason fo r  such behaviour can be given  in  gen etic  terms, th is  is  

not apparent in  cases o f  s p ir i t u a l  a ltru ism . I t  might be argued that

thè s p ir itu a l  are m an ifesting a d r iv e  u su a ily  reserved l'or fami ;.nc

kin in  an unfocussed and d isp la ced  way f o r ,  as in  man at le a s t , i t  i s  

not uncommon fo r  group id e n t ity  to  be adoptive rath er thaii gen etic  in  

character, i t  may be that the s p ir i t u a l  f e e l in g  i s  on ly  a fu rth er 

extension  o f  th is .  There are v a ria tion s  in  the s p ir itu a l  fe e l in g  which 

lend weight to  th is  view fo r  whereas some seem to  f e e l  k inship -  and
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sane sp e c ie s , and some fe e l  i t  fo r  a l l  l iv in g  th in gs, others f e e l  i t  

fo r  everyth ing animate and inanimate a l ik e .  This i s  not e s p e c ia lly  

convin cing , however, fo r  there i s  no evidence 1. that in  nature, 

b io lo g ic a l  a ltru ism  -  as d is t in c t  from sym biosis -  i s  ever f e l t  f o r  

others outside o f  the gen etic  group, 11. that the s p ir itu a l  n e ce ssa r ily  

f e e l  k insh ip  w ith those on whom they f e e l  moved to  bestow th e ir  

a f fe c t io n ,  a.nd sometimes, th e ir  help or 111. that they are moved to  

a c t io n  on ly when the group w ith which they are supposed to id e n t i fy  

i s  under threat as may be expected i f  b io lo g ic a l  a ltru ism  explained 

th e ir  m otivation . A ll  that can be said i s  that the s p ir i t u a l ,  as do 

many oth ers, f e e l  f o r  and ere disposed to  a s s is t  w ithout expectation  

o f  advantage or even the hope o f  ach iev in g  very much, others with whom 

they have no gen etic  or s o c ia l  o b lig a t io n . The d iffe re n ce  between th is  

and the more common forms o f  goodvi11 and caring  however, i s  that i t  

can be an ex tra o rd in a r ily  in tense fe e l in g  and, in  scope, i t  i s  o ften  

qu ite  u n re s tr ic te d , being a t times a ll-em bracin g .

2 5 2 .

S) SUf?LI71CATIOh OP LIYIITO.

The s p ir itu a l  s ta te  would a lso  appear to  give r is e  to a behaviour 

pattern  and s ty le  o f  l i f e  that is  ty p ic a l o f  the s ta te  though not unique 

to  i t .  Three ch a ra c te r is t ie s  seem cen tra l to  th is  p a ttern ; s im p lic ity , 

freedom from personal r e s p o n s ib il ity  and natural l iv in g  which together 

appear to lead to  a s im p lif ic a t io n  o f  the demands made upon the 

in d iv id u a l, e s p e c ia lly  a red u ction  in  the number o f  s o c ia l  r o le s  

such in d iv id u a ls  are required to  p lay . The change in  l i f e s t y l e  

consequent on a s h i f t  in  perceived  id e n t ity  i s  o ften  marked i f  the 

s h i f t  i s  maintained fo r  a long p eriod . As an example o f  th is  type
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o f  chance I  cannot do b e tte r  than quote a Starbuck case which i l lu s t r a t e s  

the chances croughtabout during- the s p ir itu a l  o r ie n ta tio n  though does 

not n e ce ssa r ily  represen t a l i f e - l o n g  pattern  o f  those who in term itten tly  

experience tin s s ta te . ’ She had been a member o f  one o f  the most a c t iv e  

and progressive  churches . . .  she grew more and more out o f  sympathy w ith 

the church . . .  a t  la s t  she withdrew from fe llow sh ip  w ith any church.

The w riter  found her l iv in g  alone in  a l i t t l e  room on the top s torey  ox 

a cheap boarding house, qu ite  out o f  touch w ith a l l  human r e la t io n s , 

but apparently happy in  the enjoyment o f  her own s p ir itu a l  b less in gs  . . .  

They get cut o f  tune w ith other people . . .  grow ca re less  or th e ir  s o c ia l

•ereotyx 

t  I  do

se as i t  i s  a moot p o in t hew fa r  s

in d iv id u a ls  take r e lig io u s  vows 

because these ca ter  fo r  th e ir  : 

p e rce iv in g  th is  to be the way to  God though they find  such a ro le  

r e s t r ic t in g  (there i s  a lso  the d i f  f ic u lty  that some in  r e lig io u s  ordex-s, 

e s p e c ia lly  in  the p e s t , have been there on ly  fo r  s o c ia l  or even p o l i t i c a l  

reason s)•

ons ’ . (2 - ) There ar e ob'

1 be found , r e lig io us o:

£.S i t  is a moot "o i nt h

q ■£ ■p overty> chastity and

i t needs and how far the:

£111? LI CITY.

Though is o la t io n  i s  not a necessary consequence o f  s p ir i t u a l i t y ,  fo r  

some may choose communal l iv in g  in  tr a d it io n a l r e l ig io u s  orders or other 

communes, i t  is  noteworthy that many who adopt the ’ s p ir itu a l  l i f e ’ 

shed as many o f  th e ir  r o le s  as p o ss ib le  and in  some cases are encouraged 

to do so by r e lig io u s  d o ctr in e , fam ily and s o c ia l  l i f e ,  fo r  in sta n ce , 

may be abandoned in  favour o f  a s in g le  r o le  be i t  m endicant, teach er, 

hermit or whatever. I t  i s  not only r o le -p la y in g  that changes but anything
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that makes 

o ften  treat 

s in fe l ic ity  

a c t i v i t i e s , 

in  so fa r  a 

and meant a'

l i ' e  more complex -  p ossession s , technology e tc . that are 

ed as a burden and as fa r  as p o ss ib le  abandoned, though 

is  not incom patible with sch o la rsh ip . Certain r e lig io u s  

fo r  example, p ilgrim ages, seem designed fo r  such fe e lin g s  

s the r o le  o f  the p ilgrim  was once stereotyped and uncomplicated 

bandoning fam ily e t c .  and making do with very few p ossession s .

FREED CM PhhSOlIiL 1SDP0IJ3IBILITY.

Perhaps a c o ro lla ry  o f  s im p lic ity  and the d es ire  to  avoid d is tra c t io n  

i t  o ften  appears that the r e l ig io u s  eschew leadersh ip  and other ro le s  

which place them under o b lig a tion s  or continuing commitments. Vhi1st 

i t  i s  true that in  some notable cases, Schweitzer perhaps, others come 

to  depend or thrust leadersh ip  noon them, i t  does seem the ra le  to 

avoid the p sy ch o log ica l c o n f l i c t s  and dilemmas which r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  

anc commitments in e v ita b ly  bring with then.

The s p ir itu a l  o ften  opt fo r  a ru ra l environment, and, i f  working or oilCs. I- Ca k - -  Jl

take up simple s t a l l s  such as carpentry and farming. Perhaps not a l l  

would go as fa r  as Ife ilos  the A s c e t ic ,  'th e  sa in ts  l e f t  the inhabited 

regions and wandered in  deserts  and in  mountains, and in  dens and caves 

o f  the earth , going about in  sheepskins, being d e s t itu te , they f le d

the sop h istica ted  wickedness o f  men and from a l l  the unnatural th i gs 

o f  which the towns are f u l l ,  not w ishing to  be swept o f f  th e ir  fe e t  

and carried  a long w ith a l l  the others in to  the w h irlp oo l o f  con fu sion ' (JO), 

but they probably share h is  sentim ents. This urge to  escape the c i t y  

and the a r t i f i c i a l  i s  as old as h is to ry  and should not be confused with 

a ra t io n a l d esire  to escape from p a rt icu la r  urban problems suck as 

present day crim e, decay e t c .  I t  may be that c i t ie s  and th e ir  complex



re la tion sh ip s  are d is tra c t io n s  and are le ss  conducive to a fe e lin g  o f  

"being in  God's world which i s  ty p ic a l ly  a ssocia ted  w ith nature but I 

f e e l  that the s im plest answer m y  be that they make complex demands 

on the in d iv id u a l w ith which a s p ir itu a l  m entality  cannot cone.

255.

D espite the in d iv id u a lity  o f  responses to  a s p ir itu a l  o r ie n ta tio n , 

s im p lif ic a t io n  is  a common theme which may g ive  an important clue 

to  the nature o f  th is  mind s ta te . I t  might be argued that the s p ir itu a l  

are sim ply fo llo w in g  models o f  behaviour provided by most r e l ig io n s  

and that th is  pattern  is  best su ited  to 'th e  happy enjoyment o f  sp ir itu a  

b le s s in g s ’ but i t  could equa lly  be viewed as a change n ecessita ted  by 

an a lte r a t io n  in  mental fu n ction in g  which has been concealed by the 

language o f  individu.al response and ch o ice . An analogy fo r  the type 

o f  change I have in  mind might be the process o f  growing old during 

which the speed and e f f i c ie n c y  o f  response to  new or complex s itu a tio n s  

d e te r io ra te s  and in d iv id u a ls , where they can, give up the more demanding 

tasks and a lt e r  th e ir  l i f e s t y l e  and behaviour in  l in e  with th e ir  

reduced cap acity . ( l  am not saying that m ystics , or indeed the e ld e r ly , 

become m enatally impaired but rather lo se  th e ir  cap acity  to  adapt 

ra p id ly  or handle a m u lt ip l ic ity  o f  demands sim ultaneously ss is  requ ire  

in  a complex environment)* I t  might be e m p ir ica lly  demonstrated that 

in  the s p ir itu a l  o r ie n ta tio n  in d iv id u a ls  tend towards a lower le v e l  o f  

personal e ffe c t iv e n e s s  and poorer a d a p tiv ity . In the case o f  the 

s p ir i t u a l ,  i f  such a change i s  taking p la ce , i t  i s  p o ss ib ly  not in  

most cases ir r e v e r s ib le .  The notion  o f  a ch a r a c te r is t ic  change in  menta 

fu n ction in g  brin g in g  about the a lte ra t io n s  in  a tt itu d e , behaviour e tc . 

t y p ic a l ly  associa ted  with the r e l ig io u s  would r a d ic a lly  change our 

n ersp ective  o f  the ro le  o f  r e l ig io n  and r e lig io u s  id e a ls  in  the l i f e  o f

:ne spi r i t u a l .  No longer could r e l ig io n  be treated as a model but onlr

as a r a t io n a liz a t io n  o f  s p ir itu a l  behaviour lending d ig n ity  w ith the



language o f  fa ith , vacation  e t c .  to a s h i f t  which, as in  ageing, 

mental i l ln e s s  e t c . ,  may he more re a d ily  comprehensible in  neuro­

p sy ch o lo g ica l terms.

p) OTIISh IhDICATORS 07 TEE SPIRITUAL STATE.

There are a v a r ie ty  o f  other fe e lin g s  and changes which are commonly 

mentioned in  r e la t io n  to the s p ir itu a l  s ta te , most n otably  1. a fe e lin g  

o f  increased  energy» 2 . a sense o f  ¡great peace and tra n q u ility  and 3» 

a heightened sensory awareness.

?56.

1. i : A G E D  . i u . n C  i .

' I  was greatly  in v igorated  and refreshed  and 

months a fte r  I was f i l l e d  w ith  in d escr ib a b le  

observations about th is  s ta te . Uhether or no

have more energy than othez-s is an open quest

argue that ego abandonment does lead to physi

normal, but  c e r ta in ly  they fe e l more vi J-« 1 4-V» bai

where the true comparison l i e s .

very mueh a l i v e ' ,  1f  

energy1 are frequent 

t people in  th is  s"La- 

io n , though I sh a ll 

ca l ca p a c it ie s  beyon 

an form erly, which i

or

te

la

the

2 . TPA1IQ.7ILTTY.

' I  had gained greater peace and happiness than I had ever expected to 

exp erien ce ' (3 1 ) ,  ’ the drain ing o f  a l l  ten s ion , the absolu te  ca th a rs is , 

the peace that passeth  a l l  understanding,- . . .  a sustained and in v ig o ra tin g , 

serene and fe a r -d is p e ll in g  a f t e r  e f f e c t  that lasted fo r  days' ( 3 2 ) ,  'g reat 

s e r e n i t y ',  'unutterable peace ' e tc . a l l  a t t e s t  to  a very  notable 

fea tu re  oh the mental sta te  o f  the s p ir i t u a l .  Though the presence o f  

such fe e lin g s  as th is  i s  valued by experients and helps them d e lin ea te  

th e ir  s p ir itu a l  periods s in ce  o fte n  they are , s u b je c t iv e ly , perhaps the m a r
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immediately recogn iza b le  e f fe c t s  or symptoms o f  the s ta te , they are 

ra re ly  given  prominence in  accounts being overshadowed by the changes 

in  id e n t ity  and the new in s ig h ts  in to  the nature o f  the w orld. Unlike 

ecstasy  or 'peak' exp erien ce , the s p ir itu a l s ta te  i s  ra re ly  recorded 

f o r  p o s te r ity  simply because i t  was p leasurable . This i s  perhaps 

unfortunate f o r ,  in  tra n q u ility  e s p e c ia lly , we have a mood sta te  

that s tro n g ly  in d ica te s  neuro-chem ical changes which presumably would, 

i f  understood, give the whole s p ir itu a l  o r ie n ta tio n  an experim ental 

d e f in it io n .  In con junction  w ith a p o s it iv e  and untroubled frame o f  

mind, fe e lin g s  o f  g reat energy e t c .  we a re , I  b e lie v e , beginning to  

see a very d is t in c t iv e  p r o f i le  that, as w i l l  be discussed below , can 

be seen as a rea ctio n  to  s tre ss  and which may give some in d ica t io n  as
i

to  the p h y s io lo g ica l b asis  o f  the syndrome as a whole.

5 . HEIGHTENED SENSORY AWARENESS.

Though not an a lte re d  s ta te  o f  consciousness nor associated  w ith 

h a llu c in a tio n s , there i s  nonetheless a greater immediacy and, one might 

say, v iv idn ess about sense perception s in  th is  s ta te , ' I  had emerged 

in to  a dawn fresh  and e x c it in g ly  l i f e - f i l l e d  dim ension1 (3 3 ). Sm ells, 

sound and e s p e c ia lly  l ig h t  have a new and v iv id  impact -  "woken up 

to  on e 's  surroundings" i s  a phrase o fte n  encountered. 'A l l  the 

fo llo w in g  week I walked about in  great happiness, w ith a c ry s ta l v is io n  

which gave a greater lum inosity  to  the a ir  and a l l  but made the people 

and the bu ild in gs around me transparent' (3 4 ). One might think o f  th is  

in  terms o f  changes in  s e le c t iv e  a tte n tio n , experients sim ply becoming 

more conscious o f  the stim u li w ith  which we are a l l  bombarded o r , I  

think more sim ply, in  terms o f  a greater stim u lation  o f  the sensory 

processes which makes imput d i f f i c u l t  to  ig n ore . There are m edicinal



drugs which produce such e f fe c t s  though there i s  no reason to think 

o f  th is  heightened awareness as an abnormal or a r t i f i c i a l  sta te  s ince  

i t  i s  p o ss ib le  that some in d iv id u a ls  n a tu ra lly  experience th e ir  

environment more v iv id ly  than do others and, one fond ly  remembers, in  

childhood the world seemed b r ig h te r , making a greater impact than i t  

has done subsequently. I t  i s  beyond my competence to guess how th is  

q u a lity  f i t s  in  w ith  the other changes which suggest a p h y s io lo g ica l 

con d ition  underlying the s p ir itu a l  s ta te  but that i t  has some 

d ia g n o stic  value I do not doubt.

A SlllLikY 0? " if7 f T T 'm L  07 rihiAPIOlT.

1. The seven features I have l is t e d  ranging from ch a ra cte r is t ic  

perceptions about the nature o f  s e l f - id e n t i t y  and the w orld , through 

a moral transform ation and a ttitu d es  such as 'b a s ic  t r u s t ' and altru ism  

to  a very  marked behaviour pattern  and feeling-mood state, con stitu te  

a recogn iza b le  con d ition  that cannot be mistaken f o r  a. normal change 

o f  mood or a tt itu d e s , e s p e c ia lly  as i t  i s  m anifest onl; a f t e r  a sudden 

s h i f t  from a s ta rk ly  con trastin g  s ta te  o f  mind. There are any number 

o f  examples o f  an abrupt s h i f t  to th is  o r ie n ta tio n  in  the annals o f  

m ysticism  and r e lig io n s  conversion  which make the d e sc r ip t iv e  v a l id it y  

o f  th is  complex hard to re fu te  e .g .

'In  a moment (there fo llow s a d e scr ip t io n  o f  a m ystica l 

p ercep tion ) . . .  I  m s  l e f t  w ith  a breath -tak in g  sense 

o f  the l im it le s s  power and ce rta in ty  o f  God, and a 

tra n q u ility  which can only be described  as "th e  peace 

which passeth  a l l  understanding". I  was l e f t  w ith  a new 

sense o f  ce rta in ty  that a l l  tilings work togeth er fo r  good! (3

Follow ing a m ystica l p ercep tion  -  ' I  had the same fe e lin g s  

o f  peace as on the previous occa sion . For days I find my

v_n
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energy le v e ls  very h igh . I a ls o  f e e l  in  c lo se  contact 

with other people and my surroundings during these 

periods and my thoughts and in tu it io n s  seem to he 

p a r t icu la r ly  sharp and in  focus . . . t h e i r  general e f fe c t  

has been to enrich  the q u a lity  o f  my l i f e  and to give me 

a sense o f  con tin u ity  and meaning which has taken me 

through times o f  great personal c r i s i s ,  when i t  seemed that 

everything was crumbling away. I have a lso  gained a 

profound sense o f  wonder and mystery about the earth we 

in h abit and an ever-deepening re sp e ct  fo r  a l l  l i f e ’ (3 6 ) .  

Though such examples, cu lled  a t random, may not mention a l l  seven- 

fe a tu re s , they represent the l i s t .w e l l  enough to  make the sta te  

immediately re co g n iza b le , e s p e c ia lly  given  the context in  which the 

s ta te  occurred. My id e n t i f i c a t io n  would appear, in  p r in c ip le ,  to  he 

envoirica lly  c o r r ig ib le .

2 . The s p ir itu a l  phase i s  normally short-term  lasting; from an hour or 

two -  in  which case i t  i s  o fte n  described  as an 'a fte rg lo w ' i f  a 

m ystica l perception  has o ccu rre d .-  o r , more commonly, i s  mentioned as 

a d is t in c t  phase la s t in g  days or weeks. In a few cases the s ta te  is  

reported to  have p ers is te d  in  a marked form fo r  s ix  months or more and 

Teresa o f  A v ila  found in  her la te r  years that i t  had become a 'sem i­

permanent c o n d it io n '.  The markedness o f  the s ta te  v a ries  g rea tly  from 

in d iv id u a l to  in d iv id u a l and, i f  prolonged, w ith in  in d iv id u a ls  at.. 

d if fe r e n t  times though, gen era lly  becomes le ss  pronounced with the 

passage o f  time. There an in d iv id u a l experiences th is  sta te  more than 

once i t  i s  o ften  found that one or other feature i s  more pronounced

on one occasion  than another
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3. I  t r e a t  the s p ir i t u a l  or ien ta tion  as an autonomic re a ctio n  to 

d i f f i c u l t i e s  w ith which a c le a r ly  delin eated  e g o -id e n t ity  -  in v o lv in g  

personal r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  and decision-m aking -  cannot cope and as 

such i s  ... comparable to  other sta tes  in  which ego co n tro l i s  l o s t ,  

such as s le e p . Though I  b e liev e  i t  can on ly  be treated  as a stereotyped 

r e a c t io n  or syndrome -  I  sh a ll argue that there i s  no lo g ic a l  connection 

w ith  m ystica l p ercep tion  s in ce  th is  does not occur in  every case and 

i t  i s  c le a r ly  not a crea tive  response to  the problems faced  by ego- 

id e n t it y ,  s ince  the same rea ction  may be observed in  the face  o f  many 

d i f fe r e n t  problems -  i t  w i l l  be my th es is  th at th is  rea ctio n  d i f fe r s  

in  kind from any oth er. Though, lik e  s leep  e t c . , I  b e lie v e  the s p ir itu a l 

s ta te  serves short-term  b io lo g ic a l  fu n ctio n s , namely th at i t  p ro tects  

and re sto re s  the in d iv id u a l, I  b e lie v e  a ls o  that i t s  p e c u lia r it ie s  

suggest that i t  is  more than a simple p h y s io lo g ica l r e a c t io n . I  have 

a lready  mentioned the oddity  that the in d iv id u a l ’ s environment seems to  

respond^ to  h is  needs in  th is  frame o f  mind and to th is  I  would add two 

other con s id era tion s . The f i r s t  o f  these i s  the connection  th is  sta te  

appears t o  have w ith the development o f  personal m ora lity  and more 

g en era lly  with processes o f  m aturation. I t  i s  my view , expanded below, 

that th is  sta te  i s  in tim ately  hound up w ith the long-term  development 

o f  f u l l  human p e rso n a lity  and i s  e ith e r  symptomatic o f  m aturation 

p rocesses or in  fa c t  tr ig g ers  them -  the peak ages fo r  m ystica l experience 

appear very  s ig n if ic a n t .  The second area o f  in te r e s t  i s  th a t, w h ilst 

i t  la s t s ,  the syndromic outlook  i s  in te r n a lly  coherent and s e l f -  

s u f f i c i e n t .  liven h igh ly  ra ti6 n a l su b jects  in  the modern age find  that 

they cannot but p erce iv e  the world in  a m etaphysical way and th e ir  

u su a lly  t o t a l  commitment to  th is  outlook t e s t i f i e s  to  the meaningfulness
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and coherence they find  i t  to  have. \Ie me;, r a t io n a lly  r e je c t  dreams 

hut n o t , i t  seems, the s p ir itu a l  outlook  

passed su b jects  gen era lly  find th e ir  be l: 

have been in d e l ib ly  changed. Jlaybe th is 

but, w ith the excep tion  o f  paranoia, few 

in te r n a lly  coherent to  have th is  e f f e c t .

.d everi a f te r the sta te  has

’s ab orit s e l f and the world

■ani ngih ln ess i s  a c c i  dental

h er complexes are s u f f i  e ie

4» Though I have no evidence i t  seems probable that the s p ir itu a l 

o r ie n ta tio n  has a p h y s io lo g ica l p r o f i le  and thus an experimental 

id e n t ity  rather as s leep  is  characterized  by h .F .I '. , brain-wave changes 

e tc . The changes in  outlook  and mental functioning.. -  suggested by the

need to  s im u lifv  resuonses :re  verv c h a r a c te r is t ic  and t ie  nronouncec

mood sta tes e specie- i i y  giv.

condì t i  on mi.ght be c lin ic a

w ith ageing thougn c le a r ly

there is  no reason to  d e w

ly  give weight to  the sp ecu la tion  that the

diagnosed. I  noted ce rta in  s im ila r it ie s

outlook  i t  gives r is e  to  i s  unndaptive.

I  have described two patterns o f  waking consciousness which, in  

con trast with one another, are c le a r ly  id e n t i f ia b le  even amidst the 

great v a r ie ty  o f  human p e rson a lity  and p ercep tion s . I  now v i s i  to 

examine the s h i f t  from one to  another and i t s  re la t io n s h ip  w ith m ystica l 

p e rce n tion.

TEC EG0-GPITIT1IAI- CYCLE.

.Lt i s  my view thaCv Gw O i . from an ego to  a s p i r i t e d  outlook  i s  a
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necessary con d ition  fo r  the occurrence o f  m ystica l experience» The 

tr ig g e rs  fo r  the s h i f t  and the p re c ise  sequence o f  events in  which, 

i f  at a l l ,  m ystica l experience m i l  occur w i l l  he examined in  the next 

chapter fo r  an account o f  th is  in vo lves  a separate fa c to r . Here I 

on ly wish to  show that the s h i f t  i s  re la ted  to the occurrence o f  

m ystica l perception  and to consider some o f  the im p lica tion s  o f  th is  

background fo r  an understanding o f  m ystica l p ercep tion . Though m ystica l

p ercep tion  seems on ly to  occur in  th is one circum stance, I  v a i l  a lso  

wish to  consider the c y c l i c  or o s c i l la t in g  nature o f  e g o -s p ir itu a l 

id e n t ity  as a whole f o r  th is  lias im p lica tion s  fo r  the way we in te rp re t  

the m ystica l and, more gen era lly , the r e lig io u s  l i f e .  Though a

separate and to  some degree a s ide  is su e , I  wish to  argue that in  terms 

o f  the c y c le , the m ystica l l i f e  i s  composed o f  an e ssen tia lly , s t a t i c  

a lte rn a tio n  between two d is t in c t iv e  outlooks ana i s  n ot, as has been 

w idely  supposed, a p rogress ive  development. The concept o f  the 'p a th ' 

or 'way' has been very in f lu e n t ia l  but I b e lie v e  obscures the true 

nature o f  a l i f e  beset by the in tru s ion  o f  s p ir i t u a l i t y .

TUT SHIFT ATE ITS P.SIATI01EEIP WITH KYSTICAL PvhCTPTIOjT.

The sequence in  which m ystica l p ercep tion  occurs i s  e g o -id e n t ity  beset 

by some problem w ith which i t  cannot deal -  abrupt lo ss  o f  eg o -co n tro l 

o fte n  marked by m ystica l experience -  phase o f  s p ir itu a l  o r ie n ta tio n . 

I t  should be pointed out that th is  i s  an uncommon and very s p e c i f i c  

sequence w ith which m ystica l p ercep tion  i s  re la te d . Abrupt lo ss  o f  

ego co n tro l is  not in  i t s e l f  unusual and may be follow ed  by a v a r ie ty  

o f  s ta te s  from daze or shock to  emotional outburst or s leep  but in  

none o f  these cases i s  m ystica l perception  reported . We are d ea lin g
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then with one s p e c i f i c  pattern  only and, w h ils t  I  could not guess 

ho:: freq u en tly  th is  pattern  crops up, i t  must he s u f f i c ie n t ly  unusual 

f o r  us to think o f  the co r re la t io n  as being h igh ly  s ig n if ic a n t . I 

give three examples to  i l lu s t r a t e  th is  sequence and i t s  re la tio n sh ip  

w ith  m ystica l p ercep tion . As I  have chosen them w ith a view to  showing 

the sequence rather than fo r  the strik in gn ess  o f  th e ir  accounts o f  

m ystica l p ercep tion , I underline th is  la t t e r  element fo r  c la r it y .

'I n  a s ta te  which I  d id n 't  know about, being young,that 

I  know now as "th e  dark n ight o f  the s o u l" . I sa t d e jected  

and a b so lu te ly  lo s t  on a. wet, cold  I-Ionday a ftern oon .

Suddenly my great anguish vanished and I  f e l t  free  o f  

earth ly  bonds o f  tin e  and srsce  and was a b so lu te ly  

surrounded, a r ound me and w ith in  myse l f ,  by v ivid  l ig h t  . . .

deer sense o f  love

f e l t  at one w ith

and though T didn »t see anyone, :

such as I had revGT* knot:ci before

b liss  . . . follow i *■“ L> this experie:

the world and everyth ing in  i t  -  the waving grass , b irds 

s in g in g , m yself, a l l  seemed to  have formed a completed 

whole. This fe e l in g  d id n 't  la s t  fo r  lon g , but w h ilst 

i t  d id , i t  was d e l ig h t fu l ' (37}•

' I  met w ith fru s tra t io n  and d i f f i c u l t y  both in  mg' p r iv a te  

and p ro fe s s io n a l l i f e ,  my s is t e r  died . . .  I  began to  d esp a ir . 

Cue day, as I  wandered in  the f ie ld s  near my home, I became 

aware suddenly o f  a great change in  the landscape, e s p e c ia lly  

in  the sky . . .  a 'v is io n  o f  what amnear ed to  be a sh in ing h o s t . 

At the same time everything: around me took on a much more



264

vlvld> c o lo u r fu l and l iv in g  arneareiice. The trees 

and flow ers were fr ie n d ly }  they almost spoke to  me. 

fills  appearence around me continued ( i t  seems fo r  

qu ite  a p ro lon ged .p eriod ) . . .p e o p le  I non net were 

illum ined . But how could I speak o f  strangers now*

Me were a l l  one fam ily , one L iving Unity. Ily fe e lin g  

o f  estrangement, o f  being  one apart from others - had 

gone . . .  I was humble and sm all in  the presence o f  an 

Internal M ajesty and yet I was e le v a te d ’ (pf)«,

'I t  produced a fundamental a lte r a t io n  o f  mv whole outlook

a d ir e c t  contactgrasp on 11.

God and wa:

"t alod mind t

consciousness, w ithout any e f f o r t  o f  ny own, suddenly 

moving b o d ily  from a concentration  on t h e 'v is ib le .o r  ea rth ly , 

to a. l iv in g  and absorbed concentration  on . . . t h e  In v is ib le

n£ j undirected-od cliente , f i l ic i :  renai ned 

-, though flu c tu a tin g , through innumerable degree: 

o f  in te n s ity  b e fore  coming; to  a s ta te  o f  equ ilib riu m ’ [3 : ,

■io could give any number o f  such examples and, to  ny knowledge, the­

se no counter-exam ples where m ystica l perception s have occurred in

soixg ci.IX T 6 d if fe r e n t  context -  though o f  course in many cases we are

simply not given the context a t a l l . The s h i f t  ma;; be marked by the

profoundes t expe:’ ier .ces , i f  !I nay use such a term, r e la t iv e ly mi nor

ones such as those above or by no experience at a l l ,  sometimes indeed 

tne s h i f t  i s  marked only by a period  o f  unconsciousness. In some cases
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a l  percep tion iron the

ig can th is  be s e l f

awareness coupled •wi th

k ings and, in case

in  thereelves thou

onset o í tne star:

the overvfhelning co n v ic t io n  o f  the u n ity  0 

an awareness o i  d iv in ity  are alm ost r y s t i c  

the;." stop  short o f  supernatural sense perceptions« There would not 

appear to  he any lin k  be tv-re en the detree  o f  pressure that, e g o -id e n tity  

i s  under or the narkedness o f  the s p ir itu a l  sta te  that fo llow s  and 

e ith e r  the lik e lih o o d  o f  m ystica l experience occurring  or the 'depth ' 

o f  the experience reported . Though I la t e r  c i t e  sone 'c l a s s i c '  cases 

where very profound experiences are reported  in  the context o f  pronounced 

ego and s p ir itu a l  phases* nuch the sane e f f e c t  car. be produced where 

the preceding and subsequent s ta tes  are fa r  le s s  narked w h ilst in  

rang dram atic conversion  cases no supernatural experience : s reported 

i f  r." observations are  c o r re c t  we nay then tre a t  the ego-

s p i r i tua ! s h u t  as a necessary , cut not s u ff ic ie n t*  con d ition  cor t.:e

occurrence 0;. ayst:.. ca l experience.

.11 a lew cases m e s vi I-.- J - r Uu a l o r ie n ta t io n , once r a m _e s t ,  permanently

chara.cterizes the e x p e r ie n t 's  outlook  but I wish to  argue that those 

cases are not ty p ic a l .  The general pattern  appears to  be that the 

s u b je c t  retu rn s, a f t e r  sone period  o f  t in e , to  ego -fu n ction in g  and, 

w h ils t  has b e l ie f s  nag'have been in d e l ib ly  changed by h is experien ce , 

he no longer experiences hie extended id e n t ity  or the e s o te r ic  world 

w ith  the sane immediacy and d ire ctn e ss . Janes covered th is  p o in t w e ll. 

Besides g iv in g  two, rather im ty p ica l, examples o f  'r e v e rse  co n v e rs io n ', 

an abrupt return  to  e g o -id e n tity  and co n tr o l, in  n e ith er  o f  which was
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a m ystica l perception  rep orted , he c ite s  Starbuck on the co re  usual 

gradual lo ss  o f  the s p ir itu a l  sense. Starbuck noted that even converts 

to  fundam entalist r e l ig io n ,  in  which reinforcem ent p lays a major p a rt, 

f e l t  a "a il in g  away or ' ’b a ck slid in g ' even though th is  caused sadness 

and g u ilt  -  Sgp o f  women and 77u o f  men (4 0 ) -  and some gave up th e ir  

r e l ig io n  altogether# Though no doubt the memory o f  th e ir  s p ir itu a l  phase- 

leaves a mark, perhaps a ctin g  as an anchor and maybe permanently 

changing in t e l le c t u a l  outlook  -  'persons who have passed through 

conversion , having once taken a stand fo r  the r e lig io u s  l i f e ,  tend to  

f e e l  themselves id e n t if ie d  w ith  i t  no m atter how much th e ir  r e l ig io u s  

enthusiasm d e c lin e s ' (¿1 ) -  t y p ic a l ly  th is  phase passes. In some 

in d iv id u a ls  the c y c le ,  ego -  s p ir itu a l  •• ego', may be a o n e -o ff  leaving* 

them much as they were b e fore  though with perhaps an outlook  m odified  

by th e ir  s p ir itu a l  experience but very o fte n  we find  the cy c le  repeated

time and amain.

from many ca.se h is to r ié s  o f  m ystics and indeed from the accounts o f  those

who re p o rt  renew! r JbOr\O f irm ing experiences w ithout m ystica l p ercep t! 0:

i t  i s  c lea r  that the cycle may be repeated many tim es. Teresa o f  A v ila

d escr ib es  a very a elite ego phase-s ee In te r io r  Castle 6 .11 .3  IT quoted

at length  in  the next chapter -  which recurred  many times in  her 

experience and observes that 'God brings (the sou l in  th is  agony) com fort. 

This He u su a lly  does by a deep trance or by some v i s i o n '.  Another, 

more recen t case which i l lu s t r a t e s  the r e p e t it iv e  nature o f  the s h i f t  

i s : -  ' I  ju s t  co u ld n 't  go on in  the way I  was l iv in g  (there fo llow s  a 

long account o f  a m ystica l p ercep tion  then) . . .  I  f e l t  l ik e  i t  was ju s t  

being  born. I t  was a re v e la t io n  . . .  a l l  the great truths that I 'd  heard
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to  change the w orld  I  must f i r s t  change m y se lf . . .  Two years l a t e r ,

Trevor W atts aga in  f e l t  a t  b rea k in g  p o in t . He had a second ex p erien ce  

but th is  time i t  spread over s e v e r a l days and i t s  e f f e c t s  were l a s t i n g ' (42) . 

I t  i s  th e  r e p £ t i t io n  o f  the p a tte rn  o f  s h i f t  w hich , I  b e l ie v e ,  e n t i r e ly  

accou n ts f o r  the f a c t  th a t  some in d iv id u a ls  have a number o f  m y s t ica l 

ex p erien ces  whereas o th ers  r e p o r t  on ly  one in  a l i f e t im e ,  q u ite  s im p ly  

the more s h i f t s  the more op p ortu n ity  fo r  m y s t ica l p e rc e p t io n  to  o c c u r .

Though a s in g le  c y c l e ,  e g o -  s p i r i t u a l  -  ego*, i s  l i k e l y  t o  be l i f e -  

enhancing, b r in g in g  lon g -term  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  b e n e f it s  such as r e s i l i e n c e ,  

sense o f  com fort and a ssu ra n ce , i t  i s  w orth n o tin g  here th at in  cases  

where the c y c le  is ' re p e a te d , the lo s s  o f  the s p ir i t u a l  o r ie n ta t io n  i s  

traum atic (a  -trauma, I  s h a l l  la t e r  argu e, which in  some in d iv id u a ls  

i s  a lon e  s u f f i c i e n t  to  s e t  the c y c le  go in g  a g a in ) .  The sense o f  l o s s ,  

a l ie n a t io n ,  la ck  o f  d i r e c t io n  and m otiv a tion  and, o fte n  g u i l t  in  th ose  

who have had an in te n s e  s p i r i t u a l  p eriod  and found i t  s l ip p e d  away, 

i s  sometimes monumental and, i f  l o o s e ly  la b e l le d ,  i s  w id e ly  re co g n ize d  

as the 'Dark Wight o f  the S o u l '.  I  do not know whether the 'p i t  a f t e r  

p i t  o f  b la ck  d e s p a ir ' when the so u l ' i s  unable t o  r a is e  i t s  a f f e c t i o n  

or  i t s  mind to  God, n e ith e r  can i t  pray to  Him fin d in g  th a t God has 

s e t  a  c lou d  b e fo re  i t  through w hich i t s  p rayers cannot p a s s ' (45 ) and 

' f e e l s  a s tra n ge  lo n e l in e s s ,  f in d in g  no com panionship in  any e a r th ly  

c r e a tu r e ' (4 4 ) i s  s im p ly  a p s y c h o lo g ic a l  r e a c t io n  to  the re tu rn  to  ' 

ego c o n t r o l .  I t  .may ju s t  be that the lo s s  o f  the p r ized  s ta te  so  

in t im a te ly  bound up w ith  th e ir  b e l i e f s  and l i f e  goa ls  causes the 

r e l ig io u s  t o  fin d  an ord in a ry  ego s ta te  more than u s u a lly  u n p a la ta b le  

but one m ight e q u a lly  t r e a t  i t  as a form o f  d ep ress ion  w ith  p h y s io lo g ic a l

267.
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o v e rto n e s . John o f  the Cross in t e r e s t in g ly  observes th a t , w h ils t  

th ese  p e r io d s  o f  a l ie n a t io n  may la s t  y e a r s , 'th e  p u rg a tive  p rocess  

a llow s  in te r v a ls  o f  r e l i e f ,  w herein  th is  dark con tem plation  ceases 

to  a s s a i l  the s o u l 1 (45 ) which sounds more l ik e  c l i n i c a l  d e p ress ion  

than a n e u ro t ic  p in in g . This r e a c t io n ,  w hatever i t s  ca u se , i s  u s e fu l  

in  so  fa r  as i t s  freq u en t m ention h ig h lig h ts  the c y c l i c  nature o f  the 

ex p erien ces  o f  th ose  who devote  t h e ir  l i v e s  to  s p i r i t u a l i t y .  There i s  

n ot one p e r io d  o f  'Dark N igh t' in  the l i f e  o f  the s p i r i t u a l  but many, 

in te r s p e r s in g  the phases when they aga in  f e e l  in  tune w ith  the A lm ighty 

and the s p ir i t u a l  destiny" they  b e l ie v e  they have: 'God w ish in g  His 

e l e c t  t o  r e a l iz e  t h e ir  own m isery  o fte n  tem p ora rily  withdraws His 

fa v o u rs : no more i s  needed t o  prove to  us in  a very" s h o r t  time what 

we re a lly / are  . . .  Our fa i t h  i s  so  dead ' e t c .  (46) .  I t  may be th at in  

some cases the c y c le  e v e n tu a lly  comes more or le s s  to  an end. Teresa 

observes ' f o r  such a tra n sform a tion  1ms been worked in  her that she 

no lon g er  re co g n iz e s  h e r s e l f  -  but seems e n t i r e ly  occupied  in  seek in g  

G od 's in t e r e s t s  . . .  the dryness and d istu rb a n ce  f e l t  in  a l l  the r e s t  

( o f  the p reced in g  p e r io d s )  a t  tim es h ard ly  ever en ter h e re ' (4 7 ) .

However, whether or  n ot th ere  i s  u ltim ate ly / an end to  the c y c le  in  a l l  

cases -  and i f  th ere  i s  i t  seems as p o s s ib le  f o r  i t  t o  end in  a c l e a r ly  

d e lin e a te d  e g o - id e n t it y  as in  a s p i r i t u a l  one -  in  many s u b je c ts  i t  

i s  n ot reached b e fo r e  a g rea t many e g o -s p ir i t u a l  o s c i l l a t i o n s  have 

o ccu rred . From the ev id en ce  we have th e re fo re  we cannot t r e a t  the 

e g o -s p ir i t u a l  s h i f t  in  i s o la t i o n  from the w ider p a tte rn  o f  the c y c le  

and the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  th ere  b e in g  a p ro lon ged  p eriod  o f  repeated  c y c le s .

THE CYCLE AND 'THE WAY*.

Though I  am p r im a r ily  concerned w ith  the occu rren ce  o f  m y s t ica l p e rc e p t io n
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in the sh ift from ego to spiritual identity and the broader pattern

of the cycle is only 0f  consequen.ce in s o fa r a.s i t  shows tliat those

who report a numb er of such nereentions over a lifetim e do s o in the

context of r epeated pv - -j- X oS j p  f  Q-T* Q T 1 0*1 TV" p  •f"i on, i t is  of interest

4-  ~
u  J look more cl osely clt the in pii cations the noti orl of a eyelie  change

i n rers onali ty Vi p  q t or our uncers tanding of the spiritu al li fe .

J.V hypotnesi s , backed I bel-ieve by the a'ut obiographies of mys ti ce,

is tliat the liv es of those who quest for God is dominated b” a series

of cycles, each. mani fe s ft r ~■ a per■1 od of ego- identity - often described

as 'the lark gkt1 - followed b; an sbru r t return to ’ grace ’ and then

‘ i in o  f h . 0 “ '* e i s noth-: ■ h r » f - r * S  2 7 0  h cally progr essive or dT Tn s . . T : i i c. u r o

p r v iritu al pliase m a . ; : be very d e or or marked b„ -  _L
U  u the next less ho enl fe

for we have no r cs.s o■p to suprose t - l - c l  o  s cces p  ó - - e cycles h r~ n  Qme nore an

F : 0 re pronounced • _  i . ere is of course another ' dinonsi on to al 1 of t i l l  s  9

f h e in tellec tua1 or id eolog C £ . .  1  j i r .  vhi cn th.ese alterna ti ons a r e

r a t i o n e l i z e d - a  r e t u r n  t o t h e  o ' : o  s t a t e Co S a  t e s t ,  p e r ■ h a p e , o r  t h .0

C O r e s e q u e n c e o f T i e r s  o :1£- 1 f a i l i n g s -  i n  t e o f t h e  c o n c e i v e d l i f e

purpose a re r e l i  :~i ous goa l. I do not the: e fo re  mean -¡- -, 
i> ' O ' :.ggest tin s .  o

r e l i  gi ous id er.s do not develop in  the lig h t  o f  exneri ence and lea:m i  np

or that t!be m ystic cannot ccnceive  o f hi s e:ro eri enee 1. y  i t]be lig h t o f

religious b e lie f as developmental and as each cycle» le t alone the 

passage of time, leaves a legacy, long term changes in b elie f and 

personality no doubt do take place but none of this is  to treat spiritual 

experience -  those feelings of inter-relationship say or the moral impetus -  

in progressive terms. I t  is  an open question how far one can develop 

through practice alone a feeling of altruism, say, or trust but,

intellectu al b e lie f injudging from the accounts of the ’dark night’ ,
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these virtues and a. lifetim e o f practising them do not alone su ffice  

to bring alive or keep going the orientation in  which they are second 

nature. Old devils return, 'a r id ity ' and 'barrenness' set in  at times 

even late in the lives o f those who have had a life lon g  commitment to 

religious goals and a lifetim e o f relig ious practice and devotion.

I t  may be relevant to observe that many mystics express a longing for 

death simply in  order to escape the feelings o f separation from God 

and carnal desire which beset them so regularly despite their best 

endeavours and which they view as an inescapable part o f mortal existence. 

Ily position  therefore is  that, whilst there is  an in te llectu a l dimension 

tied in  with acquired re lig i us be lie fs  that may develop over the years 

and may enable subjects to view their experience as developing towards 

some goal, this rea lly  ha,s l i t t l e  bearing on the sp iritual experiences 

which the religious have in  their lifetim es which arise so le ly  from 

a cy c lic  intrusion o f a stereotyped orientation. I f  this is  a reasonable 

analysis, sp iritual experience i t s e l f  changes l i t t le  over the years, 

at least whilst these cycles la st , and i t  makes no sense to talk o f a 

development o f or stages in the development o f sp iritual experience.

My view clearly  contrasts with that held by most religious traditions 

and many authors. There is  a long history to the 'path' or 'way' in 

which i t  is  believed the 'pilgrim ' moves through various sequential stages 

on his sp iritual journey towards God. Though in  some cases the pilgrim 's 

ascent is  not treated as straightforwardly developmental, the 's p ira l ' 

and the 'maze', for  instance, appear to be attempts to take into account 

the simple fact o f a recurrent 'dark night' or fa llin g  back from the 

desired state, most o ffe r  a staged and developmental idealization  o f the
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sp iritua l l i f e .  Erom S.Bernard's 'f iv e  stages o f love' and S. Teresa 

o f A vila 's  'seven mansions' to Underhill's 'Awakening/conversion, s e l f -  

knowledge/ purgation, illum ination, surrender/dark night, Union' the 

sp iritua l l i f e  is  portrayed as a progressive sequence leading in  the 

d irection  o f 'Union', 'se lf-an n ih ila tion ' or whatever the ultimate goal 

o f developing the sp iritua l nature is  thought to he. Though one may 

recognize these themes as characteristic o f one or other o f the main 

phases o f the cycle , they are not d istin ct stages and certainly not 

sequential stages in  some hypothetical linear development. Teresa herself 

admitted that her schema was a retrospective idealization  with which 

her own experience o f the 'path' did not conform. 'U nion', 'purgation' 

and 'the Dark Night' were wont to occur at any time and in  any order 

and, most importantly, occur again and again. Experiences she considers 

as belonging to the earlier stages continued throughout her l i f e  whilst 

her e ffo rts  did not culminate in  'marriage' for  this occurred occasionally 

over long periods interspersed with many other types o f experiences 

and states o f mind including repeated episodes o f the 'dark n ight'.

In none o f the autobiographies I know o f is  such an order and progressive 

development to be found and whilst these idealizations may represent the 

hopes and b e lie fs  o f the sp iritua l that their erratic patterns are 

ultimately purposive I know of no l i f e  h istory which bears out the 

interpretation o f a progressive development in spiritual experience 

towards ever more profound states. For this reason I treat the notion 

o f a 'path' or 'way' as a theological imposition on such evidence as 

we have about sp ir itu a lity  a lb e it  one believed in by many who have 

devoted themselves to an introspective quest fo r  God. Most o f us, a fter  

a l l ,  need to believe that we have goals to attain , in  terms of which 

our lives may be judged, and in  this respect the sp iritua l are no
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d i f f e r e n t  iro n  oth ers  hut a g a in s t  th e ir  own d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  th e ir  

l iv e s ?  such "b e lie fs  and in te r p r e ta t io n s  a re  unim portant in  so  fa r  as 

th ey  are  a t  va ria n ce  w ith  the recorded  f a c t s . *  I  am, i t  i s  c le a r ,  

in te r e s te d  on ly  in  these p a tte rn s  which may c o r r ig ib ly  he d iscern ed  in  

the m y s t ic 's  l i f e  and not in  h is  own in t e r p r e t a t io n  which f o r  many in  

the p a st has co n s t itu te d  an im portant p a rt o f  the t o t a l  mind s ta te  th at 

m ysticism  re p re se n ts . S in ce  th ere  i s  no ev id en ce  o f  ever-d eep en in g  

s p i r i t u a l  e x p e r ie n ce , indeed the h ig h -p o in ts  may come e a r ly  in  l i f e ,  I  

r e j e c t  the concept o f  the ' way1 -  even though i t  may p la y  a la rg e  p a rt 

in  the m y s t ic 's  s e lf -u n d e rs ta n d in g  -  f o r  i t  hears l i t t l e  r e la t io n s h ip  

to  the occu rren ce  and type o f  s p i r i t u a l  ex p erien ce  or o r ie n ta t io n  

th a t m y stics  them selves r e p o r t .

f h h  p g o _ g -- ; - r r - ^ p  [..ye t v  -  y  Lf up-ggy.

1. In  the con tex t o f  an abrupt s h i f t  th ere  are  two id e n t i f ia b le  

o r ie n ta t io n s  or d i s t in c t iv e  p a ttern s  o f  con sc iou sn ess  which should 

prove to  have d e s c r ip t iv e  v a l id i t y .

* In  p a ss in g  I  should m ention th a t I an wary o f  b iograph y , as d i s t in c t  
from  au tob iograp h y , in  con n ection  w ith  the q u e stio n  o f  whether or not 
a m y s t ic 's  l i f e  was one o f  ever-d eep en in g  s p i r i t u a l i t y  o r  on ly  a 
b e w ild e r in g  s e r ie s  o f  c o n tr a s t in g  ou tlook s  held to g e th e r  by the b e l i e f  
th a t th ese  in  some way must be lin ked  in  a p u rp osive  p a tte rn . I  doubt 
th a t many m y stics , however much they b e l ie v e  in  d o c t r in e ,  would su bord in a te  
t h e ir  memory and re o rd e r  t h e ir  a ccou n ts to  meet d o c t r in a l  needs. 
B iograp h ers , how ever, may n ot only have an in t e r e s t  in  re o rd e r in g  ther’ r  
m a te r ia l to  make i t  appear p u rp osive  but may not in  f a c t  r e a l i s e  th a t they 
are d o in g  t h is .  I t  i s  e a s ie r ,  say , to  d e a l w ith  a m y s t ic 's  'dark  n ig h t ' 
in  one ch apter r a th e r  than s c a t t e r  re fe r e n c e s  throughout the book though 
t h is  then g iv es  a m is lea d in g  im p ression  o f  sequence and o rd er . So su b tle  
i s  the m a te r ia l and so  d i f f i c u l t  i s  i t  to  p la ce  in t r o s p e c t iv e  changes in  
prop er c h r o n o lo g ic a l  order th a t i t  may be d i f f i c u l t  f o r  anyone oth er 
than the e x p erien t  h im se lf  not to  impose some unwarranted order upon i t .
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2 . A c h a r a c t e r is t i c  s p i r i t u a l  id e n t i t y  on ly  appears to  occu r in  the 

co n te x t  o f  an abrupt lo s s  o f  ego c o n tr o l  though, even in  th is  c o n te x t , i-fc 

i s  a f a i r l y  uncommon r e a c t io n  to  an in d iv id u a ted  id e n t it y  under p ressu re . 

3» S p ir i t u a l  o r ie n ta t io n  i s  s u f f i c i e n t ly  stereotyp ed  to  be thought o f

as syndromic for its  main characteristics are recognisable despite the

v a r ia t io n s  in  in d iv id u a l cla im s though, f o r  an autonomic r e a c t io n , i t  

has th ree  p e c u l ia r i t i e s .

4« T y p ica lly  the s p ir itu a l  phase i s  s h o r t - l iv e d  g iv in g  way, once more, 

to  ego p erso n a lity  or to an ego p erson a lity  m odified by the experience 

and the b e l ie f s  and p ra c tice s  i t  engenders therefore we are d ea lin g  with 

a cy c le  o f  which the abrupt s h i f t  i s  but one part.

5* This complete cy c le  may be repeated any number o f  times and i s  

s u f f i c ie n t  to exp la in  the patterns and concerns o f  those who pursue the 

s p ir itu a l  quest f o r  s p ir i t u a l i t y  may be explained la rg e ly  in  terms o f  

the repeated o s c i l la t io n s  that ce rta in  in d iv id u a ls  experience.

6. l iy s t i c a l  p e rc e p t io n  occu rs  on ly  in  the s h i f t  from ego to  s p i r i t u a l  

o r ie n ta t io n  a background, w hich taken as a w hole, i s  a n ecessa ry  but 

not a s u f f i c i e n t  c o n d it io n  f o r  i t s  o ccu rren ce . This background i s  

s u f f i c i e n t l y  uncommon f o r  us to  think o f  the c o r r e la t io n  as h ig h ly  

s ig n i f i c a n t .

7. The g re a te r  the frequ en cy  o f  such s h i f t s ,  i . e .  the more c y c le s  th ere  

a re , the g re a te r  the chance o f  an in d iv id u a l having a. number o f  m y s t ica l 

p e rce p t io n s  in  a l i f e t im e .

The i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  a sequence in  which m y stica l exp erien ce  occu rs  i s ,

I b e lie v q  a su b sta n tia l step  forward f o r  i t  further defin es the con d ition  

and ¡gives i t  a b asis  fo r  p r e d ic t in g .i t s  occurrence, however, b e fore
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dealing with the second factor in  my model o f occurrence and looking1 

in  deta il at the place o f mystical perception in  the sh ift  and the 

role  i t  appears to play there, I intend f ir s t  to examine some possible 

explanations o f what i t  is  this sequence s ign ifies  and how i t  might be 

related to mystical perception. Though I have already stated that I 

believe sp ir itu a lity  to be an aufonomic reaction , i f  this is  so, i t  

is  a very peculiar one and one which is  lik e ly  to have far-reaching 

implications for our understanding o f mind and the workings of human 

personality.

POSSIBLE EXPIAMTIOHS OP TUP SPIPITUAL STATE.

It is  possible to look at the spiritual state in  many d ifferent ways 

and one's interpretation -sail decide how we explain mystical perception 

and the significance i t  has. Por example, Batson and Ventis, Horne and 

others have treated i t  as the end product o f a creative or problem­

solving sequence with mystical perception marking the ’ bursting into 

consciousness' o f the sublininally rearranged cognitive structures.

UniIst I accept such a view keeps close to the observable sequence o f 

events, as mentioned above, I fe e l such an interpretation is  flawed. 

Quite apart from the problem o f explaining" sense perceptions, however 

'supernatural', in  m entalistic terms and the tota l lack o f evidence for  

a subliminal process, in  the case o f mystics we run into the problem 

o f the stereotyped nature o f the 'answer' -  which may have no relation ­

ship with the problem the mystic is  facing -  rather is  the reaction to 

whatever problem the mystic faces -  and must also wonder why, i f  i t  

is  a solution , i t  normally su ffices  for such a short time whether or
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not th ere  i s  con tin u in g ’ i n t e l l e c t u a l  commitment to  r e l ig o u s  b e l i e f s .  

A lt e r n a t iv e ly  th ere  are  th e o lo g ic a l  exp la n ation s in  terms o f  a s o u l ,  

be i t  an in te g r a l  p a rt o f  human id e n t i t y  or  som ething th at i s  b o m  

w ith in  us by the grace  o f  God. The d i f f i c u l t i e s  w ith  th is  s o r t  o f  view  

were o u tlin e d  in  chapter 1, i t  b e in g  im p o ss ib le  to  j u s t i f y  a d r a l i s t i c  

cosm ology  even though the s ta te s  which r e l ig io n s  attem pt to  e x p la in  a r e ,

I a c c e p t ,  experien ced  by q u ite  a la rg e  number o f  in d iv id u a ls .• However, 

th a t s a id ,  the s p i r i t u a l  o r ie n ta t io n  and s e l f - i d e n t i t y  I have d e s c r ib e d , 

s tr ip p e d  o f  i t s  t h e o lo g ic a l  c o n te x t , a re  r e c o g n iz a b le  as 'th e  s o u l ' and 

I  am n ot prepared t o  deny th a t th is  appears to  have many o f  the 

c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  and powers w hich r e l ig io n s  a s c r ib e  to  i t .  The th ird  type 

o f  e x p la n a tio n , w hich I  in tend  to  exam ine, i s  b i o l o g i c a l .  There has 

been a v a r ie t y  o f  exp la n ation s o f fe r e d  f o r  th is  s o r t  o f  m in d -sta te , 

some t r e a t in g  i t  as a b i o l o g i c a l  in h e r ita n c e , some as a fu n c t io n a l 

s t a t e ,  o th ers as a morbid one. However, w h ils t  I  p r e fe r  such d ir e c t io n s  

s in ce  a lon e they prom ise to  e x p la in  m y s t ic a l sense p e rce p tio n s  and 

c h a r a c t e r is t i c  changes f  mood e t c .  in  a r a t io n a l  c o n te x t , none, i t  

appears to  me, o f f e r s  an e n t i r e ly  s a t i s f a c t o r y  a ccou n t o f  the com plex 

or o f  the p e c u l ia r i t i e s  i t  has i . e .  i t  appears to  be an a c t iv e  p r in c ip le ,  

i t s  lin k s  w ith  m aturation  and i t s  in te r n a l  coherence -  l e t  a lon e  o f  

i t s  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  m y stica l m ercertion .

IIIHEHITANCT THEORIES.

I  s h a l l  o u t lin e  and comment on th ree  such th e o r ie s  b e fo r e  d is c u s s in g  

the gen era l problem s in h eren t in  th is  approach .
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1. AIASTAIR HARDY'S hypothesis, put forward in  THE BIOLOGY OF GOD, 

treats sp ir itu a lity  as an evolutionary survival. He treats passiveness, 

submission and laying oneself open to a greater power in  the face o f 

threats to well-being as a r e l ic  o f our animal past which may represent 

a universal reaction to danger. As in  the case o f dogs, smaller 

animals frequently submit to larger animals and by so doing may often 

protect themselves from injury, so some o f us may repeat this pattern 

in stin ctively  in  the face o f perceived threats. Though I do not doubt 

that there is  a survival stratagem such as Hardy describes and i t  

certainly seems to be the case that sp ir itu a lity  is  a reaction to 

threats to well-being, I find three particular problems in  the way 

o f identifying the sp iritua l orientation with this stratagem.
i

In the f ir s t  place, though Hardy's theory explains some- o f the elements 

characteristic o f the spiritual state, i t  does not explain them a l l .

Indeed i t  would be d i f f ic u lt  to think o f any evolutionary situation 

which would account fo r  the complex as a whole. Whilst Hardy's theory 

for  example, may account for 'basic trust' and even the non-competitiveness 

im plicit in  the withdrawal from society  in  the pattern o f sim plification  

o f liv in g , i t  does not account for  feelings o f altruism or the impetus 

towards a moral transformation, ( i t  might be possible to argue that 

various evolutionary re lics  have coalesced into a single pattern 

thus altruism derives from b io log ica l altruism, 'basic trust' from 

animal submission etc. but there would be no at a l l  of confirming 

such an argument). The second d if f ic u lty  is  that i f  sp ir itu a lity  

is  a powerful, in stinctive legacy i t  is  odd that many, even in  l i f e -  

threatening situations, do not report this form o f reaction at a l l .
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There is  no necessity fo r  ego control to be lost and» i f  i t  i s ,  i t  

is  more lik e ly  to be followed by emotional outburst or sleep than 

by the spiritual orientation. Why should the r e lic  be so marked in 

some but not in others? Induction from a re la tive ly  few cases to a 

universal theory is  not acceptable i f  it s  lack o f general application 

cannot be explained. The third and most sign ificant problem is  that, 

whilst much human behaviour and fee lin g  is  instinctive and can be 

explained in  evolutionary terms, as a ra le , no other instinctive 

reactions have fo r  us any religious or quasi-religious significance 

so why should sp ir itu a lity , i f  this is  only another behavioural stratagem? 

Whilst i t  is  true that the Greeks, say, deified  certain emotions and 

some o f us may, with the poets, speak o f love and hate as divine forces 

driving us, as i t  were, from outside o f ourselves, we rarely attach 

such notions even to our strongest natural drives, sexuality, 

te rr ito r ia lity  and. personal domination, and certainly do not do so 

consistently. Yet the strik ing feature o f sp ir itu a lity  is  that both 

the state i t s e l f  and everything with which the subject comes into 

contact is  imbued with a profound religious or metaphysical 

significance as a matter o f course and there is  nothing idiosyncratic 

about this perception, fo r  i t  goes with the state o f mind. I t  therefore 

needs to be explained why the legacy o f an animal ro llin g  on it s  back 

should have been encrypted in  this characteristic and unusual religious 

form.

2 . VICTOR TURNER, the anthropologist, coined the term 'cammunitas' 

fo r  'primordial human yearnings' that run counter to our normal socia l
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structures and the identity  these impose upon us. His theory is  that 

when outwardly imposed identity and roles are removed» as they are 

in  moments of transition or on socially-sanctioned occasions such as 

feast days etc. in  Ellwood's words 'one is  in  I -  thou relations 

with everyone. Intersubjectiv ity  and the inward desire to actualize 

love can take their fu l l  course without hindrance from socia l convention 

e t c . ' (48) . Whilst I accept Turner’ s notion that the dropping o f ego- 

identity  with a l l  i t s  socia l roles and conventions is  a necessary 

preliminary to the emergence o f sp iritu a lity» with which for the 

sake o f argument 'communitas' can here be id en tified , and i t  may be 

worth considering the situations he writes about in  terms o f triggers,

I find myself unable to accept the Rousseauesque notion that we a l l  

have some archaic sp iritua l inheritance merely awaiting release from 

the straightjacket o f socia l conventions. In Saturnalia, as in  r ites  

o f passage or in  drunkenness, the throwing o f f  o f an identity  fashioned 

by ’ body image’ and society  does not always lead to an unfocussed 

out-pouring o f fraternal love, common purpose and goodwill. On the 

contrary, i t  is  potluck what you find , for  which reason society  nay have 

invented the straightjacket o f socia l ro les . One knows what Turner 

means but there is  no standard response to ego-abandonment, certainly 

nothing as characteristic as the spiritual orientation. Nor, even 

i f  there were a universal response to ego-abandonment that resembled 

sp ir itu a lity , would we be entitled to think of i t  as some 'primordial 

yearning’ . This touches on a larger question I w ill discuss below, 

su ffice  to say here that even though many mystics fe e l that there is  

something primordial about their state o f mind -  ’ even so have I seen 

an ancient path' (4 f) -  the simple fact that opportunities for
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the loss o f ego-control appear to have "been institutionalized in  many 

traditional societies  proves nothing about the place in  our development 

o f any feelings which emerge. Take 'the lid  o f f ' modern man and he w ill 

doubtless react in  much the same way as the primitive, i t  is  simply that 

modern society  no longer recognizes the importance of releasing these 

feelings and in stitu tion a liz in g  their expression. Much has been written 

about hunter-gatherer m entalities and the customs o f surviving primitive 

cultures, but there is  rea lly  nothing to show that such feelings were 

stronger in the past or that we should interpret any modern expression 

of such feelings as a diminishing residue o f feelings characteristic 

of an earlier age.

3» One fina l inheritance theory worthy o f consideration is  that the 

spiritual orientation is  nothing less that the imprinted memory o f our 

embryonic l i f e  in  the womb. Leaving aside 'oceanic' feelings, in  the 

womb the embryo is  physically in ter-related with another and dependent 

on this other for the means o f l i f e  and i t  is  not unreasonable to 

suppose that this important phase, so unlike any o f our other experience, 

is  stored as an imprinted pattern perhaps even remembered. I f  this were 

the explanation for the sp iritu a l orientation, we must regard i t  as a 

regression to a pattern which in  no real sense is  acquired or id io ­

syncratic since i t  is  formed by a situation that is  universal and 

standardized. I f  there were an explanation for sp ir itu a lity  in  terms of 

inheritance, I believe this might be the best candidate, for  the main 

characteristics o f sp ir itu a lity , extended identity especially , could 

be understood in  terms o f the conditions prevailing during this stage 

and the contrast between ego and sp iritua l indentities is  only reflected
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in  our history in  the pre and post natal phases. Whilst having- the 

merit o f  sim plicity and, unlike ' cammunitas' , refers to a pattern we 

might a l l  he expected to have acquired, there are nonetheless objections 

to i t .  We may in  this pattern fe e l inter-relatedness, feelings of 

pleasure and comfort, an expectation o f sustenance and so forth yet 

i t  is  hard to understand the imperative for  moral development in terms 

of this complex. Hot is  i t  understandable why only seme experience a 

return to the embryonic state when this is  both universal and, apparently, 

leaves such a profound imprint. The triggers fo r  ego-abandonment are 

common, the spiritual state is  not. Again I wonder why i f ,  as religions 

claim, sp ir itu a lity  ’works', i t  should 'work' in  conditions which bear 

no relationship to our embryonic stage. Others may not be so convinced 

by this la st argument but I believe the apparent adaptivity o f the 

sp iritua l phase which mystics themselves and other relig ious value, 

stands against any attempt to explain the state in  terms of a legacy 

ftan the past be i t  an evolutionary stage or a common phase in the 

personal history o f us a l l .

These and other sim ilar explanations in  terms o f inheritance a l l  su ffer 

from the weakness that in  the end they can never be confirmed. I t  

night be shown that a certain state o f mind is  connected with a ctiv ity , 

say, only in  our rep tilian  brains but, as there are no 'f o s s i l  records ', 

without such a link, demonstrating the connection between a state o f 

mind and some earlier phase o f our development, any connection can be 

no more than conjectual. The conjecture is  especially tenuous in  the 

case o f  sp ir itu a lity  for one is  not attempting to link a universal, human 

condition with a past phase, i t  is  an uncommon occurrence and as such
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begs the question -  i f  a past imprint can produce such an e ffe c t , why

does i t  not do so more re lia b ly  i f  i t  rea lly  is  a universal inheritance?

This brings me to the central question which relates to a l l  inheritance

theories. I t  is  simply a presumption that, because an id entifiab le

state o f  mind occurs, in  some Idreudian sense therefore that state has

an existence outside o f those occasions when i t  is  manifest. 'Primordial

yearnings', embryonic or animal imprints and the like a l l  suggest,

quite unwarrantably, that we each carry around with us patterns of

which, though normally we are unaware, are, as i t  were, waiting an

opportunity to manifest themselves. Whilst I accept the idea o f

subliminal in te lle ctu a l a ctiv ity , creative or not, fo r  we a l l  have

experience o f  th is , I am far from convinced that we can extend the idea(
o f a sub-conscious l i f e  to any other type o f experience o f  which we 

are only interm ittently and, in  the case o f sp ir itu a lity , not even 

universally aware. I f ,  as in  problem-solving, we can trace a link 

between question and answer, then..we are ju stified  in  accepting the 

ongoing nature o f the process even i f  this is  wholly subconscious, 

even an indication  o f such a process -  a dream foreshadowing the solution , 

perhaps, would do -  but in  so many cases there simply are no grounds for 

assuming that any a c t iv ity  is  occurring other than when i t  is  manifesto 

We have, perhaps, been a l i t t l e  over-conditioned by the psycho-analysts 

fo r , even in  the case o f dreaming, there is  no reason to treat this other 

that as a state s p e c if ic  phenomenon. Why should we accord dreams any 

hypothetical status when they only occur during sleep? They may or 

may not symbolize universal or highly individual needs but in  either 

case there is  not the slightest need to postulate a sub-conscious for i t  is  indub­

itab le  that they symptamize the common condition o f sleep and nothing 

more and perhaps we should look for the explanation o f dreaming and 

any significance dreams have in  terms o f the conditions in  which they
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occur. Some would wish to argue that the sub-conscious is  evidenced 

by the sad state o f the mentally i l l ,  overwhelmed by various psychic 

contents and complexes that are usually hidden but one may, as in  the 

case of dreaming, turn this around and say that the various delusions 

etc. are no more than the cone on-i tants of a morbid state and that in  

looking at the delusions e tc. we are addressing symptoms and not their 

cause. This question has particular relevance in  the case o f sp iritua l 

orientation, fo r , as I v a il argue in the next chapter, this is  so 

intimately bound up with trauma and the physiological changes consequent 

upon this that i t  is  d i f f ic u l t  not to see i t  as a state tied to or 

symptomatic only o f a sp ec ific  condition produced by these changes.

I do not say that there is  any clear answer to this question but, 

on grounds o f  parsimony alone, i f  there is  no need to postulate the 

existence o f a sp iritua l complex, d istinct from it s  manifestation 

during a condition to which i t  appears tied, we should not do So and 

thus we. dispense with the need to explain the state other than in  terms 

of the physiological condition in  which i t  arises. (Broader questions 

about property identity  and other issues in  naturalistic reduction 

.will be looked at in  the fin a l chapter). I t  proves nothing that the ■ 

same state o f mind may recur fo r  this does not indicate continuity, 

merely that the same conditions prevail on each occasion. We would 

not, a fter  a l l ,  believe, say, that a puncture in a tyre evidenced 

some predisposition normally latent to flatness or that a second 

puncture in  that tyre strengthened this argument but only that each 

instance was d iscrete , arising from the occurrence o f a sim ilar set 

o f circumstances. By analogy, even though mystics may believe their 

sp iritua l episodes are linked, much as we may believe our dreams to 

have a common underlying identity  which each instance o f dreaming
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evidences -  a deception o f our sub jectiv ity? -  i t  is  simplest to 

take the view that where sp ec ific  circumstances can be id en tified , 

much that we are conscious o f is  a product o f circumstance alone and 

has no other status independent o f these circumstances. I f  this view is  

ju s t ifia b le , is  i t  then to be wondered whether explanations o f states 

o f mind, other than in  terms o f the conditions in  which these occur, 

are not wholly superfluous?

BIOLOGICAL VALUE OR FUNCTIONS OF Till] SPIRITUAL STATE.

To explain a state o f mind in  terms o f i t s  function sidesteps the 

above-mentioned d if f ic u lty  o f knowing whether we need to ascribe to i t  

a status independent o f  the condition in  which i t  occurs. I f  we treat 

sp ir itu a lity  as Maslow did 'peak s ta te s ', we might look upon i t  as a 

valuable and ben eficia l state that occurs simple because i t  is  valuable 

and ben efic ia l. 'Peak sta tes ’ are not only valued by individuals but 

may, as in  a th letics , say, contribute towards our performance enabling 

us to release energies and function e ffe ct iv e ly  in  the face o f certain 

demands. I t  may be that sp iritual phases serve some sim ilar purpose 

by reducing stress or trauma in  the face o f situations with which we 

cannot cope and, quite possibly, contributing towards survival -  'near­

death experience' -  and restoration as the body responds in  ways that 

are normally inhibited by ego-control. The miseries o f 'fa l l in g  away' 

in  those who have repeated sp iritu a l phases, in  contrast to the 

strengthening o f those who experience i t  rarely or but once, may be 

explained in  terms o f some chronic condition which these individuals 

su ffer from and from which these sp iritua l interludes provide some 

intermittent and temporary r e l ie f  at the times o f greatest threat to



284

well-being. There are many circumstantial reasons for believing that 

l ife -lo n g  mystics do suffer from some chronic, i f  unidentifiable, 

condition fo r  which sp iritu a lity  is  a r e l ie f  and which allows them to 

function reasonably e ffe ctiv e ly  or i t  may be only a case o f 'bad 

adrenalin' -  a defence mechanism which too readily comes into play.

I do not doubt that sp ir itu a lity , like sleep, is  a condition which produces 

benefits, a lbeit d i f f ic u lt  to define exactly what threats to functioning 

i t  provides a defence for . The problem is  though, however valuable 

such states are i t  is  not clear that function and value alone are 

suff5.cient to explain why a state occurs. In terms o f evolution i t  

is  often said that i f  something contributes to survival -  and sp iritu a lity  

may be looked upon as a back-up system for  individual survival or even 

as a state that benefits the species leading as i t  does to non-aggression 

etc. -  this alone su ffices to explain why i t  i t  has developed and why i t  

continues to occur. Yet I f a i l  to see why we should not look upon 

it s  b io log ica l value only as something accidental or fortuitous 

especially as, in  the case o f sp ir itu a lity , this value probably makes 

only a. marginal contribution to survival.

Paranoia, fo r  instance, would not appear to be a very useful state: in  

b io log ica l terms, though not incompatible with survival, and we could 

not use functional explanations in this case and, even though we fee l 

better fo r  sleep, there i s ,  as yet, no reason to suppose that i t  is  an 

evolutionary answer to some inherent design problem in the human 

organism rather than an accidental and essentially  decorative component 

in  our make-up. Because i t  is  there does not entail that i t  has to 

be there even i f  we find some advantages in  i t ,  fo r , i f  I understand 

evolutionary theory correctly , survival makes no difference to 

factors which are not relevant to genetic survival. I f  this is  so and
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advantages or disadvantages, there is  no reason to view i t  in  terns o f 

function though, o f course, i t  is  relevant to describe such benefits as 

i t  brings. I t  is  fo r  this reason that I an uncertain as to what weight 

we should attach to any o f the benefits o f tins state which range from 

a sense o f well-being and making death easier to face to , possibly, a 

d irect role  in individual survival in some circumstances. At the very 

least I would be unhappy viewing the state so le ly  from a b io log ica l 

perspective ignoring as this does a l l  that the experients find most 

strik ing about i t  for  though i t  is  one legitimate form o f analysis 

i t  does not seem to be the right yardstick for  i t  appears to address 

issues that in this case are essentially  peripheral. Though i t  would 

equally be possible to think of the sp iritua l phase so le ly  as an accident 

or by-product o f human design -  we are "hard-wired" to see God under 

certain circumstances -  an irrelevant, i f  quaint, characteristic o f 

the human make-up, I suspect that function does play a part but, i f  i t  

is  to be the whole description, this w ill need to be much more 

sophisticated -  going into maturation, say, as well as survival -  

than the accounts presently o ffe r .

IIQRBIDITY.

The simplest form o f explanation would be a reduction in  terms o f morbidity. 

Various explanations have been given in  terms o f hypoxia, the excitement 

o f the limbic structures and so forth . There is  one great advantage 

to these fo r  they may be used to account both for mystical perception 

i t s e l f  and the state which follows i t .  Hone o f  the other explanations 

give us any account o f why i t  is  mystical perception characteristica lly  

is  followed by a sp iritua l stage which here may be viewed as a readjust­

ment phase following on the severe changes which induced the perception
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in  the f i r s t  place. Whilst I accept the ro le  o f trauma, including 

physical illn ess  or in jury, in  the occurrence o f these states (see 

chapter 5) and do not deny that there are grounds fo r  treating sp iritu a lity  

as a form of impaired functioning -  a less flex ib le  and creative state 

o f mind which, on the face o f i t ,  is  less than rational -  I find four 

main problems with such simple accounts. The f i r s t  o f these is  that we 

are used to finding that highly marked states -  and both the spiritual 

orientation and the sequence o f mystical perception spiritual 

orientation, I have argued, are highly marked -  are linked to marked 

and specifiable  conditions. Alcoholism, saj", as a physiological condition, 

is  in  every way as marked as it s  e ffects  ranging from the delusions o f 

sclerosis to mental incompetence, loss o f memory etc. Yet in  the case o f 

the sp iritua l state experients have no marked physiological condition in  

common -  an d ,if there is  any relationship between the severity o f the 

symptoms and the severity" o f the cause, i t  would need to be marked -  

but only some common circumstances that have no clear physiological 

im plications. Some mystics may well be i l l  but many are patently not.

There is  neither reason to assume morbidity nor that circumstances have 

produced severe physiological changes in the case, say, o f an over-busy 

housewife whs has happened to stop to look at the sunset. Secondly, we 

have few precedents fo r  believing that sense perceptions -  as d istin ct 

from hallucinations however vivid - arise from pathological conditions. 

Apart from tinnitus, which is  a very localized condition, I can think of 

no other example which might lead us to believe that morbidity is  the cause 

o f the sequence or o f any para llel at a l l  to make us think that morbidity- 

can give r ise  to characteristic changes in waking consciousness. Thirdly, 

there is  the problem o f property identity to be discussed in chapter 6 -
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or to o ffe r  any detailed

account of the ne chani sm which mig;ht enable one to do so. Finali;

there is  the p:aramount di f f i cuIty that the spiritual s tate is  not

clearly  morbid at a l l . I f  mental functioning becomes less effect:

nonetheless exnerients profess themselves never to have fe l t  setter

or more v ita l and alive -  am I wrong in  assuming that morbidity, especial 

i f  prolonged, must always have deleterious e ffects  on the sense o f w ell- 

being? -  and, i f  their outlook is  typ ically  irration a l, i t  is  not 

typ ica lly  incoherent or indeed, fo r  certain, unadaptive. In the face of 

these points, without some hard empirical evidence that a l l  those who 

report this state share a sign ificant physiological abnormality, I do 

not think morbidity is  an obvious starting point for explaining the 

sp iritual syndrome however much we may suspect that changes in p- ysiolcgy 

play a part in the explanation.

I 'nave reviewed a variety e::'h1  P  - n r  -f-p ons o: spiri ■ r. 1 sorte none

of v,drier, lend any clear insight into the nature o f the spiritual 

orientation s t i l l  less into it s  relationship with mystical perception. 

Inheritance theories are fun but not only do none o f them match up 

with the spiritual syndrome, there is  no prims, facie  reason for  ns to 

assume that i t  needs to be explained in this way. 1’hough we might look 

at sp ir itu a lity  in  terms o f it s  b io log ica l value, and some aspects o f 

a multi-faceted problem can be looked at in  this way, there is  no 

reason why we should look at the problem in  these terms alone, certainly 

thev do not provide us with a, rounded view. Equally there are d i f f ic u lt i
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with morbidity, problem-solving -  for  which there is  no evidence -  

and theology which, whilst more than any other approach addresses 

the experience in i t s  entirety yet fa ils  to do so in  a rational context. 

I w ill return to this very d i f f ic u lt  question o f finding the most 

appropriate context in  which the spiritual syndrome and it s  relationship 

with mystical perception can be understood in  the fin a l chapter but 

fo r  now I wish to go on to examine a second factor in the occurrence 

o f mystical perception which may explain a lo t  about how i t  comes about 

and advance our ideas about the nauure o f this background cycle which 

is  so important for the defin ition  o f the phenomenon and gives it s  

occurrence a context.
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CHAPTER 5 

THE SHIFT

In this chapter I wish to examine the sequence of events which leads 

from ego-control to spiritual identity with the primary aim of showing 

that we are dealing with two separate processes rather than seme single 

dynamic, ffy argument will be that mystical perception and the 

emergence of a spiritual identity takes place against the background 

of a quite distinct and commonplace trigger-reaction sequence, known 

as traumatization. In Part 1 I will discuss traumatization, its 

triggers, the operative conditions for these and the reaction itself 

and hope to show not only that in these terms we can give a context 

to all the diverse conditions under which mystical experience is known 

to occur but also explain many of the features associated with that state 

of mind in which mystical perception takes place. This first phase - 

the vulnerability of ego-control to certain forms of threat and the 

triggering of a reaction in which ego-control is lost under certain 

conditions - is an entirely mundane phenomenon that, for reasons that 

are not at all clear, is a sine qua non for mystical experience. In 

Part 2 I go on to look at the occurrence of mystical experience and 

the shift to spirituality with which this is linked against the back­

ground of traumatization. Here I shelve the major problems of 

interpretation until the final chapter for I am more concerned with 

completing my characterization of mystical experience. Certainly, 

traumatization in conjunction with a shift to spirituality, gives it a 

very distinctive profile and,by showing that we are dealing with two 

separate elements in the profile of mystical experience, it becomes 

clear that no single explanation of its profile as a whole is possible.



I conclude this chapter with a review of other factors possibly 

related to the occurrence of mystical perception and a complete 

characterization of the experience.

I

TRIGGER-REACTION.

Central to my model of mystical experience is an everyday sequence 

of trauma/stress that triggers a metabolic reaction causing a loss of 

ego-identity and a number of the other changes in feeling ani mood.

Most of us are familiar with some form of shock or daze whether or not 

this is preceded by a period of unconsciousness brought on by such 

diverse conditions as injury or illness, pain or exhaustion, fear and 

anxiety, harassment, exertion etc. As I understand it any of these 

can, under "the right conditions, trigger an entirely autonomic 

endocrinal reaction releasing an array of chemicals into the blood­

stream with certain characteristic effects on our perception of self- 

identity, our awareness of time and locality and on our feeling and 

mood, a change which is not merely descriptive but one which can be 

diagnosed also. Though I do not intend to go into the bio-chemistry 

of these changes for I assume a sufficient acquaintance with this 

reaction on the .part of the reader for my purposes here - there are 

a number of detailed studies especially in the conteKt of athletics 

to which the reader might wish to refer - I do wish to examine this 

sequence in some detail for I believe exactly the same sequence occurs 

in mystical cases as in the more mundane case of shock and allied 

conditions. Before beginning with a discussion of the triggers of trauma 

which are the same in mystical and mundane cases, I wish first to make 

a number of points about traumatization which will help clarify my 

subsequent argument.
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1. Traumatization has no integral relationship with mystical experience. 

Though I will contend that all cases of mystical experience occur 

against a background of traumatization. a, presumably, small percentage 

of trauma cases actually result in mystical experience and a shift

to spirituality. Most individuals - after an interval of trauma - simply 

return to ordinary ego-functioning. For this reason we cannot treat 

mystical experience as an effect of trauma but must look for another 

explanation of mystical experience - spiritual orientation though one 

which accounts for why it is this only crops up in the context of 

traumatization. This is a significant point for, if I am right about 

the trigger-reaction sequence, there is no possibility of explaining 

all the stages mystics go through in terms of a single dynamic be it 

creativity or something more naturalistic. Trigger-reaction will account 

for much but not those parts of the sequence - supernatural perception 

and spirituality - that I am most interested in though it is relevant 

to their occurrence.

2. A precipitating crisis is a necessary condition for trauma but not 

a sufficient one. In discussing only those cases in which a trigger

has induced trauma, it might appear that we all have our 'breaking point' 

and that the triggers I discuss will always have this effect. However, 

even under the right conditions - which will be discussed in detail - 

there is no guarantee that the severest threats to well-being will 

trigger such a reaction in everyone and therefore, though I do not 

discuss this aspect, the nature of the individual’s personality or his 

susceptibility to this type of reaction is a factor in the equation.

Nor, even in the most general terms, could we hope to quantify the degree 

of threat which has produced a reaction in those cases we are interested in<>
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In each case we can note that there was a threat to well-being or, at 

the very least, a perception of a threat to well-being which, as observers, 

we may or may not agree was well-founded but the point at which the 

reaction will, if at all, occur seems to be entirely an idiosyncratic 

matter« We may well imagine the shock of a traffic accident or the 

distress caused by hunger but sometimes the traumatic effects of anxiety, 

fear, guilt, everyday harassment etc. appear hard to understand yet there 

is no reason to suppose that the relatively trivial discomforts faced 

in some circumstances cannot precipitate a reaction in some individuals 

quite as much as some more dramatic event.

3. The most important aspect of traumatization, so far as this argument 

is concerned, is the loss of subjective control and, often, the awareness 

of subjectivity itself. Normally, I will argue, at a descriptive level 

this loss of subjectivity is clear cut for, as an acute sense of 

individuality renders the subject more vulnerable to trauma, the contrast 

between a prior exaggerated sense of self-identity and its subsequent 

loss is large. However, intense self-awareness is not a necessary 

condition for traumatization and hence it may be possible for those with 

a weak or ill-defined perception of self-identity to experience trauma 

in which case any further loss of subjective control may be difficult to 

detect. Ego-abandonment therefore is a concept that can be characterized 

formally but one which in reality covers a great variety of changes 

from dramatic loss of self-identity to those in which the preceding 

condition of ego-control would hardly be recognized as such by other, 

more clearly defined, personalities.
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4 . Though, below, I characterize the reactive phase, i t  is  as well to 

point out here that the metabolic reaction triggered can vary in 

intensity from individual to individual. Some are in a state of utter 

euphoria whilst others merely mildly affected just as there are 

sim ilarly many degrees of. everyday shock. The point is  an important 

one since, though I am claiming that there is  a recognizable state of 

mind and, indeed, c lin ica l state in which mystical experience occurs,

I a lso accept that there is  a huge variation.-in the symptomatology 

o f this state. It  has, hitherto, been a contentious issue as to whether 

or not mystical perception is  a tota l mind-state involving euphoria, 

loss o f  a l l  sense o f time etc. Traumatization solves the question 

fo r  i t  is  compatible both with mystical perception occurring under 

conditions o f ecstasy and with i t  occurring under apparently near-normal 

conditions -  some report o f slight trembling or whatever indicating, 

in  the la tter  case, that the subjects are nonetheless traumatized.

TIE TRIGGER.

Trauma, in a l l  it s  possible forms, provides the common thread for a l l  

the varied circumstances in which, mystical experience is  reported to 

have occurred. The high incidence o f m ystical, i . e .  'near-death1 

experience, amongst the terminally i l l  -  over 40/“ -  fo r  example, is  

explicable in  the very conditions o f acute illn ess  be i t  stress, fear 

of death, pain or metabolic change. Many other famous cases, such as 

those of Julian of Norwich, Ignatius Loyola etc. have also occurred 

under conditions o f acute, i f  not fa ta l, illn ess  or in jury. Sexual 

a ctiv ity  or other exertions are commonly mentioned. Easting or other 

practices -  in  or out o f a relig ious context -  which tend to exhaustion 

such as v ig ils  and repetitive chanting a l l  may play a part, in  addition 

to existentia l fears and anxieties, in  traumatizing an individual to 

a degree where a reaction is  provoked. Such circumstances as these
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have long "been associated with the occurrence of mystical experience 

hut since none isasufficient condition, their collective significance 

has perhaps been overlooked. I shall therefore contend that the 

trigger in all cases is an event which traumatizes and very often we 

find the same types of trigger in mystical cases as we do in everyday 

shock and other commonplace reactive states. I shall begin this 

discussion by looking at two forms of this trigger and then consider 

the conditions under which they appear to operate most efficiently.

In the previous chapter I mentioned two forms of problem encountered 

by ego-identity. The first, and most often encountered in religious 

reports, are those very problems which are inherent in an acutely- 

felt individuality and the second are those accidents of life which 

ego-control can do little about. I shall discuss each separately 

for though, as both are well represented in accounts of mystical 

experience, there is no doubt that the same process is involved in 

each case - it is too complex to argue that there are cases which can be 

explained in terms of problem-solving though which equally might be 

explained by trauma and cases which can only be explained in terms of 

trauma - in the first type the role of trauma is not always as obvious 

as it is in the second.

A . THE PROBLEMS OF EGO-IDENTITY.

In mystical cases a very common circumstance is found namely an 

obsessive concern with religious and existential questions which give 

rise to fears and anxieties quite sufficient to traumatize the individual. 

At the outset it is worth making three points about this. Firstly, that



whilst we find this circumstance commonly in mystical cases, I have 

no reason to believe that traumatization ftom this cause is unique 

to these cases. Many individuals may have 'nervous breakdowns' or 

otherwise reduce themselves to a state of shock by ' a gnawing, carking 

questioning and effort for philosophic relief' (1), as James calls it, 

without any mystical or spiritual interlude* Secondly, the trigger, I 

believe, is the questioning and the fears this gives rise to rather 

than the acute perception of ego-identity which goes hand in hand with 

this frame of mind. As will later be discussed, the distinction may 

be artificial but I shall argue that, whilst an acute perception of 

one's isolation etc. makes ego-control vulnerable to threats of any type, 

the precipitating crisis in just these cases is the existential dilemma 

that happens commonly to go with such a perception. There do appear to 

be cases in which an acute perception of isolation goes hand in hand 

with existential worries yet the immediate cause of the reaction is not 

anxiety but something else quite accidental. In such a case we have a 

precipitating crisis - injury or whatever - and an important condition 

for reaction - acute sense of one's individuality - and the existential 

aspect and the fears these give rise to are of no consequence (see below 

the case of Major Haswell). Thirdly, at first sight the 'gnawing, 

carking questioning' may put us on the wrong track suggesting 'problem- 

solving' explanations but I believe it can be shown that the reaction 

is caused solely by the deleterious effects of anxiety and, as in other 

cases, the intellectual content is itself without any causal significance.

Teresa of Avila, for example, frequently had short-lived periods of acute 

anxiety and fear arising from the estrangement she felt from God and these
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agonies of mind were only relieved by a trafc.ce state or vision which, 

as I shall discuss under reaction, often mark the onset o f  traumatization. 

She describes the sudden onset o f these states as a 'blow' that 'wounds 

US severely . . .  not I think in  that part o f our nature subject to physical 

pain but in the very depths and centre of the soul . . .  do not think I am 

exaggerating . . .  the understanding realizes acutely what cause there is  

for  g r ie f in  separation from God . . .  this increases the anguish to such 

a degree that the sufferer gives vent to loud cries . . .  you may a.sk why 

she does not conform herself to the w ill o f God since she has so 

completely surrendered herself to i t .  Hitherto she has been able to do 

so and she consecrated her l i f e  to i t }  but now she cannot because her 

reason is  reduced to such a state . . .  why should she seek to live  apart 

from her only Good? She feels a strange loneliness, finding no companio- 

ship in  any earthly creature . . .  a l l  society is  a torture to her. She 

is  like one suspended in  m id-air, who can neither touch the earth nor 

mount to heaven; she is  unable to reach the water whale parched with 

th irst and this is  not a th irst that can be borne . . .  this (sp iritual) 

agony does not continue fo r  long . . .  in  one case, where i t  lasted only 

a quarter o f an hour, the sufferer was le f t  u tterly  exhausted; indeed 

so v iolent was the attack that she completely lost consciousness. This 

occurred when she unexpectedly heard some verses to the e ffe ct  that 

l i f e  seemed unending1. Of this same instance she continues, 'A ll 

Eastertide she had suffered such arid ity  as hardly to realize w'nat mystery 

was being celebrated . . .  These feelings cannot be concealed . . .  her desire 

fo r  death which so oppresses her sotil with g r ie f that i t  appears on the 

point o f  leaving her body, yet her mind, terrified  at the thought, tries
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to still its pain so as to keep death at bay. Evidently, this fear 

arises from human infirmity, for the soul’s longings for death do not 

abate nor can its sorrows be stilled until God brings it comfort. This 

He usually does by a deep trance or by some vision whereby the true 

comforter consoles and strengthens the heart which thus becomes resigned 

to live as long as He wills' (2). In this account there are all the 

classic features of this form of self-generated stress. There is the 

strong sense of self-isolation and the vulnerability this gives rise to, 

the questioning and doubts and the fears and anxieties which actually 

trigger the reaction, a tripwire - in this case seme meaningful verse - 

which I shall discuss further below and finally there is the onset of 

trauma ti zati on.

I do not think that it can be doubted that the operative factor in such 

a case is the fear and anxiety which left Teresa 'utterly exhausted'. 

William James offers a fine collection of cases in his 'the sick soul', 

'the divided self' and 'conversion' which show just how severe and 

stressful these periods of existential! doubt can be. For instance, 

Jouffroy's accountI shall never forget that night of December ... 

anxiously I followed my thoughts as from layer to layer they descended 

towards the foundation of my consciousness ... I cluing to these last 

beliefs as a ship-wrecked sailor clings to the fragments of his vessel: 

vainly frightened at the unknown void ... I turned with them towards 

my childhood, my family, my country, all that was dear and sacred to me. 

The ineffable current of my thought was too strong - parents, family, 

meaning, beliefs, it forced me to let go of everything. The investigation 

went on more obstinate and more severe as it drew near its term ... I 

knew then that in the depth of my mind nothing was left that stood erect.
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That moment was a fr igh tfu l one' ( j ) .  Though the ostensible cause 

may vary from case to case» fear o f death, loss o f  ideals, the 

meaninglessness o f l i f e  e tc« , I think i t  indisputable that the primary 

e ffe c t  o f  all this soul-searching is  to create stress through fear and 

anxiety which, as a threat to well-being, is  quite the equal o f  a road 

accident. I think i t  s ign ificant that, as in  the two examples quoted 

above, typ ica lly  the onset o f  this phase o f questioning and self-doubt 

is  often very sudden, short-lived and clim actic in nature. There may be 

cases o f chronic angst and self-doubt that end in trauma but certainly 

these appear to be infrequent in  the records which leads me to suppose 

that i t  is  the stress generated by a sudden and clim actic episode which 

is  probably not equalled in  long-term worry that is  the important factor 

and not any in te llectu a l aspect which is  common to both types o f case«

Presumably, because existentia l and religious questioning figure so 

prominently in  this type o f case, some authors from James himself to 

Horne and Batson and Ventis have tried to understand this and subsequent 

stages in terms o f some single creative or px-oblem-solving sequence.

13y reasons for  not accepting this view and for here treating fear and 

anxiety, rather than the in te llectu a l content, as the sole cause o f the 

next stage are as f o i l  cars. 1. The same reaction -  see below -  follows 

from diverse causes, as much, say, from injury etc. as from existentia l 

questioning and there are cases where one subject lias experienced the 

same reaction more than once in  the face o f quite d ifferent conditions. 

The reaction nay solve the sub ject's  d iff icu lt ie s  but this is  no reason 

to think o f i t  in  terns o f  problem-solving i f  the answer has no log ica l 

relationship with the d if f ic u lt ie s  faced but represents a stereotyped
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there are cases that could be understood in  either way. The case o f 

Hr. Bradley's confirming experience» for example» might be construed 

as trauma or problem-solving. Nine years a fter  his conversion Mr.

Bradley 'went to hear the Methodist . . .  lie spoke of the ushering in 

o f the day o f general judgement, and he set i t  forth in  such a solemn 

and terrib le  manner as I never heard before. The scene o f that day 

appeared to be taking place and so awakened were a l l  the powers o f my 

mind that I trembled involuntarily on the bench. I went d irectly  home 

and I wondered what made me fe e l so stupid . . .  about five  minutes later . . .

I began to fee l my heart beat very quick a l l  on a sudden . . .  my heart 

increased in  its  beating which soon convinced me that i t  was the Holy 

Spirit from the e ffe c t  i t  had on me. I began to fee l exceedingly happy 

and humble and such a sense o f  unworthiness . . .  a stream resembling 

a ir  in  feeling  cane into my mouth and heart in a more sensible manner 

than that o f drinking anything . . .  i t  took complete possession o f my s o u l '(4 ) . 

A case might here be made for  cognitive restructuring in  the face o f the 

Methodist's words but i t  is  overly complex to explain one type o f case 

in  this way and 'spontaneous' cases, those without any in tellectu al 

background -  as James does -  in  terms of 'divine w il l ' when accounts o f 

a l l  types are compatible with the trauma model. 2. I f  we are dealing 

with problem-solving i t  is  odd how many subjects find that the 'so lu tion ' 

fa ils  to satisfy  for  long. As in  Teresa's case some shortly find themselves 

back in the same plight as before or at the very least, as Starbuck 

noted, fe e l a 'backsliding' un til some further confirming experience 

occurs. This pattern, however, is  precisely what we would expect i f  

we are dealing with a metabolic reaction which is  inevitably short­

lived . J. Since rarely can we think of the subsequent state as a 

rational solution to particular existentia l problems and there is
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nothing in these cases comparable to KLrkole's dream of the benzene 

ring, we simply have no evidence for subliminal intellectual processes 

but strong grounds, wherever background is given, for supposing in each 

case that the subject is traumatized. Nor, often, is there a reasonable 

lapse of time between cause and 'solution1 for intellectual activity 

to have taken place - there are instantaneous cases of mystical perception 

and conversion following accidents in which no history of existential 

or religious questioning is recorded - such spontaneous cases present 

no problem in the trauma model. 4» Though it may be, if an acute 

ego-identity is most vulnerable to trauma, that we find some history 

of personal doubts in most cases, it is important to note that sometimes, 

despite such a history, such questioning cannot conceivably be the 

operative factor. In an interesting case, that of Major Haswell, 

we are told that he was 'predisposed to religion' but one wonders what 

relevance this had for his experience or his subsequent ordination 

when tire immediate circumstance of his experience and the new perception 

this gave rise to was 'shells coming in one after the other exploding 

about three feet above the ground ... the noise about us was deafening, 

the flash of flame ... we expected to be cut to pieces as we emerged' (5). 

These four points convince me that even in cases where existential 

questioning precedes a shift the intellectual aspect is significant 

only in so far as it serves to generate stress, the one point which 

will link these with so many other cases in which the same sequence 

is observed but in which no intellectual aspect is apparent.

Though this crisis of questioning and alienation characterizes this 

particular form of personal crisis very well, there is good reason to
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wonder whether these psychological and intellectual aspects do, in fact, 

evep play so much a role as that of generating stress. It may he that 

mentalistic problems can traumatize an individual and, if they can, it 

may be that the intelligent, those who have religious beliefs or who have 

experienced the spiritual state before find the ego-perception of self 

as isolated especially upsetting and this renders such individuals 

particularly vulnerable to traumatization in this way. Certainly in 

many case histories there are signs of long-term preoccupation with 

religious and existential concerns and this is especially true of many 

well-known mystics who have had more than one mystical episode. Yet 

there are grounds for supposing that problems of meaningfulness, fear of 

death etc. are, like the acute perception of self-isolation with which 

they are correlated, no more than symptoms of some underlying physiological 

condition that itself brings the individual to the point of metabolic 

reaction. It makes no difference one way or the other to my argument 

what the cause of trauma is but there is something in the suddenness of 

onset of existential anxiety - often without ostensible cause - its 

normally short duration, its climactic-nature and above all its cyclic 

nature which leads me to suppose that there is more to this phase than 

a neurotic or exaggerated concern with existence. Do we have here some 

metabolic disturbance that intensifies subjectivity and brings out the 

fears and anxieties inherent in this state, which proves unsustainable 

in so far as at a physiological level it becomes such a threat to bodily 

functioning that, at a certain point, it triggers a reaction? I feel 

this may be a more sensible way to look at the descriptions we have - 

after all we use tranquillizers to reduce anxiety and promote a sense 

of contentment - though the adoption of this line of thought would have
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very far-reaching implications for our understanding of mental contents 

and personality. Such little evidence as we have may he looked at in 

either way. The agreement of Pafford and Douglas-Smith that there is 

at least one peak age - possibly more - for mystical experience i.e. 

late adolescence, could be understood either in nentalistic terms as a 

product of the general uncertainty about self-identity, hence a greater 

vulnerability and also the concern with existential questioning common 

to this age group or as the product of metabolic changes, in this case, 

associated with the process of maturation. It is an interesting question. 

However, whichever way we chose to understand these bouts of meaningiul- 

ness, fear of death etc., there is little doubt that a traumatic reaction 

is induced be it through the stress of mentalistic fears or, as in other 

cases, through some underlying physiological process.

B. OTHER TYPES OP CRISIS WHICH TRIGGER TRAUMATIC REACTION.

It is central to my hypothesis that, as in everyday shock etc., there are 

many other triggers for the reactive state in mystics quite apart from 

the problems and dilemmas of ego-identity discussed above. We have cases 

occasioned .by injury or illness - e.g. 'while convalescing from a long 

and painful stomach ailment, I suddenly became very weak. Having been 

on a very light diet for months, this weakness was understandable - 

(there follows a good account of mystical perception in a reactive state 

and no mention of prior existential concerns)' (6). Other cases arise 

from a psychological shock; 'when the all-clear went some of us went up 

to a high hill above the city, and looked down on the terrible scene ... 

buildings that were mere shells with flames raging inside them ... 

suddenly - (there follows an account of mystical perception)' (7).

Some of the upsets are patently trivial - 'the following occured at a 

time when I had no feeling for religion ... A certain event had hurt
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as worthless as an empty shell ...suddenly my separate s e l f  ceased to 

exist e t c .1 (8 ). (in  passing i t  is  worth noting that at the level o f 

human reaction to threats to well-being, i t  appears that a d istinction  

between psychological and physiological causation is  too crude since 

some minor embarassment and a bomb blast can both induce a similar 

reaction ). We have many cases occurring in  contexts which both occur 

naturally and which are reflected  in  religious practices. Easts -  

which may well produce an 'in su lin  shock' e ffe c t  -  exhaustion be i t  

from overwork or v ig ils  and man;/’ other situations which place a strain 

on physiology are a l l  reported and I think i t  matters l i t t l e  whether 

the stressfu l situation occurs accidentally or, as in  many "religious 

practices, is  contrived. As in  David Brainerd's account, quoted by 

James (9 ), we may find several possible causes o f reaction given -  

ex isten tia l anxiety, fasting, long v ig ils  -  and in  such cases each 

factor may contribute cumulatively to the e ffe c t  produced. In the context 

o f trauma such cases are no longer, in  James' words, 'spontaneous'.

They have a background and i t  is  the same background as we find in 

'c la s s ic ' cases where there is  only a preoccupation with existential 

and religious concerns. On this view i t  is  no longer surprising that 

we find so many cases occurring in  evidently stressfu l situations -  

the death-bed {A&/° or so have 'N-D e ' ) ,  the b a tt le fie ld , religious 

practices and many other, less common, situations, physiological and 

psychological a like. I have no figures but leafing through the reports, 

where background information is  given at a l l ,  we find sex, exertion, 

a th le tics , everyday harassment, illn ess  etc. mentioned quite as frequently 

as obsessive concern with identity  and re lig ion  and I take this to be 

conclusive fo r  the trauma model, in  terms o f which alone, a l l  these

3 0 3 .



304

various occasions assume a significance. V.re also find that all these 

1non-religious1 occasions can give rise to everyday traumatization 

without mystical experience or the shift to spiritual orientation and 

for this reason I believe there is no difference in kind between the 

reactive states of mystics - however these might be caused - and those 

mundane reactive states most of us will experience at some time or other 

when under threat. It is therefore my contention that, wherever a 

detailed background to mystical experience is given, we will find such 

reports as 'on at least two occasions when I was deeply troubled I 

had the very definite sensation of someone being next to me, and an 

overwhelming assurance etc.' (10), 'living under great stress, I had 

the experience of a voice ...' (11), 'I was grief-stricken', 'I was 

deeply distressed', 'in a state of intense wretchedness' (12) and either 

existential anxiety or some mundane factor - illness,say, - offered as 

the cause.

It is worth mentioning here that there may be another type of threat 

to well-being which induces traumatization though, unlike accident or 

anxiety, it is difficult to point to the precise cause of the stress.

It appears possible that in circumstances of extreme monotony be it 

sensory deprivation, "mind-numbing” chanting or the mind-stilling 

exercises of Yoga or even perhaps where self-identity is deliberately 

abandoned as in Turner's socially-sanctioned rites of passage, that a 

high level of stress can be induced. Teresa of Avila specifically 

warns her novices against the trance-like reaction which arises from 

an absorption in devotion and the author Jack London offers a very good 

account of the reaction and subsequent experiences arising fir cm the 

stresses of solitary confinement. Perhaps this can be an important 

trigger in those unused to isolation, though apart from noting that the 

cause does not appear to be introspective questioning of the type James
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gives examples o f , I do not know why monotony and a reduction in  the 

re-inforcement o f our ego-identity should have this e ffect«

It  is  then my argument that in  every case o f mystical experience, 

as in  many commonplace experiences, we w ill find some threat to w ell- 

being, at least a perceived threat, that su ffices  to trigger the reactive 

phase I shall discuss below« Such is  the variation in  human reaction 

to threat that we may find the threat to be profound in  one case and 

tr iv ia l in  another but in any event i t  does not matter what the trigger 

is  so long as i t  serves to produce this e ffe c t  on an individual. I f  I 

am right about this the f ir s t  stage in  the events leading to mystical 

experience arises entirely  from the accidents o f l i f e  though, in  one 

case -  where an intense perception o f se lf-id e n tity  is  linked with 

problems inherent in  such a perception -  the likelihood o f trauma can 

be predicted. I f ,  in  a l l  these cases, we find the same reaction occurring 

I believe i t  w ill be beyond doubt that we are dealing with a simple and 

commonplace metabolic sequence that gives a recognizable background to 

mystical cases and explains why i t  is  ego-control is  lo s t .

THE C0ITDITI0K5 FOP. TRAUMATIZATION.

I do not think i t  is  enough to argue that in  each case we come across 

there is  at least a perceived threat to well-being fo r  i t  is  clear that 

the conditions under which the threat occurs are relevant to the outcome -  

since no trigger is  a su ffic ien t cause o f  reaction in  i t s e l f  -  and,in 

examining these conditions, from what we know about mystical experience 

we can tie  it s  occurrence more close ly  to the model o f traumatization.

I id en tify  four main conditions which make i t  more lik e ly  that a reaction 

w ill occur though I accept that, even under optimum conditions, the 

severest threat may not produce a reaction -  such is  human va ria b ility .
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I am not suggesting that these conditions are necessary for  traumatization 

but only that, in  the face of a recognizable threat to veil-being , their 

presence w ill  increase the probability o f traumatization occurring and 

thus the p oss ib ility  o f mystical experience.

A. ACUTE EGO-IDENTITY.

This f i r s t  condition has already been mentioned above. I t  is  my contention 

that the sharper the perception o f s e l f  as an isola ted , f in ite  and wholly 

autonomous being the greater the vulnerability to stress and trauma in  

whatever form these may occur. I have discussed the ex istentia l crises 

which often go hand in  hand with an acute perception o f this form o f 

se lf-id en tity  and believe this explains the frequency with which we 

encounter this type o f background but would argue that this sort o f s e l f ­

perception is  a condition for trauma whether or not there is  evidence o f 

concomitant existentia l anxieties. I t  is  to be remembered that this sort 

o f acute perception o f individuality is  not the normal condition o f mankind. 

Interrogators have to induce this state in  many by iso la tin g  then from 

family, peers and even place with which they might otherwise identify  

themselves and reviva lists sim ilarly need to encourage the sense o f 

individual gu ilt and sin . I t  is  also relevant that the intensity o f 

this perception varies even in  those fo r  which i t  represents a norm.

In the hypnopampic state we have, as do the very young, less s e l f -  

consciousness, sim ilarly in  drunkenness. Whatever the cause o f this 

perception may be, I would argue that the individual who believes himself 

to be alone not only may have self-doubts e tc . but is  far more vulnerable 

to the destabilization  o f his self-perception  than would be the individual 

who sees himself in  terms o f a broader pattern be i t  an id ea l, clan or 

whatever. Though you might destroy an aboriginal's sense o f identity
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by destroying his loca le , i t  is  d i f f ic u lt  to "shake" the firm believer 

who id entifies  with something greater than his own fin ite  body-image 

just aSj I believe, i t  is  nea-r impossible to shock a sleeping or comatose 

man. I t  may be that some severe physiological threat w ill traumatize 

even those with a minimum o f sub jectiv ity  but i t  does seem to be the case 

that the greater the sense o f  su b jectiv ity  the greater is  the proneness 

to traumatization and id en tity -loss -in  the face o f  some vicissitude.

As in  mundane cases the acuteness o f ego-identity seems to be a factor 

in  mystical experience and conversion. Even when the subject does not 

report an existentia l c r is is  or that he is  labouring under the burdens 

o f gu ilt anti sin , there are often clues that there is  an intense perception 

o f s e lf- is o la t io n  etc. though i t  is  not i t s e l f  offered as the cause o f 

the subsequent ego-abandonment which may be any one o f the accidents 

o f l i f e  discussed above, illn ess  etc. In these ’ spontaneous’ cases we 

often come across terms such as ’ aloneness’ , 'fe e lin g  the weight o f 

resp on sib ilities ' etc. which indicate such a frame of mind though these 

are not given as the trigger for  the experiences which follow . There 

is  no way to quantify this condition though -  cases o f existential 

anxiety, gu ilt etc. apart -  we can note that in  a great many cases 

i t  is  e x p lic it ly  indicated and, whilst I cannot explain the link, I 

find this correlation entirely  cogitable.

3 . THE REDUNDANCY OF EGO-CONTROL.

Though for  many there may be shocks to the system which cannot be borne 

for  a moment -  many 'black out' immediately a fter a car crash say, whether 

or not they are seriously injured -  as in  the case o f delayed shock_in 

other reports, there is  evidence o f a vo lition a l element in  the abandoning
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o f ego-control. In most cases we find that l i t t l e  point is  served by 

conscious control; 'I  was sk i-ing  . . .  I broke a leg» and students took 

four hours to carry me back to our huts. During the accident and on 

the way down the mountain, I had the most vivid awareness o f the Presence 

o f God. I was unaware o f the passage o f tim e'(13)» Ve sometimes read 

of a case where, though severely injured, the subject drives himself 

to hospital before collapsing or otherwise retains conscious control 

fo r  as long as this serves some important purpose. Sim ilarly, in  

mystical cases, we sometimes find that the reaction sets in  only when the 

usefulness o f conscious and rational action is  exhausted or the danger 

passed, i t  is  safe to react -  in  other circumstances the subject simply 

has time to react. In the case o f Major Easwell's ba ttle fie ld  experience 

though under heavy f i r e ,  i t  is  noteworthy that the experience did not 

come u n til ordered to make a dash for safety there was nothing further 

he could do for himself or his men but run pell-m ell through the fie ld  

o f  f i r e .  Though in  this case there was nothing intentional about 

’ trusting to in s tin ct ’ , I suspect that hitherto the responsib ility  he 

obviously fe l t  had inhibited traumatization earlier just as the in it ia l  

shock o f bereavement, say» is  often postponed until the form alities have 

been completed. We find such a postponement, until a suitable moment, 

in  many mystical cases. Individuals, though i l l ,  exhausted or harassed 

keep going until an opportune moment arises -  they have got home, are 

s it t in g  on a bus or a train with time to spare -  ’A fter an exhausting 

day, I had thrown myself down on my bed tired out, I seemed immediately . 

(14) fo r  them to be able to relax ego-control. In some circumstances 

we may seek the release o f  ego-abandonment, in  sex, say, or a th le tics , 

fo r  the pleasure o f  i t  or for the enhanced prowess i t  brings and
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whilst I doubt, anymore than in  „ sleep, many can w ill this condition, 

i t  is  sign ificant that many features of the religious l i f e  are geared to 

making the abandoning of ego-control easier. Freedom from personal 

responsib ilities  and commitments and, in  the. convents o f the past, 

the taking away from the individual o f  even the most minor decisions 

has surely had the e ffe c t  o f making the retention o f ego-control a l l  but 

superfluous. My b e lie f  is  then that the a c t iv it ie s  of conscious control 

may, in  many cases, inh ib it the onset o f a reaction despite some powerful 

trigger and i t  is  only when one’ s designs are s tille d  or a l l  hope o f 

e ffe ctiv e  action is  despaired o f  that the reaction can occur. Some 

situations are beyond se lf-h e lp  -  drowning alone miles from land etc. -  

and in  such circumstances there may be no delay but in  others there is  

an element o f compliance in  the reaction though this could rarely be called 

s elf-surrend er.

C. EEIAXATION OF CONTROL.

I f  the superfluity o f ego-control is  important, i t  appears that the 

relaxation o f this control and the inhibiting e ffect i t  has is  not easy 

whether ego-control is  serving a purpose or not. Both this third and the 

fin a l condition discussed below appear important in  so far as they favour 

a 'le t t in g  go' taking place in the face o f a c r is is  which is  not over­

whelming. Three situations especially figure prominently in  the reports 

we have, each o f which f a.vovn a relaxation o f ego-control. The f i r s t  is  

solitude, the second natural surroundings and the aestktic and these two 

are often found together -  'the phenomenon invariably occurs out o f doors, 

more often than not when I an alone' ( 15 ) -  and the third is  prayer.

1. I t  is  not d i f f ic u lt  to understand that when we are interacting with 

someone e lse , even with somebody we are at ease with, that there is  su ffic ien t 

stimulation and re-inforcement o f our identity  to inh ib it a relaxation 

o f ego-control. Cases may occur in  crowded places but almost never when
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the subject is  actively  interacting with those around bin. hue only- 

exception I can think of is  i f  a crowd has gathered for the cannon purpose 

o f being taken out o f themselves, a rev iva list  meeting, perhaps,or at a 

• miraculous' shrine, in  short where the relaxation o f eco-control is  

sanctioned. In passing, this appears to be a point o f difference between 

the reactive states in  which mystical experience w ill , i f  at a l l ,  occur 

and epilepsy and other forms of mental illn ess  which, I understand, can 

occur regardless of immediate circumstances. 2. ly s t ica l experience has 

lone been associated with the natural environment and the aesthetic -  

i f  la sk i’ s ficures are correct i t  is  even more common in  the face o f 

beauty than nature :v1f) -  yet the only way, I believe, we can understand 

this correlation is  i -  terms of the e ffe ct  these have on reducing our 

r ip  on self-awareness. rh ouyh some d irect environmental e ffe c t  cannot 

always be ruled out -  sun through noplar trees can cause blackouts -

3 t'.iat may make us less 

' One cay when I was playing- 

go lf ny companion lo s t  a ba ll. As I searched for  i t  I stopped beside a 

youny wattle tree cominy into blossom. I stood and razed at i t  quite

led out - sun thro*

eauty do :Liave mood'

conscious o f  ourselves, our hopes and fears.

delighted, taking; in every d eta il, giving- j.t ry whole attention, ihen ¡

rea lly  ind escribable thing happened . . .  ' ' r-NV 1 t ; • I am not suggesting t* .a

nature is lik e ly  to i nduce the ecstacies cone poets report, merely tha t

i t  w ill fa c ilita te  the relaxation o f a form o f self-perception  that 

inhibits autonomic reactions, though I would describe them simply as 

unfavourable conditions rather than 'a n ti-tr ig g ers ' ,  as Laski does, 

i t  is  self-evident that the drab and artless are not conducive to that 

mood o f relaxation and 'letting: go' tliat assists the loss o f eyo-control. 

I t  is  sign ificant that mystical experience is  rarely reported against
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such backgrounds except when the precipitating cr is is  is  over-whelming -  

the b a tt le fie ld , hypothermia etc. Some might wish to argue that nature 

and solitude are irrelevant, for  nature -  even i f  i t  is  only a public 

park -  ifi s t i l l  one o f the commonest o f human back-cloths and, i f  mystics 

are troubled individuals, as lik e ly  as not, they w ill be alone when their 

experiences occur. Yet, though not necessary conditions, I would argue 

that the frequent mention o f nature and solitude is  sign ificant in the 

context o f  the relaxation o f se lf-id en tity  and the fa ct , as Laski has shown, 

that ego-abandonment does not occur in  conditions which do not favour 

such a relaxation, appears to me to show that relaxation is  an operative 

factor in  the sequence I am considering.

3. PRAYER*

The third form o f relaxation figures very prominently in the cases under 

study here. For instance, Mr. J.E. Hadley, cited by James, beset by 

personality problems, alcoholism and gu ilt found that having 'halted but 

a moment and then with a breaking heart, I said, "Dear Jesus, can you 

help me? Never with mortal tongue can I describe that moment. Although 

up to that moment my soul had been f i l le d  with indescribable gloom, I f e l t  

the glorious brightness o f the noonday sun shine into my heart' (13), an 

experience shared by man;' others. 'I  forgot myself more completely than 

I have ever done before . . .  I turned to my God in  a soul-expanding worship . .  

a great wave or cloud swept over me -  this tremendous love enveloping me . .  

in  that instant a great light was present . . .  and the transfusing radiance 

was about to  unite with my very being to become part o f my real s e lf .  I 

knew that to give myself u tterly  to God was to change my personality 

absolutely ' (19)* Some would favour theological explanations but I think 

we need look no further than the placing o f personal responsib ility  into
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other hands and sometimes, in praying for  others, simply a forgetting 

of s e l f .  I do not see prayer as a trigger hut only as a condition, 

like nature or art, which helps to take the individual, already under 

threat, "out o f himself" so to speak and thereby breaks down the 

inhibiting effects o f an overstrong delim itation of one's own identity . 

Many authors refer to 'self-surrender' in  a psychological or religious 

context but the usual forms o f prayer, at least, cannot be treated in 

this way for  the individual is  already under pressure and prayer merely 

fa c ilita te s  a reaction which may occur anyway. Perhaps there are some 

forms o f prayer, amongst the many types discerned by the sp iritua l, 

that could be treated as triggers. Mind-emptying or mind-numbing' 

repetitions may serve both to generate stress and breakdown ego-control 

but in  most everyday cases we come across prayer seems to serve, like 

counting sheep at bedtime, as a way o f reducing self-awareness.

One could discuss these factors at great length but I think i t  unnecessary 

in  so far as these recognized correlates can a l l  be understood simply as 

ways to reduce the inhibiting e ffe c t  tliat ego-control has on autonomic 

reactions. Some mystics have their own ways, sometimes highly 

id iosyncratic, o f inducing that frame o f mind in which their sought- 

a fter  experiences a?ue known to occur but in finding prayer, solitude 

and nature reported as the immediate circumstances in so many cases 

leads one to think that, in this sequence, some means to relax a strong 

sense o f  se lf-id en tity  is  often required and that these are good 

illustra tions o f the way in  which this can come about.

D. THE TRIP-WIPE.

Given an acute sense o f se lf-id en tity  under threat and a moment in  which
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the subject cannot merely afford to relax but is  in circumstances 

conducive to the relaxation of se lf-id en tity  with the shedding o f 

a l l  the responsib ility  and p o ss ib ilit ie s  fo r  action that autonomy 

enta ils , the reaction, like sleep» sometimes, may not come until a 

fin a l condition is  met. I ca ll this fin a l condition a trip-w ire, an 

event without inherent significance which captures the attention and 

allows the autonomic reaction -  in  this case traumatization -  to be 

released. From the records, i t  seems, anything may serve this function, 

a bird suddenly taking to the a ir , a sunset, an overheard word, a 

sudden stumbling, anything in  fa ct which momentarily takes our mind o f f  

the sub jectiv ity  o f our own impressions. The impression experients 

o f trauma, have, mystical and mundane a like , is  that their attention is  

suddenly caught or enraptured by a tr iv ia l deta il in  their environment - 

the shape o f a twig, the comical expression on another's face -  which 

would normally escape detection and which suddenly assumes a momentous 

sign ificance. Many earthquake victim s, say, report that their last 

clear memory was o f some t r i f le ,  a shoe perhaps or the incongruity o f 

some deta il around them and sim ilarly, in many mystical cases, we find 

the subject dwelling on some word or some other insign ificant deta il 

that appears to have momentous im plications, smells are also commonly 

reported in  this context. ’ I  remember once s itt in g  on a sofa smoking 

and looking at an ordinary copper ashtray. Suddenly' I  f e l t  I was 

beginning to understand what the ashtrays was, and, at the same time, 

with a certain wonder and almost fear, I f e l t  that I had never understood 

i t  before . . .  the ashtray' roused a whirlwind o f thoughts and images.

I t  contained such ah in fin ite  number o f fa cts , o f events' (20). 'The 

significance o f this swept over me like a wave. The wave had originated 

in  an articulate verbal insight; but this evaporated at once leaving 

onlyr a wordless essence . . . • ( 2 1 )
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Such significance as the trip-w ire has is  clearly  imposed by the subject, 

an action which serves as an involuntary se lf-re lease  mechanism but in  

mundane cases there is  no reason to suppose that the trip-w ire is  

hallucinatory or self-generated. However, in  mystical cases, there is  

some reason to believe that on occasion, not merely does the mind invest 

some t r i f le  with undue sign ificance, but actually conjures up it s  own 

trip-w ire to trigger the sh ift  from ego-control. In Teresa o f A vila 's  

case, i f  she did not go straight into trance, she frequently had visions 

and how else can we understand the role  played, say, by Finney's vision  

o f Christ which preceded his celebrated mystical experience and subsequent 

conversion? In m>uch distress Charles Finney, we are to ld , entered a room 

'there was no f ir e  and no light nevertheless i t  appeared to me as i f  i t  

were perfectly  light . . .  i t  seemed as i f  I met the Lord Jesus face to 

face. I t  did not occur to me then, nor did i t  for  some time afterwards, 

that i t  was wholly a mental state. On the contrary, i t  seemed to me 

that I saw Him as I would any other man. He said nothing, but looked 

at me in  such a manner as ¡;to break me right down at His feet. I have 

always regarded this as a most remarkable state o f mind; for i t  seemed 

to  me a rea lity  that He stood before me and I f e l l  down at His feet 

and poured out my soul to Him, I wept alotid like a child . . . '  (22).

In other cases the trip-w ire is  what might be called an auditory thought. 

We find that ' i t  flashed through my mind " This is  the Holy F.pirit1"  (23 ) 

is  the prelude to an awareness o f  divine presence and sim ilarly many 

B ib lica l announcements are reported as terminating ego-control. I do 

not attempt to explain these phenomena and would only suggest that they 

serve to breakdown ego-control in  much the same way as seeing a shoe 

in  the rubble has done in  the case o f earthquake victim s. They may be 

indicative o f a subliminal preoccupation hut since they a^e infrequent,
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even in  mystical cases» I would not care to base a theory upon them«

Taken in  the context o f a precip itating c r is is  o f some kind and the 

characterizable reaction which follows -  discussed below -  I believe 

finding these four conditions to be operative in  mystical cases confirms 

the traumatization hypothesis. We find such cases as 'I  was in  bed at 

the time i t  happened, and my elder son was very i l l .  I lay there some 

time worrying about him and then realized no good could come o f that, 

so I deliberately set to work to relax . . .  Finally, I was meditating 

on God . . .  and lingering mentally on what was implied by these wonderful 

words (Psalm Suddenly I became aware . . .  ' ( 24) so commonly that

the background must be thought o f as having significance and i t  is  only 

in  terms o f  trauma' that a heightened sense o f s e lf- is o la t io n , the opportune 

moment and the other immediate circumstances we associate with mystical 

experience have a sign ificance. By this model we can understand why 

such factors are important though not necessary conditions for  what 

follows and together they flesh  out the f i r s t  part o f the sequence 

leading through mystical experience to sp ir itu a lity , making i t  very- 

d istin ctive . With the exception o f the self-generated trip-w ire in 

some cases, I have no reason to  believe that the loss o f ego-identity 

and it s  replacement by an autonomic state o f  functioning d iffe rs  as a 

process in  mystical cases from that in  mundane traumatization fo r  a l l  

the same preliminary factors are involved and, as I hope to show, so is  

the same reaction. In terms o f  threat and the conditions which enable 

threat to produce a traumatic reaction we are able to weld together a l l  

the diverse circumstances reported as background to mystical experience 

and by understanding the reaction we v a il be able to recognize much about 

the immediate circumstance in  which mystical experiences occur.
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THE REACTION.

A piquant example in  a mundane context o f the trigger-traumatization 

sequence I have in  mind would he; 'Suddenly a crackling was heard; 

a l l  o f  us were alarmed, and in  an instant a t iger , rushing out o f the 

jungle, pounced upon one o f the party * ..  the rush o f the animal, and 

the crush o f the poor victim 's bones in  his mouth, and his last cry 

o f d istress, "Ho hai " involuntarily re-echoed by a l l  o f us, was over in  

three seconds and then I do not know what happened t i l l  I returned to 

my senses, when I found myself lying down on the ground . . .  our limbs 

stiffen ed , our power o f speech ceased and our hearts beat v io len tly , 

and only a whisper o f the same "Ho hai " was heard from us . . .  a fter 

this everyone o f us was attacked with fever, attended with shivering in  

which deplorable state we remained t i l l  morning' (25)» The same type o f 

reaction which this example illu stra tes  so graphically can, I believe, 

be discerned also in  those cases in  which mystical experience occurs 

where i t  arises fo r  precisely the same reasons -  severe stress or trauma 

occurring under conditions such as the redundancy of ego-control e tc .

In so far as the reaction, in  a l l  cases arises from endocrinal changes, 

i t  is  a condition with an empirical identity  but, as mentioned above, 

the e ffe cts  can be very variable depending in  part at least on circumstances 

and the idiosyncracies o f individual metabolisms. Shock alone can be "m ild", 

"deep", instantaneous or delayed, short-lived or lasting besides which 

there are many other forms o f reaction ranging from unconsciousness or 

trance to daze or a mild "switching o f f " , euphoria, emotional outburst etc. 

This recognized va ria b ility , however, helps explain why i t  is  in  some 

cases a clear picture o f trauma emerges and in  others only a few minor 

clues are offered as to the state o f mind against which mystical experience 

occurs but I shall contend that in a l l  mystical cases the experient is
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traumatized and this explains much that has hitherto been associated 

with these non-natural perceptions. This is  not, however, to say that 

we can understand mystical experience and the subsequent sh ift  to 

sp iritual orientation in  terms of trauma fo r , variable or not, no 

defin ition  o f trauma alone would include the p oss ib ility  o f such 

subsequent events but i t  does give mystical experience a very id en tifiab le  

background and does give us a base from which to predict it s  occurrence.

Here, despite the considerable variations in  the form traumatic reaction 

w ill take, I wish to characterize this state and show that mystics are 

in  this condition when their perceptions occur and that i t  is  the same 

condition as we find in  cases o f mundane shock etc. I propose f ir s t  

to discuss the c lin ica l features o f  trauma, for i t  is  a diagnosable 

condition and then proceed to the features o f trauma as a subjective 

experience which are also characteristic i f  not always s ta te -sp ecific . 

These descriptive feateres are ego-abandonment, a fee lin g  o f timelessness, 

disorientation and dislocation , feelings o f warmth, peace, euphoria and, 

f in a lly , a number o f quasi-physical sensations such as tingling. I f  we 

can recognize such features as typical o f the background against which 

mystical experience occurs, in  conjunction with the triggers and 

conditions for these experiences, I believe we have a model which fu lly  

explains the f ir s t  stage o f a two-fold process.

DIAGNOSIS.

Traumatization can be readily diagnosed by anybody with knowledge o f the 

condition even i f ,  as is  so often the case even in  mundane cases, the 

metabolic changes which have occurred have not been chemically analysed«
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The most common signs are an in it ia l  period o f unconsciousness -  a 'dead 

fa in t ' -  uncontrollable trembling and, often , hypothermia, a period o f 

very poor responsiveness -  an in a b ility  to focus, speak clearly  or 

concentrate, dilated pupils e tc . etc. Should we find such symptoms 

in  mystical cases there w ill be every reason, prima fa cie , to conclude that 

our subjects are in a state o f shock fo r , together, such symptoms are 

not typical o f any other common condition.

As in  the tiger example, often the f i r s t  observable sign o f shock is  

a sudden fa in t. Teresa o f Avila te lls  us that 'when He intends ravishing 

the soul He takes away the power o f speech, and although occasionally 

the other facu lties a"e retained rather longer, no word can be uttered. 

Sometimes the person is  at once deprived o f a l l  the senses, the hands 

and body becoming as cold as i f  the soul had fled , occasionally no 

breathing can be detected. This condition lasts but a short while;

I mean in  the same degree, for when this profound suspension diminishes 

the body seems to come to i t s e l f  (but s t i l l )  i t  leaves the w ill so 

inebriated and the mind so transported out o f i t s e l f  that for  a day, 

or sometimes for several days such a person is  incapable o f attending 

to anything' (26) . I f  fainting does occur as in  Teresa's account, 

i t  appears that the subject may sometimes f i r s t  be 'struck dumb', there 

being a moment o f r ig id ity  before collapse which is  borne out in a 

number o f other accounts. For example, Curtayne te lls  us that on one 

occasion Catherine o f Siena having 'made an unusually prolonged 

thanksgiving . . .  suddenly Delle Vigne noticed Catherine look up at the 

Crucifix . . .  then her eyes closed, she knelt upright, her face flushing 

and flung out her arms. She remained so a few seconds, while a l l  those
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in  the church watched her uneasily. Two of the women were just ris in g  

to go to her, when she collapsed into utter inertness . . .  one would have 

said l i f e  was ex tin ct ' (2 ?). Collapse, whether or not preceded "by a 

moment o f r ig id ity , is  fa ir ly  common in the accounts -  James offers us 

many in  the context o f  conversion e .g . 'the last I remember was fa llin g  

back with the same unseen hand at my throat . . .  when I came round' (28) -  

and 'swoons' and 'sp ir itu a l slumbers' pepper 'c la s s ic ' autobiographies 

and many, like the rev iva list  Edwards, thought them evidence o f miraculous 

intervention. I do not know whether collapse is  indicative o f the 

severity o f the metabolic reaction or whether there is  something hysterical 

about i t  fo r , though i t  is  common enough also in  everyday l i f e ,  i t  seems 

to have occurred with particular frequency in  monastic settings where 

one might suppose the fe l t  changes in metabolism struck the subjects as 

being particu larly  portent-ous. Whatever is  the case, i f  faint occurs, 

this is  not a mere "nodding o ff"  but a cataleptic state recognizable by 

the r ig id ity  and coldness o f the body, the low pulse rate and a l l  but 

indétectable breathing.

Whether or not catalepsy has occurred, trauma is  most easily  recognized 

by the dazed or trance-like condition of the subject which usually 

only gradually passes away. The pupils are d ilated , the subject appears 

to have l i t t l e  awareness o f his surroundings, fa ils  to react to stim uli, 

i f  able to speak either speaks unnaturally slowly and deliberately or 

else is  incoherent, in  short a condition often compared with drunkenness Wv>e 

one whose symptomology can vary very considerably. Teresa o f Avila 

writes much about these states and interestingly shows that she experienced 

them both in  and out o f the context o f mystical perception, the only 

difference between these contexts being that, where mystical experience
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without divine experience, she recognized its  true cause, which she 

attributed so le ly  to 'th e ir  penances, prayers and v ig ils  even merely 

because o f d eb ility  o f  health . . .  their bodies being languid and weak, 

they f a l l  into a slumber and abandon themselves to a sort o f intoxication  . . .  

this state lasted with a certain person for  eight hours, during which 

time she was neither insensible, nor had she any thought o f God. She was 

cured by being made to eat and sleep well and to leave o f f  some o f her 

penances ' (2 9) but in the divine 'ravishings' we s t i l l  find the same 

’ langour both o f mind and body', elsewhere Teresa discussing the 'prayer 

o f quiet' , describes someone in  this wholly distracted condition taking 

more than an hour to recite  the Lord's Prayer which is  so very 

reminiscent o f the 'Eo hai' being muttered by the survivors o f the tiger 

attack. Naturally enough such observations rarely appear in subjective 

accounts of the experience and the only objective descriptions we have 

o f the trance state and the picture o f s i  wed reactions come from 

witnesses, i f  any. The subject may not at a l l  be aware that he is  dazed 

or that his reactions and thought processes are slow and unreliable 

fo r , apart from the distraction  caused by mystical experience, he has 

lost the a b ility  to judge his own performance.

One very marked feature o f shock is  uncontrollable trembling which in  

various religious movements has been interpreted as a proof o f divine 

intervention. Von Hugel te lls  us that Catherine o f Genoa had states -  

which interestingly she herself described as 'a giddiness' -  that 'lasted 

fo r  about three hours, her body trembling like a lea f and then her body 

became quiet again but was now so broken and weak that i t  was necessary 

to give her minced chicken to revive her and a good many days had to 

pass before she returned to her vigour' (3^). And that on other occasions 

'when a l l  her body trembled i t  was impossible to move her from her bed;

3 2 0 .
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she did not eat, drank next to nothing, and did not sleep' (51 )* Though 

in  some cases the subject lias some awareness o f his condition, 'I  was 

just like shaking a l l  over and crying' (32) ,  'I  was paralyzed -  I could'nt 

move . . .  ( i  had) feelings o f being whipped around by a 90 mile an hour 

wind' (35) as in  mundane cases, the subject himself is  often unaware 

that he is  manifesting such symptoms and we are forced to rely on the 

coterie o f  admirers, i f  any, who have observed such signs though fortunately, 

so remar liable can these episodes appear, such details are rarely ignored. 

Other symptoms of the trance in  a mystical context are reported, such as 

'the bones become a l l  out o f j o in t ',  which perhaps attests to the violence 

o f the reaction in  some cases but being uncommon would not seem to shed 

much further ligh t on the state .
t

There are then three main c lin ic a l symptoms, catalepsy, trance and 

trembling one or other o f which, at least, is  invariably mentioned 

by witnesses to these episodes. Sometimes we are presented with a picture 

of out and out shock -  fa inting, lack o f awareness o f  surroundings for days 

violent shaking, sometimes o f a mild daze-like condition - 'h is  countenance 

assumed a blank, far-away expression, he no longer seemed to be aware 

o f where he was or that an audience sat before him'. Whether or not 

some sp e c ific  illn ess  plays a part in  bringing about their condition,

I- do not believe that such pictures o f  mystics as we are presented with 

indicate anything other than a state o f reactive traumatization especially 

since they must be viewed in  the light o f  a precipitating c r is is . The 

sudden onset, the gradual diminu^-tion, even the treatments prescribed 

by admirers a l l  point to shock -  "mild" or "deep", immediate or delayed -  

which is  quite the same as we find in mundane cases. Experimental 

confirmation may have to await the chance o f a mystic having an experience
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in  the laboratory but on objective grounds alone there is  no reason 

to doubt that i t  is  against this background o f reaction that their 

experiences take place.

The sub ject's  own descriptions also support this diagnosis though, as 

in  mundane cases, those aspects o f the state which the experients are 

aware o f are quite d ifferent from the c lin ica l symptomatology. Since in  

the case o f mystical experience we have many more descriptions o f how 

traumatization fee ls  than objective observations about how i t  appears 

to others, i t  is  well worth characterizing these partly to give grounds 

for  arguing that a l l  mystics are traumatised 'and partly so that we 

can distinguish between these elements which relate to trauma and those
t

which relate to mystical experience and subsequent sp ir itu a lity . 1

1. EGO-AMNDOHMEKT.

Perhaps the most prominent descriptive feature o f trauma,tization is  the 

loss , in  some degree, o f sub jectiv ity . Whether or not a period o f 

unconsciousness has occurred, we invariably find that self-awareness 

is  greatly diminished. This greatly reduced sense o f sub jectiv ity  

is  compatible with varying degrees of conscious awareness. In the case 

o f mystics, though aware o f the manifestations o f the divine presence, for 

some i t  is  against the background o f a blank reverie, 'the soul is  asleep, 

fast asleep as regards the world and i t s e l f  . . .  deprived o f a l l  fee lin g  

whatsoever, being unable to think on any subject . . .  neither the 

imagination, the understanding nor the memory has the power to hinder 

the graces bestowed . . .  blessed state . . .  the delight and sa tisfaction , 

peace and happiness' (34)» For others, however, there is  a depersonalized 

awareness o f the environment, sub jectiv ity  having been diminished or, .
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in terestingly, sometimes reduced to the role  o f a bystander and, in  

such states, consciousness can be clear, indeed, sometimes experients 

say that they see the world around them prcpeAly for  the f i r s t  time.

So in  these cases we find that 1 throughout the entire experience I 

was always aware of being conscious, but . . .  I was no longer conscious 

of the personality nor o f being in any kind o f body' (35) or 'I  

suddenly ceased to be me (that is  in  the sense o f me I had thought I was - 

liv in g  in  a particular house e tc .)  . . .  o f a consciousness that take(s) 

in  everything without lim it but reacted to nothing in  the sense of 

"knowing" and "lov in g" ' (36) .  The loss o f sub jectiv ity  is  so commonly 

encountered -  'I  saw things without a sub ject/ob ject duality ' (37)»

'my separate s e l f  ceased to e x is t ',  'the I had ceased to ex ist. I refer 

to a concrete experience that is  verbally incommunicable -  yet rea l' (38) -  

both in  mystical and mundane cases that i t  must be thought o f as 

characteristic o f traumatization -  though not state sp e c ific  as i t  occurs 

in the hypnopompic state, fo r  example, as w ell. This a b ility  to uncouple 

su b jectiv ity  from consciousness be i t  o f the environment, mystical 

perception or, in  some cases, both simultaneously, raises a number 

of questions which I shall later address. However, fo r  now i t  is  

su ffic ien t to note that the framework o f sub jectiv ity  which usually 

surrounds a l l  that we are conscious o f , is  reduced whether or not 

consciousness i t s e l f  is  much affected .

2. TIME LESS HESS, DISORIENTATION.

Whatever consciousness remains, in  both mystical and mundane cases 

subjects typ ically  lose a l l  sense o f time passing, often any clear idea 

o f where they are, and any sense o f continuity with past events -  indeed 

usually, i f  remembered at a l l ,  this phase stands outside o f a ll  the
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parameters which normally circumscribe our perceptions and give them 

particu larity . We always find such comments as 'I  do not know how 

long i t  lasted but i t  could only have been . . . '  or 'I  had quite forgotten 

where I was1 and Koestler could not even remember that he was due to 

be executed (39). In mundane shock there is  a clear relationship 

between dazed appearance and this "forgetfulness" o f a l l  that gives 

order to consciousness though i t  is  not remembered as a state of 

confusion such as might arise from psychotropic drags. I t  is  an 

atemporal state o f mind rather than one where sense o f time, say, is  

distorted . In mystical cases there is  o f course an acute awareness of 

some supernatural perception and the sub ject’ s experience in  this respect 

does not match his outward appearance but in  so far as he has no sense 

o f time, lo ca lity  etc. there is  nevertheless that same relationship with 

appearance as in  mundane cases fo r  his awareness is  unrelated to those 

parameters which give an everyday experience order and which allows 

us to show ourselves to be responsive to the environment. This 

'transcendence' o f  or freedom from the framework which gives everyday 

perceptions particularity is  invariably valued by experients and, whilst 

there can be l i t t l e  that we associate with personal effectiveness in  

this state, there is  in  fact no reason to suppose that reactions to 

evironmental stimuli or physiological needs are impaired. On the 

contrary, though there is  no conscious interaction with the environment, 

i t  is  quite possible that we nonetheless respond appropriately -  

survivors o f icy  waters, say, often have no reco llection  o f how they 

kept afloa.t and kept warm. Presumably this 'transcendence' o f the 

finitude o f our everyday experience is  connected to the reduction or 

loss of sub jectiv ity , an uncoupling o f a l l  those regulatory mechanisms 

that give a sense o f personal order to the experiences we have.
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3 . WARMTH AMD PEACE*

In hypothermia, for example, subjects report how they sank into a 

drowsy, lethargic state in  which they fe lt  tota lly  warm, comfortable 

and at peace and since mystics report the same sort o f feelings I 

can only assume that, in  their case a lso , such feelings characterize 

traumatization. 'A feeling  o f overwhelming well-being and complete 

relaxation (40) ,  heat began to suffuse me, creeping down my aims and 

body right through my legs to my feet . . .  feelings o f peace’ (4 1 )»

’ there was such a warmth, feeling  o f security ' (42). Though some 

endocrine reactions may, for example», raise body temperature, i t  is  as 

well to point out that there is  no connection between such feelings 

and the physical conditions prevailing and many must have died o f the 

cold so pleasurably without a xenophon to beat them back to harsh 

rea lity . This immediate sense o f warm tranquility should be distinguished 

both from the localised sensations o f heat and burning, discussed below, 

and from the longer term 'profound tranquility ' reported in  relation  to 

the sp iritua l orientation for though, in  the la tter case, there may be 

a connection the contexts in  which they occur are quite d ifferen t. In 

this case peace goes with lethargy and drowsiness, in  the other i t  goes 

with greatly increased energy and^felt, c la r ity  o f mind.

4 . EUPHORIA.

In some cases, beyond a general sense o f release and well-being, there 

are marked feelings o f expansion and euphoria. 'I  was swept up and out 

o f myself altogether into a flood of white Glory. I had no sense o f 

time or place. The ecstasy was te r r if ic  whilst i t  lasted ' (43)» 'an 

indescribable sensation as i f  the whole universe were being poured 

into me or rather, more as i f  the whole universe was welling out o f me
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from some deep centre. My "soul" thrilled  and swelled and kept expanding'(44) 

Iaski in  her study of ecstasy describes the onset of this state as a 

’ tumescence' a r is in g  level o f excitement that becomes an overwhelming 

surge o f joy and u p lift  -  ’ i t  came over me like a wave. I t  was so much 

o f an incredible rush' (45) -  that only slowly subsides. Such cases 

have always posed a problem, for  some authors have treated cases o f euphoria 

as mystical -  whether or not non-natural perceptions are actually reported -  

whilst others from Laski to Davidson -  'iirom a large variety of f i r s t ­

hand descriptions o f  enlightenment experiences from Buddhist, Hindu or 

other sources, the subject appears to be in  a state o f great excitement’ (46) -  

have assumed that mystical perceptions always occur against a background 

o f rapture. However, I would only treat euphoria as one of a family o f 

symptoms o f trauma, one that is  commonly present in  some degree but not 

necessarily so in  every case and a symptom that, in  i t s e l f ,  has no integral 

relationship with mystical experience as I define i t .  When euphoria 

becomes overwhelming, unlike the ancients, I see no reason to treat the 

subject as being in a mystical state unless some perception o f the divine 

is  reported, fo r  the subject himself is  usually aware o f nothing -  ’ in 

these great (experiences) one doesn't know this was heaven until a fter 

you come down' -  there is  here a para llel with 'possession' the super­

natural element only being apparent to the observer or in  hindsight and 

not in  the form o f d irect experience. In those cases where mystical 

perception occurs there is  no clear indication o f a high level o f 

excitation , though, as would be expected from a study of mundane cases 

o f trauma, there is  great variation between cases in  this respect. It  

may be, unlike mundane cases o f  euphoria which are reported for the 

dizzying pleasure they bring, that in mystical cases even a strong elation 

could be ignored because they are being reported for the 'supernatural'
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insights gained rather than for the pleasure they bring hut since 

we have cases in which any emotion is  denied -  'I  was in  it s  presence.

No emotion, only in terest . . .  I mention the lack of emotion because . . .

I would distrust any experience o f emotional in tensity ' (47) -  there 

seems no reason to assume that any high level o f excitation  is  necessary 

for mystical experience. I f  this is  a reasonable view, euphoria/elation 

are symptoms of trauma and which, i f  severe, could be used to characterize 

one form of traumatic reaction, though such a c la ss ifica tion  would not 

seem to serve much purpose, but whilst we would expect frequently to 

see this symptom in  the background o f mystical cases, i t  has no more 

relationship with, 'supernatural' perceptions than, say, reports o f 

warmth, peace or tingling. The state that mystics are a l l  in is  the 

one o f trauma and traumatic reaction is  sometimes fe l t  to be dizzying.

5. QUASI-PHYSICAL SENSATIONS.

In many reports a variety o f sensations are reported, the most common 

of which are a localized tingling, burning, numbness and pressure, 

especially in  the hands, feet and heart and, sometimes, weakness and 

pain are reported in  the same areas. Occasionally such symptoms are 

severe. Teresa of Avila, for example, complaining that 'a l l  the joints 

are dislocated so that for  two or three days afterwards the suffering 

is  too severe for the person to have even the strength to hold a. pen' (48). 

More usually i t  causes l i t t le  d istress, 'A ll at once I f e l t  someone 

near me, a Presence -  dazed I knelt . . .  and here is  the physical 

phenomenon that lias recurred many times since. Into my heart came a 

great warm th;.... my hand raised in  prayer also glowed from tips to wrist 

with a blessed warmth a,nd heat' (49). In some cases these sensations
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may be id iosyncratic but since they are bo common particularly in 

mystical cases, though tingling is  characteristic o f mundane cases 

a lso , they should be treated as symptomatic o f the state but not 

s ta te -sp ecific . One might speculate here that in  trauma there is  an 

a ffectation  o f the peripheral nervous system and that, because in  mystics 

these symptoms are more pronounced, that in  their case some degeneration 

o f the peripheral nervous system is  indicated. I f  such speculations 

could be ju s t ifie d , one might wonder just how far one could interpret 

mystical experience in  these terms. I f ,  as in  tinnitus, mystics are 

suffering from degeneration o f sensory tissues, could some of the 

grosser sensations -  ’ sense o f presence', 'penetration ', the 'gripping' 

o f hands or heart, 'burning' or 'wounding' be explained sim ilarly as 

the e ffe c t  o f arousal cn damaged tissue, a sensory e ffe c t  misinterpreted 

by credulous subjects? I t  may be a line worth pursuing though the 

mystical perceptions reported, where sensory at a l l  -  as d istin ct 

from quasi-sensory -  do not normally lend themselves to this type o f 

interpretation. 'Waves o f liquid love' are not typical o f neuritis but 

i t  may be a thought in  some cases where localized sensations are reported 

but, in  any event, we do find such reports in  a l l  forms o f trauma and 

they are especially frequent in  mystical cases.

The state of trauma can then be characterized both ob jectively  and 

descriptively and, so far as one can t e l l ,  mystics are invariably 

in  this state when their unique perceptions occur and this state, 

taken in  iso la tion , is  no d ifferent fo r  them than for  experients 

o f mundane shock. Given the context o f a precipitating cr is is  and 

the conditions under which this is  most lik e ly  to trigger the reaction, 

the diagnosis appears almost certain. In theory, at least, the model
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prone to mystical experience fo r  the sake o f empirically establishing 

the link. The model has the advantage o f giving a l l  the various known 

backgrounds o f mystical experience a common significance and helps us 

understand why i t  is  the state o f mind against which mystical perceptions 

occur can vary in  the way i t  does. Deep trance or merely a lessening 

o f self-awareness, a dizzying excitement and euphoria or a mild elation  

can a l l  he understood in  terms o f the family resemblance which these 

reactive states have, that on the one hand gives them a generic identity  

and on the other allows for a substantial variation between cases. Since 

trauma normally peters out and does not usually lead to mystical 

experience, though a necessary condition fo r  i t ,  we are compelled to 

treat the trigger -  reaction sequence as a d istin ct and self-contained 

element in  the p ro file  o f mystical experience and thus to abandon attempts 

to treat a l l  the stages leading: to sp ir itu a lity  in  terms of any single 

dynamic. I f  this view is  correct there is  nothing oiNtqpe. about the 

background to the occurrence o f mystical experience -  an uncommon 

proportion having existentia l anxieties and, the p o ss ib ility , o f a 

self-generated trip-w ire apart -  or indeed about many o f the features 

o f the state in which i t  occurs. The d if f ic u lty  w ill be to explain 

why the uncommon mystical perception and the subsequent sh ift  to sp iritual 

orientation with which i t  is  linked occur only' against this background.

Though i t  is  o f no immediate consequence here, before moving on to consider 

mystical experience against a background of reaction, I would like to 

point out that a model such as the one I am using has considerable 

implications fo r  our notions o f personality. I f  se lf-id en tity  and 

su b jectiv ity  can in  trauma as in  sleep, be replaced by other forms

329.
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o f functioning and are only apparent under certain metabolic conditions 

which prevail only when this form o f consciousness has a u t i l i ty  perhaps 

sub jectiv ity  is  not the central fact o f existence many o f us fondly 

believe i t  to be. I do not doubt the e ffic ien cy  o f individuality and 

self-awareness but only wonder, as many religious have before, whether 

i t  amounts only to a tool which the organism has developed and uses 

when conditions favour it s  use. Such speculations are no doubt id le  

but one cannot help wondering, what price sub jectiv ity  when i t  comes and 

goes in  accordance with a range o f factors largely outside our control? 

jlepersonalization a ffects  us a l l  for  about eight hours a day and we 

often experience a diminu^tion o f su b jectiv ity , large or small, in  some 

reactive state or other. It  is  comforting to say " I  was sleeping",

"he ■sms shocked and not himself" etc. but i f  we do indeed obey b io log ica l 

programmes responsive to our environment but not necessarily to our own 

w ills , perhaps we rea lly  should be defined in terms other than those 

which lay emphasis on our sub jectiv ity  and individuality. Certainly i t  

appears d i f f ic u lt  to talk o f identity  other than in  relation  to the 

forms o f metabolic functioning in  which that identity is  manifest. The 

reactive state has im plications, reinforced by the sp iritua l identity 

I have already characterized, fo r  our notions o f sub jectiv ity  and everyday 

personality and an understanding o f these implications seems to l ie  at 

the heart o f the conundrum that mystical experience presents us with. II

II
MYSTICAL PERCEPTION AGAINST A BAChSLOUKD OF TRAUMATIZATION.

My contention is  that mystical experience occurs, i f  at a l l ,  against a 

background o f traumatization and is  always succeeded by a sh ift  to sp iritual 

identity . Though in  principle this is  a, very d istin ctive  p ro file , in  

practice i t  is  often d i f f ic u lt  to separate the three elements in  reports 

and I wish here to illu stra te  that mystical experience is  d istin ct from
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the background o f trauma in  which i t  occurs and sim ilarly that though 

sp ir itu a lity  occurs against the same background, i t  too can be 

distinguished as a recognizable state within a state.

Descriptively, at least, there is  a clear d istinction  between 

traumatization on the one hand and mystical experience on the other.

I t  w ill  be recalled that Teresa o f Avila, quoted above, was no 

stranger both to traumatization and to mystical experience in the 

context o f  traumatization and she found these to be very d ifferent 

experiences. Reactive trances were described which, she admits, in it ia l ly  

she mistook for divine experience -  'she had unintentionally deceived 

both her confessor and other people, as well as h erse lf' (50) -  but 

when mystical experience does occur the difference is  quite unmistakable. 

*It should be known that when God bestows such favours on the soul, 

although there may be langour, both o f mind and body, i t  is  not shared 

by the soul, which fee ls  great delight at seeing i t s e l f  so near God, 

nor does this state ever continue for  more than a very short time.

Although the soul may become absorbed again, yet . . .  unless already 

feeb le , the body suffers neither exhaustion nor pain' (5l). It  is  

d i f f ic u lt  to get any clear impression o f what the sou l's  delight consists 

o f in  Teresa's case but perhaps Finney's account is  as illu stra tiv e  

as any. Having entered a reactive phase a fter breaking dcr̂ m before 

his trip-w ire vision  o f Jesus -  indicated by his loss o f awareness o f 

the passage o f time and indeed any clear memory o f this f i r s t  phas« -  

Finney suddenly found that 'the Holy S p irit descended upon me in a 

manner that seemed to go through me, body and soul. I  could fee l the 

impression, like a wave o f e le c tr ic ity  going through and through me.
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reco lle ct  d istin ctly  that i t  seemed to fan me like immense vanes’ (52) . 

Clear cut impressions o f a. sensory type such as these distinguish 

mystical experience from the state o f trauma in which they occur for 

a sense of overwhelming love, in  the context o f a numinous presence 

that is  not recognized as part o f one's own personality, is  not reported 

even in  the most euphoric o f everyday reactive states. The occurrence 

o f mystical perception would then seem to add something extra to the 

reactive state and change it s  outcome both shortening i t  and leading 

to a new sense o f se lf-id e n tity  rather than a gradual return to the old.

In a case such as 'my body became immovably rooted; braath liras drawn 

out o f my lungs as i f  by some huge magnet. Soul and mind instantly lo s t  

their physical bondage . . .  The flesh  was as though dead yet in my intense 

awareness I knew that never before had I been fu lly  a live . I-y sense o f 

identity was no longer narrowly confined to a body but embraced the 

circumambient atoms. People in distant streets seemed to be moving 

gently over my own remote periphery . . .  My ordinary frontal vision 

was now changed to a spherical sight, simultaneously all-perceptive .

A ll objects zathin my panoramic gaze trembled and vibrated like quick 

motion pictures . . .  a l l  became v iolently  agitated un til a l l  melted into 

a luminescent sea ...The unifying light alternated with materializations 

o f form ...a n  oceanic joy . . .  the S p irit o f God, I realized , is  exhaustless 

b liss  . . .  the entire cosmos, gently luminous, like a c ity  seen afar at 

night, glimmered within the infinitude o f my being . . .  suddenly the 

breath returned to my lungs' (53)* i t  might be possible to argue about 

precisely which feelings and sensations ensue from .trauma and which belong 

to mystical perception but not that the la tter  mystical element, is  

something d istin ctive  and discrete which adds something wholly new and 

untypical to the experience o f trauma.

532.
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In general i t  appears that mystical experience occurs very shortly a fter 

the onset o f reaction and ego-abandonment. As discussed above, some odd 

visions and voices are reported immediately prior to the reactive 

stage in  some cases which appear to play the role  o f trip-w ire but 

since neither Finney nor Teresa of Avila were, fo r  long, convinced of 

the verid ica lity  o f these impressions, I see no reason to treat them 

as we would the experiences which follow . I t  appears to be the case 

that only those perceptions which occur within traumatization have that 

quality o f making i t  impossible fo r  the subject to doubt their verid ica lity  

at any later stage, which, above, I argued was a hallmark o f mystical 

perception. As in  many cases mystical experience occurs almost 

immediately a fter the onset o f traumatic reaction , i t  is  perhaps not 

surprising that few can distinguish between them and thus i t  often seems 

that loss o f ego-control, feelings of heat, euphoria etc. are an integral 

part o f mystical perception. However, in  some cases, su ffic ien t time 

may elapse for the sequence o f reaction -  mystical experience to be 

observed. For example, in  a case such as 'A fter the choking and s t i f l in g  

had passed away, I seemed at f i r s t  in a state of utter blankness, then 

came flashes o f ligh t . . .  I thought that I was near to death; when 

suddenly my soul became aware o f God, who was manifestly dealing with 

me, handling me in  an intense personal present rea lity . I fe lt  Him 

streaming in  upon me . . . '  (54) the order o f  the two quite d istin ct 

stages is  clear. The way in which mystical experience does, i f  at a l l ,  

occur so shortly a fter the onset o f  traumatization rather than at some 

later stage when the e ffects  of traumatization are starting to wear o f f  

certainly appears sign ifican t. Though one is  entering entirely 

uncharted seas here i t  seems plausible enough to suggest thet there is  

a connection between the sudden metabolic changes characteristic o f 

traumatization and the triggering of the second mystical sequence in 

some individuals usually only moments la ter .
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The mystical experience i t s e l f  is  usually b r ie f and ends with an abrupt 

sh ift  to sp iritual identity  or otherwise merges in to this new .identity 

but through':out i t  must be assumed that the subject remains traumatized.

In the interesting, because detailed, case o f Mr Bradley we find that the 

mystical experience -  in  this case likened to a stream of a ir  which took 

possession o f body and soul -  lasted about five  minutes. Then 'I  desired 

the Lord not to give me any more happiness, fo r  i t  seemed as i f  I could not 

contain what I had got. My heart seemed as i f  i t  would burst, (a fear also 

voiced by Teresa o f Avila amonojŜ  others) but i t  did not stop until I fe lt  

as i f  I  was unutterably fu ll  o f the love and grace o f  God . . .  and a l l  the 

time that my heart was a-beating, i t  made me groan like a person in distress 

which was not very easy to stop, though I was in  no pain at a l l  . . .  I lay 

re fle ctin g , a fter my heart stopped beating, fee lin g  as i f  my soul was fu ll 

o f the Holy Spirit -  (next morning) I got up to dress myself, and found 

to my surprise that I could but just stand. I t  appeared to me as i f  i t  

were a l i t t l e  heaven upon earth. My soul f e l t  as completely raised above 

the fea rs ... I then told my parents o f i t ,  and told them that I thought 

that they must see when I spoke, that i t  was not my own voice, for  i t  

appeared so to me. My speech seemed entirely  under trie control o f the 

S pirit within me' (55)* Mr. Bradley gives us a marvellous insight here 

into the condition o f a person affected by two entirely  d istin ct thou^di 

not incompatible processes. On the one hand we have the mystical experience 

the stream resembling a ir in fee lin g  that ’ came in to my mouth and heart 

in a more sensible manner than that o f drinking anything' -  followed by 

a sp ir itu a l state o f joy, happiness, oneness with the S p irit (and also the 

Angels he fe l t  to be about him) -  that lasted, i t  seems, for  a prolonged 

period . On the other hand, a picture o f trauma;'^violent trembling, 

palpitations, groaning and, la ter , real unsteadiness, a trance-like
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disassociation with the immediate environment, an a ffectation  o f speech -  

slurring perhaps-- Certainly a sense o f distance from or disconnection ' 

with the words he spoke etc. Teresa thought that, where mystical experience 

occurred, the trance state was shortened but i t  does not seem to be so 

though, unlike Mr. Bradley, most probably are no longer aware o f the 

e ffects o f traumatization so preoccupied are they by their experience 

and the wondrous new world presented to them by sp iritual orientation.

Given that the shock can be very slow to wear o f f ,  i t  is  not impossible 

that i t  is  coterminous with sp iritua l orientation both only gradually 

diminishing over a period o f days, even months, though the obvious 

signs appear to wear o f f  long before the change in  se lf-id e n tity , 

attitudes etc. does whenever the spiritual stage is  prolonged.. There is  

then a d iff ic u lty  in  deciding how long the subsequent sp iritua l identity  

goes hand in  hand with traumatization and a greater d if f ic u lty  in  deciding 

how much o f the description o f this later phase can be explained in  

terms of trauma. The feeling  of freedom from or uninvolvement with 

everyday concerns, the peace, the sense o f well-being, the feeling o f 

looking at the world with detachment, noticing it s  incongruities as well 

as its  beauty and, above a l l ,  the greatly reduced awareness o f sub jectiv ity  

suggest a lingering paradoxical or trance-like state related to continuing 

traumatization, yet such features may also characterize the sp iritua l 

identity, in  which case the two states are perhaps mutually re-in forcin g .

Too l i t t l e  is  known about this area, to say anything for certain other 

than that the sh ift  to spiritual, identity occurs against the ba.ckcloth 

of trauma and that the two processes have a close and, presumably, 

continuing relationship.

I f  I am on the right lin es, the sequence -  trigger/reaction-plays an
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and the sh ift  to a new identity . Hot only does i t  account for the 

abandonment o f ego-identity but the reactive phase can be discerned as 

the background to a l l  the subsequent events which occur in  just those 

cases we are interested in . I shall leave interpretation o f this 

model u n til the next chapter but i t  is  an interesting as well as 

d istin ctiv e , picture with which we are presented. We might diagnose 

the mystic during and a fter his experience as suffering from 

traumatization yet, though he may himself be aware o f some o f those 

descriptive features characteristic o f shock, he is  also aware o f 

another set o f feelings and attitudes which have no place in  everyday 

shock. That the two are not incompatible is  worth noting and, in  so far 

as the spiritual orientation is  perhaps only possible a fter  a breakdown 

of sub jectiv ity  and a general distancing o f s e l f  from the environment, 

the relationship nay have a log ica l necessity. I t  would be d if f ic u lt  

a fter a l l  to enjoy one's sp iritua l blessings i f  one were, as is  

normally the case, fu lly  aware o f the stimuli with which we are constantly 

bombarded but which we are less conscious o f in  the reactive plia.se. 

Trigger-reaction, however, plays only a fortuitous part in the occurrence 

of mystical perception. Without this experience no mystical perception 

may occur but i t  has no integral relationship with the events which 

follow  and to explain these we need to understand in other terms, why i t  

is  mystics are aware o f divine love etc. in  a concrete way when -  being 

traumatized -  the;.' may be aware o f very l i t t l e  e lse .

336.

m
OTIIHR CQKREIATES OF MYSTICAL EXPFRIF1TCF.

Before concluding my description o f mystical experience, i t  is  perhaps
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thought to he relevant to it s  occurrence whether or not these might 

easily  f i t  into the two-fold model I have proposed. There i s ,  

unfortunately, very l i t t l e  information on the physiology o f mystical 

experience. Apart from Das and Gastoud's report that in  the 'Samadhi 

experience' there is  'increased heart rate, hyper-aroused EEG and f la t  

EKG' (56) -  which is  consonant with the model outlined above -  there is  

almost nothing which purports to relate  to mystical experience reliab le  

or otherwise. Other areas have been a l i t t le  better explored -  

demographic factors, socio log ica l and behavioural aspects -  and I w ill 

review these to see i f  they add anything to the characterization suggested.

A) DEMOGRAPHIC CORRELATIONS.

Age, gender, I.Q. soc ia l class and race .a ll could conceivably have some 

bearing on the occurrence o f mystical experience as they are each 

relevant to physical and 'mental' il ln e ss . Hysteria, for  example, 

occurs largely amongst women o f low intelligence and s ick le -ce ll anaemia 

only in negroes. Should we find anything similar in  the case o f mystical 

experience, i t  would clearly  be o f considerable, significance in 

determining the d irection  future research should take but there is  

nothing o f such a marked nature in  demographic terms to distinguish 

mystics as a group or which would force me to go beyond the hypothesis 

outlined above.

AGE.

This is  one demographic area in  which there may be correlation but, 

i f  there is  a link, i t  is  by no means clear what such a link would imply.

I have already alluded to the findings of Pafford -  the Unattended Moment -  

and o f Douglas-Smith -  Mystics Come to Harley Street -  in  which both 

authors find there to be a peak o f  mystical experience in  the late teenage 

years. Douglas-Smith suggests a further peak around the age o f 35 years.

337.
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In the f ir s t  place i t  needs to he said that, whilst their common 

conclusion appears s ign ifican t, i t  needs to he treated with considerable 

reserve. A greater problem than s ta tis t ica l quirks is  the very real 

problem that neither used cr iter ia  for the cases they analysed or sought 

to confirm the impression their correspondents gave by comparing results 

with a study o f the experience o f other age groups. Whilst man;/ o f 

their cases would qualify as mystical by the standards I suggest, many 

would not and in  Pafford 's study not a few would count only as ecstatic 

or 'peak' experience as no sensory impressions o f 'd iv in ity ' were reported. 

I f  such cases have no relationship with mystical experience, these authors 

are averaging-out quite d ifferent conditions to no e ffe c t  though i f ,  

as I believe, trauma is  the common background both for ecstatic and 

mystical experience, the findings would have relevance but only in this 

context. Though Pafford 's study showed the incidence o f mystical experience 

was associated with earl; adulthood rather than puberty, since he only 

studied students, we have no way o f knowing how the peak he noted at 

age 19 in males,s lig h tly  earlier in  females, compares with other stages 

later in  l i f e .  Nor do we know how much the 'campus fa ctor ' -  i . e .  a 

greater willingness to discuss personal experience -  affected the 

percentage reporting such experiences in Paffdrd's study or distorted 

DouglafrSmith's post-bag. That more 19 year olds than 49 year olds 

respond to such studies may not give a true indication as to what is  

or is  not the case. Perhaps only a survey across a l l  age groups, using 

clear cut cr iter ia  fo r  what constitutes mystical experience, could 

establish how quch truth there is  in  the link with age.

That said , i f  there were such a link, I see no reason to look beyond 

the hypothesis already given. Unlike some morbid condition which only
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strikes some particular age group thus suggesting a cause In the metabolic 

pecu liarities of that group, mystical experience can and does occur 

from earliest childhood to old-age and therefore i t  would only be necessary 

to suggest why some group was more susceptible than others. In terms o f 

trauma and its  operative conditions, I fee l we might reasonably predict 

a teen-age peak without needing to resort to arguments which might tie  

mystical experience exclusively with this age-group. I t  is  not far­

fetched to argue that this group is  more vulnerable to trauma and that 

their socia l habits are more lik e ly  to put them in the -way o f triggers 

for  reaction. I t  may be a generalization though the reader w ill under­

stand when I suggest that the late adolescent typ ically  has rather an 

exaggerated awareness o f se lf-id en tity  that is  perhaps not very secure 

and, certainly, a mixture o f inexperience o f dealing with l i f e 's  problems 

and the very real e ffe cts  o f sexual a ct iv ity , late nights, an absorption 

in  ex is ten tia l  questions etc. which together may combine to make the 

incidence o f trauma, more lik e ly  than in later l i f e .  Another angle would 

be to relate mystical experience to personality development -  something 

I consider in  the next chapter -  and thus this is  one age when we would 

expect a peak -  i t  would be very interesting to know whether, as Douglas- 

Smith suggests, there are other peaks and whether these relate to  stages 

in  emotional maturation and also to recognized periods in  which the s e l f -  

identity is  vulnerable such as the 'm id -life ' c r is is . These thoughts 

are not conclusive but only aimed at showing, should correlations with 

age be established, that we could understand these quite simply in  terms 

of the trauma model. One fin a l point about age i s ,  as Douglas-Smith says, 

that a teen-age peak gives us good grounds fo r  distinguishing mystical 

experience from any other ¡recognized form o f mental illn ess  a l l  o f which 

typ ica lly  have quite d ifferent ages o f onset»
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GENDER.

In some conditions, hysteria, for example, there is  a marked difference 

between the respective percentage o f men and women but this is  not 

apparent in  the case o f mystical experience. Back and Bourque's 1970 

findings did show that 44$ o f cases are reported by women and only 

36$ by men and Douglas-Smith's findings also showed a slight predominance 

o f women but these figures are not s ta tis t ica lly  s ign ifican t. In any 

event, a predominance o f women might be explained in  terms o f socia l 

stereotyping for i t  is  perhaps socia lly  more acceptable fo r  women to 

admit to such experiences than for  men to. The expectations o f organized 

re lig ion  might play a part in  this and a cross-cultural comparison in 

this respect might be most revealing, ( i t  would be interesting to know 

also whether or no,t cultural stereotyping showed i t s e l f  in  the relative 

numbers o f men and women who, having had a mystic experience, then adopt 

a life s ty le  consonAnt with their insight. On the face o f i t ,  for 

cultural reasons, i t  is  easier for  a Hindu male to leave his family 

and possessions than for  a Hindu woman, whereas the reverse might be 

true in  the west where clearly  defined male socia l roles might conspire 

against such an action . In any event i t  is  quite lik e ly  that such 

stereotyping influences the number o f cases reported much as the 'campus 

factor ' is  sign ificant in  studies o f age). This slight imbalance has, 

in  the past, led to a host o f theories about the causes of religious 

experience( from the greater involvement o f women in organized re lig ion  

to soc ia lly  induced female gu ilt and submissiveness and Freudian notions 

o f in fan tile  attachment to male religious figures but none o f this can 

possibly be ju s t ifie d . Unlike the case when one is  dealing with a 

disease such as haemophilia which only attacks men, we cannot use a 

marginal imbalance as evidence for  the causal role played by gender,
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be i t  in  physiologica l, psychological or socio log ica l terms, 

in  the occurrence o f an experience common to both sexes. One can 

account fo r  the difference between the genders in  terms relating to 

wcanen but not attempt to explain the experience i t s e l f  in  these terms 

as the Freudian notion, for example, appears to . However, gender would 

not appear to be an important factor, especially , I fancy, i f  we had 

figures sp e c ifica lly  fo r  mystical perception rather than religious 

experience in  general and stereotyping appears su ffic ien t explanation 

fo r  any discrepancy that might occur.

X • Q.

Though Back and Bourque use terms such as 'blue co lla r ' which might 

imply a certain educational level in  addition to socia l status, I 

prefer to distinguish the two as there is  no necessary relationship 

between them and in  mysticism i t  may even be the case that an experient 

chooses to belong to the lowest socia l class despite a strong in te lle c t .

The evidence in  the case o f I.Q . is  slender. Douglas-Smith noted 

that his respondents were, on the whole, markedly lite ra te . This may 

be a case o f the 'middle class novel' factor (only middle class people 

have the time, the education and quite possibly the motivation to 

describe something as complex as their own experience for  there is  a 

certain tradition of such writing) a comment which might also apply 

to Laski's group, yet Douglas-Smith is  probably quite right to argue 

that there is  no reason to associate mystical experience characteristica lly  

with low I.Q . as there is  hysteria. I t  would however be hard -  and 

probably quite meaningless -  to attempt to relate mysticism to high I.Q. 

since the proportion o f  those less able and confident in  describing i t
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can never accurately be ascertained. Certainly some R.E.R.U. cases lack 

the elegance and religious allusions that we traditionally expect from 

the best mystical writers and in  so far as they are also rather 

incoherent and seemingly more defensive about their claims» one could 

argue that mystical experience occurs against the background o f a l l  

in telligence levels. Any apparent correlation  be Ween intelligence 

and mystical perception can then probably be more simply explained in 

other terms and i t  would require a quantitative survey to show that I.Q . 

(so d i f f ic u lt  to gauge in  a meaningful way anyway) was a relevant factor.

CIASS.

Douglas-Smith and Back and Bourque report con flictin g  findings about 

the socia l status o f experients. Douglas-Smith found a preponderance 

of his respondents were o f  socio-economic groups 2 & 3» perhaps because 

o f the ’ middle class novel' fa ctor, whilst Back and Bourque found a 

higher proportion amongst lower socio-economic groups but perhaps this 

was because they were researching relig ious rather than sp ec ifica lly  

mystical experience. In the IT.S.A*, i t  seems, there is  a, greater 

involvement in church a ctiv ity  amongst the poorer classes, coloureds, 

recent immigrants etc. and often the churches which cater for such 

groups -  Baptists, Pentecostal is t s  etc. -  stress experience o f the 

charismatic variety. Such experience might involve altered states o f 

consciousness and strong 're lig io u s ' feelings (one thinks o f rev iva list 

and negro pentecosta lis t  meetings) yet these experiences do not 

necessarily involve perception o f  'divine things' at least in the 

concrete sensory sense being used here. Such reasoning may explain 

these different findings in  socio log ica l terms and i f  i t  does, there
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is  l i t t l e  evidence tc connect mystical experience to socia l class 

though Batson and Ventis, fo r  example, opine towards Back and Bourque's 

analysis» Nevertheless there are two points o f in terest i f  there are 

no clear indications one way or the other. The f i r s t  o f these is  that 

mystical experience, unlike mental il ln e s s , is  not strongly correlated 

with the very lowest socia l groups. Y/hatever their respective 

aetiologies i t  might he that because mental illn ess  is  often prolonged, 

there is  an easily envisaged correlation with poor soc ia l and economic 

achievement whereas mystical experience is  b r ie f and infrequent, and, 

treated as a self-contained event, is  lik e ly  to have l i t t l e  impact on 

performance (might one predict that the greater number o f mystical 

experiences an individual has, the worse his socia l and economic 

performance? I f  so , the explanation might prove very complex). The 

second point is  that there is  l i t t l e  evidence that modern-day mystics 

as a class choose the way o f poverty and ascetism as was expected o f 

such individuals in  earlier times. Surveys show a professed increased 

'altruism ' but l i t t l e  general sign of the renunciation o f worldly l i f e  

as chosen by, for  example, Francis o f A ssisi who followed the be lie fs  

derived from his own experience to lead a very singular existence. 

Clearly prevailing re lig io -cu ltu ra l b e lie fs  and conventions shape the 

behaviour o f mystics as much as anybody else but, i f  modern mystical 

experience carries something o f the life-changing force that i t  seems 

to have done in  the past, one would expect, at least in  some cases, 

modern mystics to pursue other goals than worldly ones even though 

this drive is  not so c ia lly  re-in forced . (The divergence o f be lie fs  

and directions based on personal mystical experience and those laid down 

by modern secular society  might make an interesting study. V/hat factors 

are involved in  the renunciation o f worldly aims by a modern individual
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against a l l  contemporary notions o f se lf-in terest?  Why do some, whilst 

professing greater altruism etc. having had a seemingly profound 

experience, try to iso la te  their experience and maintain their former 

lifestyles?)There may indeed he a sub-culture o f individuals who have 

deliberately chosen a reclusive existence to work in  low paid, low status, 

jobs with the needy etc. and as many who have lost their 'ta ste ' for  the 

world and thus are low achievers in  worldly terms though they have made 

no clear decision to renounce the world. I f  such a group were to be 

id en tified , i t  would be interesting to know i f  their behaviour was 

primarily determined by the profound and sustained nature o f their 

experience or whether i t  is  best explained in  terms o f their individual 

psychological reactions to their experience. I speculate that there 

may indeed be a relationship between a sub-group o f  mystics and low status 

but there is  no indication that this is  generally the case and: unlike 

'mental' il ln e ss , no clear pattern emerges in  .this-respect.

HA.CE«

The la st  demographic factor which might conceivably have any relevance 

to the occurrence o f mystical experience is  ethnic origin . Back and 

Bourque's study in  the U.S.A. showed that blacks more frequently reported 

relig ious experience than whites and there is  a more general association 

o f mysticism and race(s) as in  the case o f Hindus in  India. Back and 

Bourque's study can be discounted for  a variety o f reasons -  the problem 

of 'r e lig io u s ' as opposed to 'm ystical' experience, the p oss ib ility  that 

stereotyping induces/allows more blacks to report such experience and, 

most importantly, because blacks tend to have their own d istin ctive  

sty le  o f re lig ion , the respective roles o f race and re lig ion  cannot be 

distinguished. This last point is  in  fa ct a widespread problem, for

i
\
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Hinduism is  common to a few identifiable  racia l groups and there are 

the Jews, shinto and Zen/Japanese etc. Unlike 's ick le  c e ll  anaemia', 

mystical experience is  not limited to any group o f races and there is  

l i t t l e  reason to suppose that some racial groups (as d istin ct from 

religious cultures) are more prone to mystical experience than others.

One might guess that 'prim itive ' peoples generally are more prone to 

these types o f experience than those in  the mainstream o f western thought 

Ginzhurg makes the point that growing rationalism ended the 'benandanti' 

movement in  the 17th century, Fiule d is tr ic t  o f Ita ly  -  but in  this case, 

race is  co-incidental and one would be looking at socio log ica l and 

anthropological factors rather than racia l ones for the explanation •

B) SOCIO-CULTUEAL HACTOIS.

Of a l l  the possible correlations with socia l structures that with 

re lig ion  has been concentrated, on to >the exclusion o f  a ll. e lse . Since 

I have discussed elsewhere my reasons for doubting whether the apparent 

link between mystical experience and organized re lig ion  stands up, I 

w ill only recapitulate why i t  is  I  believe this link is  more apparent 

than rea l. However, before doing so i t  is  worth pointing out that 

religious tradition does not ex ist within a vacuum and, when looking 

for possible causes o f  mystical experience in  society , socio log ists  

might spread "their net wider. For example, i t  might be wondered whether 

mystical re lig ion  is  associated with times when religious be lie fs  

represent cultural orthodoxy or rather with periods o f in sta b ility  in  

in te llectu a l outlook. The uncertainty of l i f e  for  individuals in  any 

age apart, i t  seems to me possible that the s c ie n t ific  rationale o f 

our own age or the clash o f ideologies at other times may, perhaps 

through a general increase in  anxiety, have more o f a bearing on the
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o f the fa ith fu l in  more settled times. I t  would indeed he a paradox 

i-f atheism, like war, fear o f  famine e t c . ,  prompted an increase in  

the occurrence o f mystical experience. Certainly there is  no evidence 

that mystical experience has declined along with traditional b e lie fs  -  

though the reporting o f  this experience may he more inhibited and it s  

soc ia l role  marginalized. I t  may he d i f f ic u lt  to make a case for  such 

correlations hut i f  one does not assume a simple relationship between 

religious tradition and experience, there is  a p o ss ib ility  that 

instructive links may he established with other aspects o f  society  in  

so far as these are revealed in  outbreaks o f  uncommon experience at 

the individual leve l. The fear o f  war, famine or simple angst may 

provide more o f a clue then to the background of cases than an examination 

o f the in te llectu a l content o f religious tradition. I t  is  perhaps 

also worth pointing out here that because a human experience has a 

socia l dimension, i t  does not mean that the socia l value i t  has explains 

it s  occurrence. As anthropologists t e l l  us many cultures have come to 

be bu ilt  around the mystical experiences o f  shamans and saints and that 

these have been used to validate be lie fs  and customs and give positive 

expression to communal identity . Yet this socia l dimension, in  some 

cases, forms no part o f the explanation o f the experience i f  you find , 

say, that ritualized practices leading to excitation or trauma -  penances, 

drugs, frenzied dancing etc. alone provide the common thread cementing 

these experiences with others that serve no socia l purpose. The 

in stitu tion a l role  in  these cases w ill only account fo r  why some cultures 

indulge in  practices which make the desired experiences more lik e ly .

One must treat with suspicion any claim that there is  some simple d irect 

connection between society  and it s  institutions and the actual experience

3 4 6 .
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o f  any o f  i t s  members.

I t  w i l l  be r e c a l le d  th a t I  o b je c te d  to  the l in k  w ith  r e l ig io u s  t r a d it io n  

on two main grounds a ) th a t i t  cou ld  not be shown th at a l l  m ystics  

b e lon g ed , in  any m eaningful way, t o  a r e l ig i o u s  t r a d i t io n  and b ) th a t 

we m ight ex p la in  the apparent in c id e n c e  o f  con firm in g  ex p erien ce  amongst 

su b -cu ltu r e s  in  o th er  ways. Taken to g e th e r  w ith  the d i f f i c u l t y  o f  

ju s t i f y in g  the w hole 'c o n t e x t u a l ' herm eneutic -  our sen sory  ex p erien ce  

i s  sim ply n o t  co n d it io n e d  by a cq u ired  'c o g n i t iv e  s t r u c t u r e s ' -  I  see  

no rea son  t o  a cce p t  th a t the e x is te n c e  o f  r e l ig io u s  b e l i e f s ,  whether 

as a p r e v a i l in g  orth odoxy  or  s u b -c u l t u r a l ly ,  has any r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  

the occu rren ce  o f  m y s t ica l ex p erien ce  or  th e  form th a t i t  ta k es . When 

we d is c o v e r  th a t the r e l ig io u s  s e t t in g s ,  sa y , p ra y e r , church s e r v ic e s  e t c .  

a re  m entioned as th e background t o  under 10^ o f  I a s k i 's  cases and in  

on ly  20^ o f  her 'r e l i g i o u s '  group -  and th a t on ly  one th ird  o f  h er 

s u b je c ts  claim ed to  be r e l ig io u s  (5 7 ) I  am n ot persuaded o f  the ca u sa l 

r o le  o f  r e l ig io u s  t r a d it io n  in  th ese  e x p e r ie n ce s . In  Lynn M oeh le 's  

stu d y  o f  the ex p erien ce  o f  the r e l i g i o u s ,  though we fin d  a l in k  between 

th e type o f  r e l ig io u s  ex p erien ce  o f  the young and t h e ir  church 

a f f i l i a t i o n s ,  no s ig n i f i c a n t  denom ination al p a tte rn  emerged amongst 

the a d u lts  nor was the mean o f  t h e ir  adherence to  t h e ir  r e l i g i o n  a t  

a l l  h i^ i  (5 8 ) .  The 's tu d e n t g rou p ’ f in d in g s  can be exp la in ed  in  o th er  

ways and even h ere  many ex p erien ces  re p o r te d  were 'n o n - t r a d i t io n a l ' and 

o u ts id e  o f  the co n te x t  o f  church involvem ent -  an a lm ost 's e c u la r  

d e f in i t i o n  o f  a r e l ig i o u s  e x p e r ie n c e ' (59). I f ,  as i n  Sunden's a n a ly s is ,  

s p i r i t u a l  ex p erien ce  in co r p o ra te s  t r a d it io n a l  r e la t io n s h ip s  between man 

and God, one wonders why th ese  r o le s  a re  id e n t i f i a b l e  a t  a l l  in
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s p e c ta c u la r ly  few r e l ig io u s  cases  l e t  a lon e  amongst th ose  w ith  no 

r e l ig io u s  in volvem en t. Though such s tu d ie s  are  m erely straws in  the 

w ind, taken to g e th e r  w ith  t h e o r e t ic a l  problem s I  can see  no reason  f o r  

a c c e p t in g  th a t r e l ig io u s  b e l i e f  makes any im pact on th e occu rren ce  o f  

th ese  ex p erien ces  -  save in  so  fa r  as any p r a c t ic e s  th ey  promote may 

happen t o  r e p l i c a t e  the p h y s io lo g ic a l  co n d it io n s  th a t make occu rren ce  

more l ik e ly *  In d eed , g iv en  the f a c t  o f  c r o s s -c u l t u r a l  f e r t i l i z a t i o n  

o f  r e l ig i o u s  t r a d i t io n s ,  I  f a i l  t o  see  how the l in k ,  were th ere  to  be one, 

cou ld  ever be dem onstrated. For th ese  reason s the on ly  r o l e  I  see  f o r  

r e l ig i o u s  t r a d i t io n  i s  in  the gen era l way s u b je c ts  w i l l  choose to  

in t e r p r e t  th e ir  e x p e r ie n ce . The ’ naming o f  the r e l ig io u s  f ig u r e ' in  

'N ear-d ea th  e x p e r ie n c e ' w aSascribed to  c u ltu r a l  in f lu e n c e  -  though th ere  

was no o th er  d i f fe r e n c e  between the Hindu and C h r is t ia n  in  th is  case  (6 0 ) -  

and perhaps the v e ry  con cept o f  con ta ct  w ith  d iv in i t y  i s  borrowed by 

m y stics  from r e l ig io u s  t r a d i t io n ,  though, i f  i t  d id n 't  a lre a d y  e x i s t ,

I  s u s p e c t , they would have had t o  in v en t i t .  I t  i s  then my co n te n tio n  

th a t though in te r p r e ta t io n s  o f  m y s t ica l ex p erien ce  may, up to  a p o in t ,  

be 'c o n s e r v a t iv e ' r e f l e c t i n g  s o c i e t y 's  understanding o f  the 's u p e rn a tu ra l ' 

and though s o c ie t y  may impose r o l e s ,  even s e lf-u n d e rs ta n d in g  , on the 

m ystic  th ere  i s  no ev iden ce  a t  a l l  th a t r e l ig i o u s  b e l i e f s  a re  co r r e la te d  

w ith  th e occu rren ce  o f  the ex p erien ce  and whatever form i t  ta k es .

C) BEHAVIOURAL FACTOBS.

One might wish to make something of the oft-noted long term improvement 

in behaviour and attitude following mystical experience, at least in those 

cases where such experience occurs infrequently. Margolis talks of 

'feelings of great happiness, security and peacefulness', Ludwig of
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’ f e e l in g s  o f  re ju v e n a t io n , Pahnke o f  a 'p o s i t iv e  change in  a t t i t u d e ' 

and Hood o f  'optim ism  and co n fid e n ce  i n  p e rso n a l s u r v i v a l ' ,  in  sh o rt  

m ost are  agreed about the 'in t e g r a t iv e  e f f e c t s '  o f  such ex p e rie n ce s .

The q u e s t io n  however i s  not whether such b e n e f i c i a l  changes occu r or 

p rov id e  a p o in t  o f  d i s t in c t i o n  w ith  most forms o f  m ental i l ln e s s  but 

w hether th ey  t e l l  us anyth ing  about the e x p e r ie n c e . Do th ese  im provem ents, 

w hich happen to  be l i fe -e n h a n c in g , m erely  a r is e  c o n t in g e n t ly  from the 

s u b je c t 's  in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  h is  e x p e r ie n ce ?  I t  would not be hard to  

a c ce p t  th a t the b e l i e f  in  a p erson a l God and w ider p erso n a l meaning 

and va lu e  th at m y s t ica l ex p erien ce  appears t o  v a l id a te ,  in  i t s e l f  

b r in g s  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  b e n e f i t s .  I  am n ot h ere  d is c u s s in g  the marked 

s p i r i t u a l  phase but on ly  making the p o in t  th a t  any ex p erien ce  o f  lo v e  

and p r o t e c t io n  w hich makes the in d iv id u a l f e e l  v a lu a b le  w i l l ,  re g a rd le s s  

o f  c o n te x t , a llo w  the s u b je c t  t o  fa c e  l i f e  w ith  g re a te r  co n fid e n ce . I f  

m y stics  were to  b e l ie v e  th a t t h e ir  ex p erien ces  were d e lu so ry  or  thecdo«^ 

interpret«!them  as a demonic t r i c k ,  would the same b e n e f i t s  n on eth eless  

o ccu r?  I t  h e lps l i t t l e  to  adopt the o ld  t h e o lo g ic a l  l i n e ,  as V a in rig h t 

and many p s y c h o lo g is ts  have don e, th at i f ,  in  the lo n g  run, i t  i s  

b e n e f i c i a l ,  i t  i s  an a u th e n tic  m y s t ica l ex p erien ce  f o r  th is  does not 

e s t a b l is h  whether the e f f e c t s  are  a d i r e c t  consequence o f  the ex p erien ce  

o r  s im ply  an a c c id e n t  a r is in g  from the way in  which the in d iv id u a l has 

been con d ition ed  t o  in t e r p r e t  i t .  I t  i s  perhaps n ot unim portant in  

th is  co n te x t  th a t what we mean by p o s i t iv e  e f f e c t s  has changed in  

a ccord an ce  w ith  our v a lu e s . 'C la s s i c '  m y stics  such as John o f  the C ross, 

T eresa o f  A v ila  and D iadochos o f  P h otik i b e lie v e d  th at lo n g - la s t in g  

' p r a y e r fu ln e s s ', 'h u m il ity ' and freedom  from  w ordly  d e s ir e s  betokened 

a genuine m y st ica l ex p erien ce  whereas modern p s y c h o lo g is ts  might fin d



35°

such t r a i t s  m orbid, co n ce n tra t in g  in stea d  on sense o f  w e l l -b e in g  and 

g re a te r  p erson a l e f f e c t iv e n e s s .  Tty own view  i s  th at we can read v ery  

l i t t l e  in t o  lon g -term  changes in  a t t itu d e  and behaviour beyond sa y in g  

in  g en era l terns that the exp erien ce  o f  r e c e iv in g  su pern atu ra l a id  

and com fort when we most needed i t  i s  l i k e l y  t o  be a form ative  or 

anchor exp erien ce  w ith  q u ite  n a tu ra l e f f e c t s  on our subsequent o u t lo o k . 

I f  th is  i s  so  we can deduce n oth in g  about the exp erien ce  i t s e l f  from 

th ese  e f f e c t s  even i f ,  f o r  the sake o f  argum ent, we a c c e p t  th a t they  

a re  t y p i c a l ly  l i fe -e n h a n c in g  f o r ,  a t  m ost, th ey  show th at in  many 

cu ltu re s  we in te r p r e t  m y s t ica l ex p erien ce  as a good th in g  but n o t , in  

the lo n g  term , th a t th ese  ex p erien ces  o f  n e c e s s it y  g iv e  r i s e  to  a 

c h a r a c te r iz a b le  o u t lo o k  w hich , l ik e  p a ra n o ia , one m ight t r e a t  as 

sym ptom atic and h avin g  a d ia g n o s t ic  v a lu e .

Though we may o fte n  fin d  lon g -term  improvements in  in d iv id u a ls ,  sometimes 

in  marked co n tra s t  t o  a p rev iou s s ta te  o f  deep e x is t e n t ia l  a n x ie ty  and 

a g en era l in t e r e s t  i n  r e l i g i o n  amongst m y s t ic s , a t  le a s t  subsequent 

t o  t h e ir  e x p e r ie n ce , the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  th ere  b e in g  a peak age f o r  such 

ex p erien ce  a lon e  seems re le v a n t  to  an understanding o f  what does take 

p la ce  and th is  can be understood  in  terms o f  the model a lre a d y  p rop osed . 

I f  th ere  a re  oth er c o r r e la te s  o f  the ex p erien ce  y e t  t o  be d iscov ered  

w hich would d e fin e  the c o n d it io n  in  terms in com p a tib le  w ith  the tw o -fo ld  

h y p o th e s is , I  cannot guess what th ey  m ight he.

TV

T:m CEAPACTEPJZATIOIT OF ITYSTICAI -  A OHUIATY.

I f  the view  taken in  th is  and the p reced in g  ch apters i s  j u s t i f i e d ,  m y s t ica l 

ex p erien ce  can he seen  as a v e ry  d i s t in c t i v e  phenomenon th a t takes p la ce
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■within the co n te x t  o f  an e a s i ly  re co g n ize d  background. The background 

c o n s is t s  o f  two, a p p a ren tly , q u ite  d i s t i n c t  sequ en ces: -

1 . TRIGGER-REACTION SEQUENCE.

A. P r e c ip it a t in g  c r i s i s  th at causes s t r e s s ,  a n x ie ty , in ju r y .  As in  

mundane cases th is  may be any one o f  l i f e ' s  v ic is s i t u d e s  though we 

fr e q u e n t ly  encoun ter an e x i s t e n t i a l / s p i r i t u a l  c r i s i s  that i s  t y p ic a l

o f  the exaggerated  sen se  o f  s e l f - i s o l a t i o n  norm ally found in  th is  phase.

B. Four co n d it io n s  w hich f a c i l i t a t e  th e t r ig g e r in g  o f  the r e a c t io n  

which a re  1. an a cu te  sense o f  e g o - id e n t i t y ,  2 . the redundancy o f  e g o -  

c o n t r o l ,  5» co n d it io n s  which fa v o u r  the r e la x a t io n  o f  e g o -c o n tr o l  and

4 .  a t r ip -w ir e ,  perhaps sometimes s e lf -g e n e r a te d  in  the case  o f  m y s t ic s , 

which a llo w s  the m e ta b o lic  r e a c t io n  generated  by the th rea t t o  w e l l-b e in g
t

t o  take p la c e .

C. The autonom ic r e a c t io n ,  once t r ig g e r e d , appears to  be the same in  

m y s t ic a l  cases as in  everyday cases  o f  shock  and a l l i e d  c o n d it io n s . 

M eta b o lic  changes undoubtedly  o ccu r  and the co n d it io n  i s  d ia gn osab le  

by  th e  i n i t i a l  u n con sciou sn ess  o f  the s u b je c t ,  tra n ce /d a ze  and gen era l 

p oor resp on siven ess  to  the environm ent and such symptoms as u n c o n tr o lla b le  

sh ak in g , p a lp i ta t io n s ,  in coh eren ce  e t c .  The co n d it io n  i s  a ls o  

c h a ra c te r iz a b le  d e s c r ip t iv e ly  -  1.Ego-abandonment i . e .  a re d u c t io n  in  

s u b je c t i v i t y  and, o f t e n ,  a lo s s  o f  a l l  con sc iou sn ess  in  mundane cases

and a l l  environm ental awareness in  m y s t ica l ca ses , 2 . D is o r ie n ta t io n  

and a  lo s s  o f  sense o f  time and c o n t in u ity . 3» F ee lin g s  o f  warmth and 

p ea ce . 4* F requently  euphoria  o r ,  a t  l e a s t ,  an e x c ite d  and em otional 

s ta te  o f  mind. 5» Q u a s i-p h y s ica l se n sa tion s  such as t in g l in g  and numbness. 

I t  i s  my co n te n tio n  th a t when we en cou n ter th ese  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  -  which 

may be more marked on some o c c a s io n s  than oth ers due to  the g re a t  

v a r ia t io n  in  the symptomology o f  th is  r e a c t io n  -  we can a t t r ib u t e  them
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to  th is  canmonplc.ce r e a c t io n  ra th e r  than to  the m y s t ica l ex p erien ce  

w h ich , i f  a t  a l l ,  w i l l  o ccu r a g a in s t  t h is  background. As shock can 

take some time to  wear o f f ,  a l l  th a t su bsequ en tly  happens on ly  in  the 

case  o f  m y s t ics , does so  in  th is  c o n te x t , though, i f  the  s p ir i t u a l  s ta te  

i s  v ery  p ro lon g ed , i t  may be rea son a b le  to  suppose th a t in  i t s  l a t t e r  

s ta g es  shock i s  no lon g er  an im portant f a c t o r .  This sequence occu rs  

commonly and has no in t e g r a l  con n ection  w ith  m y stica l ex p erien ce  -  

m y stics  such as T eresa  o f  A v ila  may have e x p e r ie n ce d ib o th .w ith  and 

w ith ou t any m y stica l ex p erien ce  o c c u rr in g  -  though, as I  have argued , 

i t  i s  a n ecessa ry  c o n d it io n  f o r  the occu rren ce  o f  the second sequ en ce .

2 . MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE AND SHIFT TO SPIRITUALITY.

This second sequ en ce, takes p la c e  a g a in st the background o f  tra u m a tiza tion  

but does so  on ly  r a r e ly .  The s h i f t  t o  s p i r i t u a l i t y  may a ls o  occu r 

a g a in s t  th is  background w ith ou t a m y s t ica l p e rc e p t io n  b e in g  r e p o r te d .

The m y s t ica l p e rc e p t io n  norm ally  takes p la c e  im m ediately a f t e r  the 

traum atic r e a c t io n  and adds a w h o lly  new a sp e ct  t o  the traum atic s ta te  

a g a in s t  which i t  takes p la c e .  The s u b je c t  becomes aware, in  a v ery  

co n cre te  sen sory  way, o f  a su p ern atu ra l f o r c e  th at u s u a lly  ra d ia te s  lo v e .  

The con ten t o f  th ese  ex p erien ces  v a r ie s  v ery  c o n s id e r a b ly . Sometimes 

th ere  i s  f e l t  t o  be a un ion  'o u t s id e ' o f  tim e and sp a ce , sometimes 

p e n e tra t io n  or s im ply  p resen ce , sometimes the ex p erien ce  i s  v is u a l ,  more 

o ft e n  i t  i s  n o t . As d is cu ssed  in  ch apter 2 ,  th ere  are v ery  r e a l  

d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  the way o f  un derstan din g  exa ctly ’- what i t  i s  the m ystic 

e x p erien ces  a t  t h is  moment beyond the f a c t  that th ese  se n sa tion s  make 

the pro fou n d est im p ression  and, f o r  him a t  l e a s t ,  ca rr y  a w ealth  o f  

m eaning. We may d is t in g u is h  th e s e , sh o rt  l i v e d ,  p e rce p tio n s  from oth er 

e x p erien ces  in v o lv in g  r e l ig io u s  im agery e t c .  s im ply  on the b a s is  that 

once ex p erien ced , n ever fo r g o t te n . Indeed they a re  so  s t r ik in g  th a t



553

the v e r i d i c a l i t y  o f  these ex p erien ces  i s  n ever s e r io u s ly  doubted. Though 

the s u b je c t  may con tin u e  to  be aware o f  the fe a ta re s  c h a r a c t e r is t i c  o f  

h is  tra u m a tiza tion , the  m y st ica l p e rc e p t io n  i s  som ething q u ite  d i s t in c t  

from th ese  though., a t  the moment, we have no reason  to  b e lie v e  that 

d ia g n o s t ic a l ly  i t  c o n s t itu te s  a sep a ra te  s ta te  such th a t  the ob server  

cou ld  d is t in g u is h  between someone i n  a s t a te  o f  shock and someone 

h a v in g  a m y stica l ex p erien ce  i n  a s ta te  o f  shock  ( in  one in t e r e s t in g  

example Catherine o f  S iena f e l t  h e r s e l f  t o  be r e c e iv in g  the stigm ata 

w h ils t  t o  observers she was in  a 'dead f a i n t '  (61)^)

The m y s t ica l p e r c e p t io n , u s u a lly  b r i e f ,  g iv e s  way to  what I  have termed 

the s p i r i t u a l  o r ie n ta t io n  which always su cceed s i t  -  though th is  can 

occu r  w ith ou t m y s t ica l p e rc e p t io n  and which i s  a marked s ta te  w ith  

c h a r a c t e r is t i c  fe a tu re s  th a t can la s t  from  an hour or so  or f o r  s e v e ra l 

weeks o r  even lo n g e r . Though d u rin g  th is  phase there a re  no fu r th e r  

co n cre te  'su p e rn a tu ra l ' p e rce p tio n s  th e s u b je c t  f e e l s  h im se lf  1 . t o  

have an id e n t i t y  extended beyond the body-im age, 2 .  has a marked 

u n derstan d in g  o f  the w orld and h is  p la ce  in  i t  in  m etaph ysica l term s,

3» f e e l s  a m oral im p u lsion  towards se lf-im p rov em en t, 4» has a new 

a t t itu d e  to  l i f e  ch a ra cte r iz e d  by  'b a s i c  t r u s t ' ,  5» has an unfocused 

f e e l in g  o f  a ltru ism  f o r  h is  fe l lo w s  and o ft e n  a l l  l i v in g  th in g s ,

6 . r a d i c a l l y  s im p l i f ie s  l i f e - s t y l e  and 7» ex p erien ces  a range o f  changes 

such as in crea sed  en ergy , a ra re  t r a n q u i l i t y  and a heightened sen sory  

aw areness. None o f  th ese  im p ression s i s  in com p a tib le  w ith  a continuing-, 

though d im in ish in g  l e v e l  o f  tra u m a tiza tion  though c l e a r ly  th is  frame o f  

mind d i f f e r s  from that t o  be found i n  mundane cases  o f  trauma where the 

v ic t im  retu rn s to  normal fu n c t io n in g . D esp ite  co n s id e r in g  a number o f  

p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  I  found no easy way o f  a cco u n tin g  f o r  th is  s ta te  which 

always fo l lo w s  m y st ica l ex p erien ce  and i s  so  fr e q u e n t ly  ushered in  by i t .
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A fte r  an in determ in ate  p eriod  o f  s p i r i t u a l i t y  the s u b je c t  g ra d u a lly  

retu rn s t o  e g o -fu n c t io n in g  though h is  b e l i e f s  may have been in d e l ib ly  

changed by h is  ex p erien ces  and many • p o s it iv e  e f f e c t s  on p e r s o n a lity  

and o u tlook  may be re p o r te d . Not uncommonly th is  c y c le  occu rs more than 

once. A f e e l in g  o f  i s o l a t i o n  once aga in  s e ts  in  and, g iven  another 

th rea t t o  w e l l -b e in g  th e r e a c t io n  -  w ith  the p o s s i b i l i t y  th is  has f o r  

fu r th e r  m y s t ica l ex p erien ce  and the deep sense o f  w e l l -b e in g  s p i r i t u a l i t y  

b rin g s  -  o ccu rs  a g a in . I t  may be th at some m ystics attem pt to  m anipulate 

th is  p rocess  b u t , whether they  do o r  n o t , the c y c le  may be repeated  many 

tim es b e fo r e  these v io le n t  sw ings in  s e l f - i d e n t i t y  s e t t l e  down.

I f  th is  p ic tu r e  i s  a c c u r a te , and I  c e r t a in ly  b e lie v e  i t  can be j u s t i f i e d  

by the data  we have, we may t r e a t  m y stica l experien ce  as a very  d i s t in c t i v e  

phenomenon th a t takes p la ce  under very  id e n t i f ia b le  c ircu m stan ces . Given 

the ex p la n a tion  o f  the f i r s t  phase or sequence in  n a t u r a l is t i c  terms 

there i s  the su g g e s tio n  th a t th e second might a ls o  be exp la in ed  in  t h is  

way. However, ap art from u n derstan d in g  the apparent a d a p t iv ity  o f  the 

s u b je c t 's  m in d -sta te  i n  m y s t ic a l and subsequent s p i r i t u a l  e x p e r ie n c e , i t s  

m eaningfulness and coherence f o r  him and the developm ent or  m aturation  

o f  p e r s o n a lity  w ith  w hich i t  seems t i e d ,  th ere  £Lve many d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  

seek in g  to  e x p la in  m y s t ica l ex p erien ce  n a t u r a l is t i c a l ly  and i t  i s  t o  

th ese  th a t I  now turn  in  the l i g h t  o f  a l l  th at I  have d iscu ssed  so  f a r .
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A HATURAUSTIC EXPLANATION?

V arious reason in gs have led  me t o  b e l ie v e  th a t  the on ly  way we m ight 

understand m y stica l p e r c e p t io n  i s  in  terms o f  the  w orkings o f  the
I

human organism . I  have r e je c t e d  b oth  m e n t a lis t ic  a ccou n ts  o f  m y s t ica l 

exp erien ce  -  ch ap ter 3 -  and. t h e o lo g ic a l  ones -  ch apter 1 -  though I  

d id  a c ce p t  th a t th e o lo g y  addressed  th ose  a sp e c ts  o f  the ex p erien ce  

which a re  m ost th ou g h t-p rov ok in g . A lso  i n  ch apter 3 “  s e e  cavea t 7 “

I  argued th a t i t  was s im p le s t  t o  understand a l l  forms o f  m y stica l 

ex p erien ce  i n  terms w hich cou ld  be re la te d  t o  p h y s io lo g y , a view  

stren gth en ed  by  i t s  s en sory  o r  q u a s i-se n so ry  nature and by i t s
.*i

r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  trauma both  o f  which have a m e ta b o lic  b a s is .  In  

the f i r s t  s e c t io n  o f  t h is  chapter I  survey  what l i t t l e  we do know about 

the p h y s io lo g y  o f  m y s t ic a l ex p erien ce  and p o in t  out th a t f o r  any 

n a t u r a l is t i c  a ccou n t we must both  id e n t i f y  re le v a n t  p h y s io lo g ic a l  

fa c t o r s  and, even more d i f f i c u l t ,  tra ce  the mechanism through which 

the o p e ra t io n  o f  th ese  fa c t o r s  i s  tra n s cr ib e d  in t o  p e r c e p t io n . I t  i s  

c le a r  we can o f f e r  no a ccou n t o f  m y s t ica l ex p erien ce  in  th ese  terms 

which i s  n o t s u r p r is in g  as we can o f f e r  no f u l l  accou n t even o f  mundane 

p e rc e p t io n  in  th ese  terms e i t h e r .  However, as a r e s u l t  o f  th is  

unprom ising su rvey , a l l  th a t fo l lo w s  must o f  n e c e s s ity  be s p e c u la t io n .

In  s e c t io n  TT I make the assum ption th at we cou ld  o f f e r  a f u l l  

n a t u r a l is t i c  a ccou n t and ask w hether, on the b a s is  o f  th is  assum ption , 

we would irdsh to  a c c e p t  a n a t u r a l is t i c  d e s c r ip t io n  as a f u l l  and f i n a l  

accou n t o f  m y s t ica l e x p e r ie n c e . The q u e s t io n  o f  r e d u c t io n  can be 

broached i n  the absence o f  any p a r t ic u la r  p h y s io lo g ic a l  a ccou n t as both  

o f  the p r in c ip a l  co n s id e r a t io n s  -  A . the in fo rm a tio n  va lu e  the ex p e r ie n ce  

has and B. the problem  o f  w hether even epiphenomena may r e q u ir e  a h ig h e r

CHAPTER 6 .
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ord er o f  ex p la n a tio n  than a p h y s ic a l  a ccou n t a lon e  cou ld  g iv e  a re  u n re la ted  

t o  the type o f  n a tu ra l d e s c r ip t io n  w hich might be g iv e n . I  a ls o  co n s id e r  

h ere , in  p a ss in g , the gen era l q u e s t io n  o f  epiphenomenalism versus 

id e a lism , i . e .  the p o s s i b i l i t y  th a t  exp erien ce  be lon gs t o  a w h olly  

d i f f e r e n t  ca teg ory  from p h y s io lo g y , but su ggest th a t t h is  p a r t ic u la r  

query i s  o f  l i t t l e  w e ig h t. As a r e s u lt  o f  th is  d is c u s s io n  I  f in d  no 

good reason  t o  take the sim ple o p t io n  and red u ce , o r  ra th e r  ex p ect t o  

red u ce , m y s t ic a l ex p erien ce  t o  whatever n a t u r a l is t i c  a ccou n t may one day 

be o f fe r e d  and con seq u en tly , in  s e c t io n  I I I ,  I  go on to  co n s id e r  what 

we might le a rn  from  i t  beyond f i l l i n g  out our knowledge o f  p h y s io lo g y .

I  s e l e c t  h ere  th ree  areas i n  which m y st ica l ex p erien ce  poses a problem  

in  a n a tu ra l co n te x t  f o r  any com prehensive un derstan din g  o f  the human
■i

b e in g . These problem s have to  do w ith  the nature o f  human id e n t i t y ,  

human p e r s o n a lity  and the m eaningfu lness th ese  n on -e m p ir ica l and non- 

t a u t o lo g ic a l  cla im s have f o r  u s . My attem pt to  r e s o lv e  th ese  d i f f i c u l t i e s  

lead s t o  an ex p la n a tion  o f  m y s t ic a l ex p erien ce  w hich lias b oth  p a r t ic u la r  

and u n iv e rs a l a p p l ic a t io n .  This e x p la n a tio n , though on ly  a sk e tch ,

I  hope w i l l  su ggest t o  o th ers  th a t  m y s t ica l ex p erien ce  has a p iv o t a l  

p la ce  in  any un derstan din g  o f  humanity b e s id e s  shedding l i g h t  on the 

nature o f  d iv in i t y  and o th er  q u estion s  m y s t ica l cla im s o b v io u s ly  r a is e  

but which I  see  no rea son  to  ta ck le  d i r e c t ly .  The va lu e  o f  my model 

can r e a l ly  on ly  be judged i n  r e la t i o n  to  i t s  u n iv e rs a l a p p l ic a t io n  

f o r ,  I  b e l ie v e  th ere  i s  l i t t l e  p rog ress  to  be made in  a ttem p tin g  to  

understand m y stica l ex p erien ce  i n  i s o la t i o n  from the g e n e ra l b i o l o g i c a l  

framework in  which we fu n c t io n . The th ree  q u e stio n s  I  r a is e  and the 

ex p la n a tion  o f  them I  o f f e r  may, i f  n oth in g  e l s e ,  p o in t  ou t d ir e c t io n s  

f o r  fu tu re  rese a rch  f o r  I  am persuaded th a t m y s t ica l ex p erien ce
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i s  an immensely s ign ifica n t-p h en om en on  and n ot some fo o tn o te  to  p h y s io lo g y  

and hope in  th is  ch a p ter to  persuade o th e rs  to  he o f  l ik e  op in ion»

I

A PHYSIOLOGICAL DESCRIPTION OF MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE?

B eginning w ith  a rev iew  o f  the few  b e t t e r  known attem pts to  d e s c r ib e  the 

p h y s io lo g y  o f  m y s t ica l e x p e r ie n c e , I  s h a l l  move on t o  a d is c u s s io n  o f  

the problem s in h eren t in  a l l  such  a ttem p ts . F i r s t ly  I  co n s id e r  the 

two ways i n  which we m ight lo o k  f o r  a  p h y s io lo g ic a l  b a s is ,  the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  

o f  s p e c i f i c  fa c to r s  o r  by  an o v e r a l l  p h y s io lo g ic a l  s ta te  e x h ib it in g  a 

p a r t ic u la r  le v e l  o r  p r o f i l e  o f  m e ta b o lic  a c t i v i t y  and w i l l  argue th a t 

n ot on ly  do we have no firm  e v id e n c e , i t  i s  n o t  even c le a r  in  which 

d ir e c t io n  we might go in  o rd er  t o  f in d  some. S econ d ly , I  move on to  

the problem  o f  t r y in g  t o  i d e n t i f y  mechanisms which would l in k  m etabolism  

and p e rc e p t io n , a problem  w hich a f f e c t s  n o t  o n ly  s tu d ie s  o f  m y stica l 

exp erien ce  but o f  mundane e x p e r ie n ce  a l s o .  This d is c u s s io n , i f  la r g e ly  

u n fr u i t fu l ,  i s  a n ecessa ry  p re lim in a ry  f o r  the d is cu s s io n s  which fo l lo w  

and i t  w i l l  do no harm to  remind o u rse lv e s  how l i t t l e  we know about the 

m ajor q u estion s  o f  human fu n c t io n in g , e s p e c ia l ly  o f  the r e la t io n s h ip  

between mind and p e r s o n a lity  and b od y , w hich haunt the stu dy  o f  m y s t ic a l 

e x p e r ie n ce . There i s  one p r o v is o  I  need t o  make b e fo re  beg in n in g  w hich 

i s  that my in t e r e s t  i n  n a t u r a l i s t i c  d e s c r ip t io n s  i s  s o l e l y  a n a ly t ic  and 

I  have no d e ta ile d  e m p ir ica l knowledge o f  p h y s io lo g y . G iven the la ck  o f  

p rogress  by the m ed ica l p r o fe s s io n  in  the a rea s  under s c r u t in y  h ere , t h is  

i s  perhaps no bad th in g  but i t  sh ou ld  be remembered th a t  when su g g e s t in g  

a l in e  o f  enquiry  or  c r i t i c i z i n g  th e  work o f  o th e r s , I  do so  on ly  on 

p h ilo s o p h ic a l  grounds and am n o t  b a s in g  my ob serv a tion s  on experim ental 

work o f  any k in d .
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SOME ATTEMPTS TO DESCRIBE THE PHYSIOLOGICAL BASIS OF MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE. 

DAVIDSON» fo l lo w in g  G e llh orn , argues th a t th ere  are 'tw o a n a tom ica lly  

sep a ra te  systems rep resen ted  a t  a l l  l e v e ls  o f  the nervous system ' namely 

the 'e r g o t r o p ic ' and the 't r o p h o t r o p i c ' . N orm ally, i t  i s  s a id ,  one 

system  ca n ce ls  out o r  balan ces the o th er  b u t, f o r  rea son s u n exp la in ed , 

an im balance between the two or a 'breakdown o f  r e c ip r o c i t y  and 

congruence* can occu r  w ith  marked consequences f o r  the nature o f  our 

e x p e r ie n c e . When th is  happens our n eu ra l system s become u n coord in ated  

and 'th e  r e s u lt in g  im balances lead  f i n a l l y  t o  sim ultaneous e r g o tr o p ic  

and t r o p h o tr o p ic  d isch a rg es  . . .  w hereby, a f t e r  c e s s a t io n  o f  t r o p h o tr o p ic  

e x c i t a t i o n ,  s tro n g  e r g o tr o p ic  a c t iv a t io n  su perven es ' ( 1 ) .  In  o th er  

w ords, a f t e r  a p e r io d  o f  e r r a t i c  and fr e n z ie d  n eu ra l a c t i v i t y ,  a c le a r  

p a tte rn  emerges w hich i s  id e n t i f i e d  w ith  the m y st ica l s ta te  o f  c o n s c io u s ­

n e s s . Leaving a s id e  a range o f  q u estion s  one m ight w ish t o  ask about 

the r e la t io n s h ip  between a 's t r o n g  e r g o t r o p ic  a c t iv a t io n ' on the one hand 

and 'm y s t ic a l  s ta te s  o f  co n sc io u sn e ss ' on the o th er  I  f in d  two c e n tr a l  

d i f f i c u l t i e s  w ith  th is  a ccou n t. In  the f i r s t  p la ce  G e llh o r n 's  dichotom y 

d e s c r ib in g  the nervous system in  terms o f  two d i s t in c t  p ro ce sse s  i s  

e n t i r e ly  w ith ou t e m p ir ica l b a s is  and appears t o  me to  be u n n e c e ss a r ily  

com plex. Granted th a t there a re  changes in  neura l fu n c t io n in g  le a d in g  

t o  m e d ita t io n a l s t a t e s ,  I  can see  no rea son  t o  suppose that they a r is e  

from im balances between two d i s t i n c t  system s. 'E r g o t r o p ic ' and 't r o p h o t r o p ic ' 

may, l i k e  Y in and Yang, have a d e s c r ip t iv e  id e n t i t y  b u t , g iv en  the 

com p lex ity  o f  the nervous system , why should we n ot t r e a t  the d iv e r s i t y  

o f  human fu n c t io n in g  as the p rod u ct o f  changes in  the o p e ra tio n  o f  one 

u n if ie d  and in te g ra te d  p ro c e s s ?  I t  i s  c e r t a in ly  more parsim onious to  

t r e a t  the d i f fe r e n c e  between s le e p  and waking con sc iou sn ess  , sa y , as 

r e s u lt in g  from the l e v e l  o f  a c t iv a t io n  in  a s in g le  system  than co m p lica tin g  

m atters by  su g g e s tin g  th a t such s ta te s  a r is e  from  the l e v e l  o f  a c t iv a t io n
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o f  two separate  system s and the ba lan ce between them. I  can  see  no 

h y p o th e t ic a l  reason  why, i f  i t  were shown th a t the n eu ra l a c t i v i t y  o f  

m y stics  formed a d i s t i n c t i v e  p a tte rn , t h is  should not a l s o ,  in  the 

f i r s t  p la ce  a t  l e a s t ,  be a s c r ib e d  t o  a p a r t ic u la r  mode o f  an in te g ra te d  

n eu ra l m achine. A com puter s to r e s  and a n a ly ses  in fo rm a tio n  but we can 

a ls o  p la y  'sp a ce  in v a d e r s ' on i t .  We do n ot have two m achines f o r  b oth  

fu n c t io n s  a re  e x p l i c a b le  in  the la y -o u t  o f  ju s t  one p ie c e  o f  equipment 

th a t may be used i n  d i f f e r e n t  ways. My second  o b je c t io n  i s  th a t D avidson 

o f f e r s  no reason  f o r  our u s in g  the f in d in g s  from the q u ite  w e l l  s tu d ie d  

case o f  m ed ita tion  -  however th ese  might be exp la in ed  -  i n  the w h o lly  

sep ara te  case  o f  m y s t ic a l  p e r c e p t io n . M ed ita tors  may sometimes have m y st ica l 

p e rce p t io n s  -  's h e  en joyed  pure con tem p la tion  w h ile  s a y in g  the P a te r n o s te r , 

and o c c a s io n a lly  God ra is e d  her t o  p e r fe c t  un ion  w ith  H im se lf ' (2 ) -  but 

not a l l  m ed ita tors  have m y s t ica l e x p e r ie n c e s , however c h a r a c te r iz a b le  

t h e ir  h ea rt and bra in -w ave p a ttern s  may be and c le a r ly  a g re a t  many m y s t ica l 

ex p erien ces  occu r o u ts id e  o f  the co n te x t  o f  m ed ita tion . There a re  

d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  d is t in g u is h in g  between m ed ita tiv e  and m y s t ic a l ex p e r ie n ce  ' 

a t  the d e s c r ip t iv e  l e v e l  b u t , u n less  a m ed ita to r  r e p o r ts  a co n cre te  

p e rc e p t io n  o f  d i v i n i t y ,  I  see  no rea son  t o  t r e a t  h is  e x p erien ce  as m y s t ic a l 

however deep h is  tra n ce . One cou ld  q u ite  s im ply  e x p la in  the occu rren ce  

o f  m y s t ica l ex p erien ce  a g a in s t  a background o f  m e d ita t io n , as in  o th e r  

ca s e s , in  terras o f  s t r e s s ,  i f  i t  i s  the case  th a t " m in d -s t i l l in g "  e x e r c is e s  

can gen era te  s u f f i c i e n t  te n s io n  f o r  a m e ta b o lic  r e a c t io n  t o  o ccu r and 

i n  t h is  co n te x t  the h ig h ly  o cc ite d  s ta te  o f  m ed ita tors  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t .

U nlike a ' t y p i c a l 1 m e d ita tiv e  mind s t a t e ,  th ere  appears to  be no such 

th in g  as a 'm y s t ic a l  s t a te  o f  c o n sc io u sn e ss ' but on ly  m y s t ica l e x p erien ce  

a g a in s t  a v a r ie ty  o f  s ta te s  o f  mind which a re  linked  on ly  by the f a c t  th a t 

each cou ld  be exp la in ed  i n  terms o f  trauma. In  th is  ca se  the bra in -w ave
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patterns and EEG profiles  typical o f meditators, whether or not they arise 

from ergotropic a c t iv it ie s , simply have no relevance for  the phenomena 

I am studying here and only a monitoring o f mystical experience, in  

whatever context i t  should occur, can he o f  any consequence for an 

understanding o f the physiological factors involved.

STOCKSHffTER'S theory o f  'se lective  neuronal death' was formulated to 

explain tinnitus but perhaps, more than any other theory suggested, could 

have a relevance for mystical perception a lso. The brain, as can be 

demonstrated, produces many more neurones than are required for adaptive 

sense perception and many o f these surplus connections are separate from 

the main clusters and 'f i r e '  independently rather than in  conjunction 

with the main clusters on which our adaptive sense perceptions depend.

The neurones -  adaptive and unadaptive alike -  are produced in  quantity 

to replace damaged tissue caused by injury or, as is  so often the case 

in  neural problems, by vitamin deficiencies. Stocksmeyer's theory is  that 

in  healthy individuals the great majority of surplus neurones are culled 

through some selective process geared towards adaptivity hut in  some 

individuals, especially those with vitamin defic ien cies , the culling 

process breaks down. Hence in  the case o f vitamin deficiency not only 

is  there neural damage to which the body responds by producing great 

amounts o f new material but a breakdown of the cu lling  system so that 

large amounts o f unadaptive material accumulates giving r ise  to non- 

verid ica l yet wholly authentic-seeming sense impressions. One might 

speculate that such a process could account for a mystical 'sense o f 

presence', feelings o f  penetration etc. for these too are concrete and 

yet, apparently, non-veridical. This line o f thought is  strengthened by 

the common signs o f a disorder o f  the peripheral nervous system in mystics



-t in g lin g , "burning e tc. discussed above -  and the likelihood that, in 

many relig ious cases at least, prolonged fasting would in fact give rise  

to vitamin deficiency. As the condition is  reversible, i t  may be that 

changes in  the eating habits o f mystics might explain the cy c lic  or 

periodic nature o f their experience. Neither would i t  be far-fetched 

to argue that the metabolic changes in  traumatization triggered large 

clusters o f unadaptive neurones as tinnitus is  certainly affected by 

changes in  metabolism. Though entirely speculation this theory does 

have the virtue o f being testable. Those mystics who reported recent 

mystical experience could be tested for  vitamin deficiency and i t  may 

be possible to id en tify  a super-abundance o f neurones winch appear to 

serve no adaptive purpose. However, "though this may be relevant to the 

occurrence o f mystical perception I can see no way to relate Stockmeyer' s 

theory to the sp iritua l orientation which always succeeds i t  fo r  no 

non-natural perceptions are reported in this la tter phase. No theory 

which fa ils  to address both aspects o f mystical experience could be 

wholly satisfactory . Neither is  i t  clear why an accumulation of 

unadaptive neurones should give r ise  to the coherent impressions 

mystics report. God, for  them, is  not comparable to the random noises 

tinnitus sufferers hear but a tota l and integrated experience that is  

anything but localized and uncoordinated. I f  surplus neurones are 

responsible, there must be a great many o f them and they must act in-a 

synchronized way.

N5IKHAN suggests that mystical experience occurs when rational consciousness 

breaks down in the face o f'overload ' or '-deprivation' o f  stimulation.

Though I accept that deprivation o f stimulation is  one possible cause 

since I do not believe one can 'overload' the mind, I interpret subsequent
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changes in  terms o f the stress or tiredness that are associated with

undue mental a ctiv ity  or the lack o f i t .  The in te lle c t  does not seem

to he a system that requires a steady degree o f  a c t iv ity  nor do there

appear to be limits to in te llectu a l a ctiv ity  but only a price to be

paid as for  any other form o f exertion. My real objection  to Deikman's

picture however is  that there is  no evidence that a l l  mundane processes

must dissolve in  the face o f frenzied and uncoordinated neural a ctiv ity

before mystical experience can occur. As argued above, in  some cases

there may be euphoria and a complete breakdown o f ra tion a lity  but in

others mystical expedience occurs against a near-normal backgrouikl -

'I  was in  i t s  p resen ce . . .  no em otion  . . .  o n ly  i n t e r e s t '  ( 3 ) ,  a continuum

that may,only be explained in terms o f  traumatization. In some cases 
♦

mystical perceptions are said to be simultaneously subjected to rational 

analysis 'I t  was breathing a l l  around me, t i l l  the breath was coming 

through me . . .  I stood s t i l l  fo r  a long time, some words which I must 

(once) have heard came to me: "God is  S p ir it". So that was what Spirit 

meant . . .  Now, somehow I knew what the words meant' ( 4 ) so there is  no 

reason to believe either that the brain is  running r io t  or that it s  

functioning is  incompatible with rational processes. There may be 

excitation caused by the metabolic reactions o f trauma but we have no 

reason to talk o f  mystical experience as i f ,  like epilepsy, i t  was a 

state of uncontrolled neural a ct iv ity  incompatible with rational processes 

and which, at most, allowed some fevered and disordered awareness.

Mystical perceptions are subjectively coherent and the experient is  by 

no means always out o f control. I therefore neither accept that there 

is  'a mystical sta.te o f consciousness-' as d is t in ct  from mystical perception 

against whatever background this may occur nor that the mystic's 

perceptions arise from a level o f tumultuous and disordered brain a ctiv ity  

that would break down a l l  the functions o f mundane waking consciousness.
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The n o tio n  th a t mundane con sc iou sn ess  depends upon a  c e r ta in  le v e l  o f  

e l e c t r i c a l  a c t i v i t y  i n  the b ra in  and, shou ld  one in cre a se  th e  le v e l  o f  

a c t i v i t y  beyond a c e r ta in  p o in t ,  mundane con sc iou sn ess  breaks down to  

be rep la ced  by  e c s t a t i c  and e v e n tu a lly  m y s t ic a l  forms o f  awareness i s  

fr e q u e n tly  met w ith  but i s  one w hich I  f in d  odd. I t  does n o t  agree 

w ith  the fa c t s  and appears unduly s im p l i s t i c .  Everyday con sciou sn ess  

does n ot appear to  a r is e  from a _ p ro ce ss  l ik e  n u clea r  r e a c t io n  -  to o  h ot 

and i t  becomes u n co n tro lle d  to o  c o ld  and i t  s to p s  -  f o r  in  s le e p  th ere  

i s  very  con s id e ra b le  b ra in  a c t i v i t y  y e t  no mundane aw areness. I f  we 

may ex p la in  any excitem en t and changes in  p e r s o n a l i t y  and awareness 

s im ply  enough i n  terms o f  tra u m a tiz a tio n , th e re  i s  n oth in g  t o  connect 

m y s t ica l exp erien ce  w ith  a v io le n t  l e v e l  o f  e l e c t r i c a l  a c t i v i t y  in  the 

b ra in .

HAVEN'S id ea  i s  the n o v e l one th a t m y stics  a re  r e l i v i n g  the prim al moment 

o f  co n ce p tio n . 'And i f ,  as we must assume, the u n ic e l lu la r  organism 

i s  capable o f  r e c o r d in g  i t s  e x p e r ie n ce s  s o  th a t  they can be played back 

i t  may be th a t the re co rd  w i l l  be d u p lica te d  in  every  c e l l  o f  the m u lt i­

c e l lu la r  organism th at d eve lop s  from the z y g o te . The d u p lic a t io n  m ight 

accou n t f o r  the f e l t  immediacy o f  a p layback  w hich has led  some m ystics  

t o  say they f e l t  the ex p erien ce  in  th e v e ry  marrow o f  th e ir  bon es ' ( 5 ) .

So i t  might b u t, i f  we must have an in h e r ita n c e  th e o ry , I  su sp ect the 

fo e tu s  may have a b e t t e r  memory than the c e l l .  Apart from the m a n ifest 

im p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  p ro v in g  M aven's id e a ,  -  how cou ld  one dem onstrate 

that a s in g le  c e l l  has acqu ired  m em ories? -  I  would be in te r e s te d  to  know 

how Haven m ight e x p la in  a p e r c e p t io n  such as 'He was in  a p a r t ic u la r  

p la ce  about f i v e  f e e t  from  me -  a ll-e m b r a c in g  lo v e  . . .e v e r y t h in g  f i t t e d  

in t o  a m arvellous p a t te r n ' (6 )  i n  terms o f  h is  th e o ry . Maven i s  r ig h t
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to point out that mystical perceptions appear to mystics to come from 

the very roots o f  their being, an uncontrovertible and unalloyed awareness 

that sometimes seems so d irect that the sensory processes are thought 

not to be involved at a l l  but I trust we w ill not need to resurrect the 

zygote hypothesis to explain th is.

Two other ideas in  particular, hypoxia and the excitation o f  the limbic

structures, deserve mention in  this ec lectic  review. Hypoxia, oxygen

starvation o f  the brain, lias frequently been suggested since i t  is

known that in  this state there is  a good deal o f mental imagery along

with drowsiness, i f  not outright unconsciousness, which presents a picture

sup erficia lly  resembling mystical experience. There appear to be two
(

particular objections in  this case apart from the more general d iff ic u lt ie s  

facing natura listic reductions to be discussed later. The f ir s t  is  that 

there is  no evidence that mystics typically are in  circumstances which 

induce oxygen deficiency. Psychotropic drugs such as L.3.D. apparently 

a ffe ct  the blood circu lation  in  the brain and i t  may be that some earlier 

anaesthesia cases, such as those mentioned by James, could be explained 

in  this way, perhaps even those arising from breath-control exercises. 

However, I am not aware that exertion, worry or hunger, for example, have 

any relationship with hypoxia or that traumatization in  any way a ffects 

the blood supply to the brain. Hot only is  there no evidence for hypoxia 

in any o f our case studies, in  very few would we have any reason to 

suspect i t .  The second objection relates to the d istinction  made in 

chapter 3 between the concrete sense perception o f mystical experience 

and a range o f  other phenomena which, i f  they seen to the expertent to be 

real at a l l ,  do not appear to be so for  long. In carbon monoxide 

poisoning, for  instance, many victims report vivid mental imagery but



no more than in  dreams is  this taken to he real, a reason for changing 

ones views about the world, an anchor experience that cannot he doubted 

over the course o f a lifetim e. This difference is  central and whilst 

mystical experience may occur against such a background sometimes -  

hypoxia may well relate to a life-threatening situation -  this back­

ground would not appear to have any particular significance for  experiences 

o f the mystical type. The excitation  o f  limbic structures has been nominated 

recently fo r , tentatively, these are identified  as the seat o f our 

feelings o f love and since love sometimes is  such a prominent feature 

o f  mystical cases, the idea is  that, fo r  reasons unknown, these structures 

have been over-stimulated. I do not doubt that some psycho-neurological 

centres are aroused during mystical experience and i t  may be that the 

limbic structures are one such group but alone they m i l  not su ffice  

to account for mystical experience for  not a l l  perceptions o f d iv in ity  

involve love -  some are related to fear or awe rather than love -  and 

mystical perception in  any event is  not simply a matter o f any one 

emotion however over-powering this might be. Mystics are not simply 

awash with love fo r , i f  they fe e l this at a l l ,  i t  is  the love emanating 

from another entity whose presence is  acutely perceived. We have no 

reason to believe that mystics, like the ancient Greeks, are deifying 

some over-whelming emotion in  some formal way rather i t  is  the presence, 

the source o f  love, and the perceived purpose o f his revealing i t  

that is  central to the experience. limbic structures may be related 

to our feelings o f love but are they also related to a 'sense o f presence' 

or to the feeling, for  example, that some transcendental knowledge is  

being imparted? Love i s ,  in  many cases, a secondary feature o f the 

experience characterizing a predominant fee lin g  but subordinate to 

the experiential fa ct  o f seme super-natural contact with a being greater 

than ourselves, a mind or heavenly knowledge etc. with which the fee lin g
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is  associated. Mystical experience is  far more complex and intentional 

than simple emotional experience and i f  limbic structures are involved 

at a l l  they could only play a part in  the naturalistic description o f 

seme cases.

This b r ie f survey o f the better-known naturalistic explanations on o ffe r , 

i f  nothing e lse , may serve to show how l i t t l e  understanding we have o f 

the physiology o f mystical experience. There is  not a shred o f evidence 

to link mystical experience with the over-activ ity  o f  neurones or 

limbic structures, an accumulation o f mal-adaptive neurones, a break­

down in congruence between two nervous systems, hypoxia or cellu lar 

memories nor any reason, in  view o f  the criticism s offered , to suppose 

that any such evidence w ill be forth-coming. In view o f our limited 

knowledge o f the workings o f human experience in  general and mystical 

experience in  particular, I do not intend to add my pennyworth of 

speculation but rather look at those cr ite r ia  which w ill need to be met 

before we accept that a naturalistic description is  both plausible and 

adequate and seek to assess how far we are from meeting these.

There would appear to be two elements in  the natura listic description 

o f experience, A) the id en tifica tion  o f factors relevant to the occurrence 

o f the experience -  physiological and environmental and b) a mechanism 

through which these factors can be shown to shape the experience we have. 

V/e may o f course id en tify  the factors without understanding the mechanism 

and, for  this reason, I shall consider the two elements separately but 

i t  w ill be my contention that we can take no view about the causes o f 

experience u n til both are fu lly  understood.
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a ) physiological fa crops IN experience.

There would appear to "be two quite d ifferent ways in  which experience 

may he shown to he related to physiology. In the f ir s t  i t  may he 

shown that d ifferent aspects o f sense perception are tied to particular 

metabolic functions as, fo r  example, when the perception o f a colour 

can he shown to arise from the activation  o f certain sensors etc. In 

the second we may show that an experience is  the product o f  a syndromic 

form o f metaholism -  dreams are sp e c ific  to  sleep -  whether or not 

we can id en tify  any particular organ or process as their cause. I 

shall discuss each separately fo r  i t  is  hy no means clear whether we 

should expect to describe mystical experience in  terms o f some particular 

process or only in  terms o f a marked and characterizahle change in  

the functioning o f the whole body.

NATURAL DESCRIPTIONS OF SENSE PERCEPTION.

Though most commonly associated with mundane waking consciousness, 

sense perceptions are not s ta te -sp e c ific . We may hear the phone ring 

in  our sleep and ecstatics may see the most b r illia n t  colours. For 

this reason attempts to describe the physiology o f sense perception 

are best directed at particular metabolic processes rather than at 

whatever characterizable overall state o f functioning the perception 

occurs in . I t  is  a fter  a l l  no explanation o f my sensation o f heat 

rather than cold to say that I am in a state o f waking consciousness.

Our knowledge o f the processes to which our sense perceptions are tied 

is  s t i l l  very rudimentary bût in  some cases i t  can be shown that a 

perception is  parasitic on a particular process even i f  we do not 

understand how the physical process translates into perception. For



instance, i t  is  known that stimulation o f certain sensors in  the eye 

is  a necessary and su fficien t condition fo r  seeing colour. As d ifferent 

groups o f  ce lls  react to d ifferent stimuli, we can relate any one colour 

to the activation of a particular group o f sensors. I t  is  not important 

here that in  everyday cases environment provides the various wave-lengths 

o f  radiation which stimulate the sensors fo r  I  am not discussing 

adaptivity hut only the point that, however they are activated, the 

perception o f a colour is  tied to the stimulation o f particular sensors 

and lasts only as long as that stimulation continues. The hypothalamus 

controls our perception o f temperature. Depending on it s  level o f 

a ct iv ity  we w ill fee l hot or cold regardless o f whether or not this level 

is  coordinated with the environment. In jaundice, patients' visual 

impressions have a d istin ct and characteristic hue, a perception which 

only occurs when the liver  is  diseased and one which is  coterminous 

with the severest phases o f disruption o f  this organ.

I t  is  as well to point out here that, even in  these cases, a l l  we are 

in  fact discussing is  the correlation  o f s p e c ific  metabolic a ctiv it ie s  

with changes in  perception fo r , in  themselves, none can be proved to be 

causal factors in perception. There need be no d irect relationship between 

the stimulation of x or the morbidity o f y and changes in  perception even 

i f  these are entirely automatic and characteristic. The relationship 

between some bodily a ctiv ity  and perception could be in d irect involving 

perhaps the interaction o f two d istin ct but in ter-lock ing systems or 

otherwise involve intermediatory processes which alone have e ffects  on 

perception. For example, i t  might be the case that jaundice is  related to 

perception not by any d irect impact the liv e r  has on sight but because, in 

this condition, the liver  fa ils  to remove waste products resulting in  a build 

up o f to x ic ity  which alone a ffe cts  the a c t iv ity  o f  sensory systems. Since
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we are only talking about correlated metabolic states, i t  may not always 

be possible even to assume that these play any causal ro le , d irect or 

in d irect, at a ll*  One could imagine a l l  sorts o f  complexities in  sorting 

out which was the operative fa ctor . Though we may know, for  example, 

that schlerosis o f the liv er  can give rise  to hallucinations since these 

in  turn may cause terror and a subsequent racing pulse we might make the 

mistake o f  thinking that the high pulse rate characteristic o f such 

terrors was part o f the cause rather than the e ffe c t . In the case o f 

mystical perception where we know nothing at a l l  about the causation, 

i f  a number o f  physiological correlates were foun-■, the id en tifica tion  

o f operative factors could be a problem. The rea l d iff ic u lty  however 

in  the case o f mystical perception is  whether we should ever expect to 

find that these experiences -  whatever the exact nature o f the 

relationship -  are parasitic upon the activation  o f some marked and 

id en tifiab le  process as was the case with the mundane examples given above.

There are two reasons fo r  doubting whether we are looking fo r  any simple 

metabolic process the activation  of which, and only the activation  o f 

which, w ill result in  mystical experience. The f ir s t  o f these is  that, 

unlike any o f the examples given above, mystical experience is  a complex 

phenomenon involving wide, rather than lim ited, changes often in  more than 

one sensory system. I f ,  as colour experiments show, our metabolism in 

relation  to perception is  highly specialized, we could not expect to 

identify  any simple god-gland and to account fo r  more complex changes 

we would need an account o f such sophistication involving many processes 

and their inter-relationships that i t  is  c learly  beyond our present 

a b ility  to describe. The second is  that in  a l l  the above examples, whatever 

the mechanisms involved, id en tifiab le  processes have characterizable e ffe cts .
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In the case of mystical experience however, not only are the 'e f fe c t s ' 

complex hut quite beyond characterization. We are less lik e ly  to believe 

x group o f  sensors plays any precise ro le  in  colour perception i f ,  on their 

activation , we sometimes see green, sometimes red and even i f  we could 

find out precisely what the e ffe cts  on perception in  the case o f mystical 

experience were, in  a l l  probability they have no more than a generic 

identity at most.

Regarding complexity, unlike, say, the characteristic misperceptions o f 

brain lesions, mystical perceptions are not limited to one particular 

aspect o f perception but are a ffectations o f a whole, and often more than 

one, sensory system which does not make i t  seem lik e ly  that any god-gland 

or group o f ce lls  is  responsible. Such natura listic descriptions o f 

perception as we have, morbid or otherwise, usually only account for  one 

aspect of a perception -  depth, colour or perhaps even only hue or brightness 

etc. -  and working on the basis that metabolic processes are h i^ ily  specialized, 

complex changes, w ill require complex descriptions. More often than not ■ 

mystical perceptions involve in ter-lock ing  changes in  more than one sensory 

system perhaps, as in  some 'sense o f presence' cases, visual as well as tactile  

or in  others olefactory and v isu al. To make matters worse, many are said 

to relate to no human sensory system at a l l  and, whilst some appear to 

exclude everyday sensations, others seem compatible with everyday 

sensations o f a l l  types. Even i f  only one sensory system is  a ffected , a 

perception o f d iv in ity  is  rarely reported as some limited change in  

noimal perception might be -  an odd sensation, another colour -  but is  

something which monopolizes the entire sensory system. In an example 

such as a 'progressive obliteration  o f  space, time, sensation, and the 

multitudinous factors o f experience -  in  proportion as these conditions



of ordinary consciousness were subtracted, the sense o f an underlying

or essential consciousness acquired intensity . At last nothing remained

but a pure, absolute, abstract S e lf ’ (7) ve see the sheer scale o f the

description required to explain .just why so much o f everyday perception

is  over-ridden, nevermind the new perception which follows. I f  a l l  that

I am aware o f at this moment -  colours, shapes, depths, sounds, warmth,

the hardness o f the chair etc. etc. -  requires a myriad o f in ter-lock ing

descriptions o f d ifferent processes, i t  is  quite beyond our powers to

give an overall account even i f  we understood each process singly. It

is  one tiling to explain green in terms o f  x group o f sensors but

probably quite meaningless to attempt to explain something as complex

as sight as a compound o f  such processes. I therefore doubt that we

are looking for any one group o f ce lls  or a morbid gland and, i f  we are(
not, whether we could ever hope to give a meaningful description i f  more 

than one factor is  involved. There are cases where simple causes can produce 

widespread e ffe cts , an anaesthetic can close down a l l  sensory systems 

but since there is  no evidence o f any such factor in  the background o f 

mystical cases, the odds are against some pineal gland/hypoxia type 

explanation which would explain a complex phenomenon in  simple terms.

The second d if f ic u lty  in  the case o f mystical experience would seem to 

count not only against the id en tifica tion  o f any one physical process -  

a diseased organ or whatever -  but against any simple explanation of 

the hypoxia type also. I f  we expect physiological factors to have 

characteristic e ffects  and, i f  they did not, the whole thrust o f 

naturalistic description would collapse, there are two problems in the 

case o f mystical perception which, singly or together, make such a 

description unlikely. The f i r s t ,  discussed in  chapter 2, is  that we
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have no way o f knowing for  sure what mystical perceptions are like or 

whether they are a lik e . I f ,  as a matter o f fa c t , we cannot characterize 

the e ffe c t , we have no way o f arguing that i t  is  typical o f  whatever 

factor we nominate as the cause. I t  would be curious to identify  a 

disease i f  we could no.t also id en tify  it s  symptoms -  though I have met 

doctors who have said " i t  must be a virus" in  the face o f  many d ifferent 

symptoms. The second is  that, even i f  we were to unwrap the bare sensory 

details from layers o f  interpretation, we should probably find, by and 

large, that cases have very l i t t l e  resemblance to each other. On the 

face o f i t  should we expect that when stripped to the essential?- a case 

such as 'then I f e l t  a pressure that was Christ's body pressed fu l l -  

length on mine . . .  the closeness was intimate and strong as intercourse -  

then while remaining in  fu l l  possession o f my body, he went through into 

the very centre o f  my being' (8) would be found to be like 'a t  last 

nothing remained but a pure absolute S elf. The universe became without 

form and void on context' (9 )?  I think not and either we would be 

reduced to arguing that one cause could have quite d ifferent e ffects  -  

"x  group o f sensors make us see blue, red and green" appears quite 

meaningless -  or that there was more than one causal factor. Since some 

would argue that sub-species o f mystical perception, 'Near-death Experience* 

perhaps, or 'sense o f presence* can be recognized, there is  the p oss ib ility  

that more than one process can give r ise  to mystical experience but, not 

only would we find i t  d i f f ic u l t  to categorize most mystical perceptions 

in  this way, were quite d ifferen t causes to be id en tified , mystical 

experience as a class would probably collapse fo r , at a naturalistic 

level, they may not have a family resemblance at a l l .

In view of the d if f ic u lt ie s  in  characterizing the perception and in  view
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o f the complex nature o f the changes mystical experience présente, I 

doubt that i t  could ever be shown that such perceptions are parasitic 

on any simple physiological factor. I f  ever we are to have a naturalistic 

description, my guess is  that i t  w ill not be in  terns o f  any one factor, 

morbid or otherwise, but in more sophisticated terms o f the way in  which 

a variety o f  complex systems interact. In view o f the experimental 

problems involved in  showing that some simple group o f ce lls  is  related 

to some aspect o f  mundane perception, I suspect that any sophisticated 

description o f  the type indicated is  a very long way o f f .  In fact 

obtaining evidence o f  any sort may provide us with as many d iff ic u lt ie s  

as analysis does. Mystical experience is  not, like epilepsy say, treated 

as a disease either by subjects or doctors and, -even i f  i t  were, since 

mystics may have only one or two experiences in a lifetim e, c lin ica l 

studies would be well-nigh impossible to arrange. It  may be, even i f  we 

knew under which conditions mystical experience was most lik e ly  to occur, 

that mystical experience was a phenomenon that could not occur under 

laboratory conditions. Such conditions could conceivably act as■ ^anti- 

triggers ’ preventing the volitiona l relaxation o f  ego-control and thus 

mystical experience might never occur in the only circumstances in  which 

the id en tifica tion  o f the metabolic changes involved is  feasible -  i t  is  

sign ificant here that Pavlov only discovered paradoxicality in  his 

laboratory dogs through the chance event o f a flood .

J-n view of these remarks i t  is  not surprising that we have very few indications 

about the metabolism o f mysticism. I t  is  possible tliat the combination 

o f traumatization and the suspicion o f peripheral neural damage may 

suggest a hypothesis in  terms o f the impact endocrinal changes have on 

a degenerate nervous system or -  following Stocksmeyer -  on unadaptive 

neurones. Quite why a degenerated system should give r ise  to such striking
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thematic -  super-natural revelation is  a theme even i f  i t  is  for a l l  

practical purposes uncharactexizable -  perceptions when normally neuritis, 

for  example, only gives rise to random sensations and, often, pain which 

is  rarely reported in  mystical cases I could not say besides which i t  

scarcely appears to be an appropriate explanation fo r  those cases which 

are declared to be non-bodily. In fa ct , apart from some localized 

burning and tingling sensations, there appears to be no reason to think 

in  terms o f  morbidity at a l l  either o f  s p e c ific  issues or arising from 

injurious conditions such as the lack o f  oxygen. Though the rare and 

occasional nature o f  mystical experience may allow us to think in  terms 

of aberration, the very brevity o f mystical experience argues against 

disease. Though epilepsy is  o f short duration also i t  is  o f more frequent 

and regular occurrence than mystical experience whilst other illnesses 

with psychotropic e ffe cts , malaria say, la st days at a time not minutes. 

Certainly accident, hypoxia, say, or in jury are not universally indicated.

■' I t  is  a lso noteworthy that 'mental' illn ess  in  general has a number o f 

quite clear-cut profiles  yet, peak-age apart, there is  nothing in  the 

background o f mystics to make us assume that there is  any sort o f common 

condition at a l l  and, i f  chronic disease is  responsible, i t  is  

remarkably well concealed most o f the time. One might speculate, on 

the lines o f  the excitation o f limbic structures, that traumatization 

activates a number o f brain centres or perhaps reduces the restraints on 

their a c t iv ity  in  a perfectly  natural way. However, since mystical 

perception cannot be characterized and i t  is  quite clear cases vary markedly 

love, say, is  prominent in  one case but not in  another -  the complexity 

o f the description required makes any such hypothesis meaningless. Besides 

which, not only have we no evidence fo r  increased neural activity ,general 

or particular, over and above that which is  explicable in  terms o f trauma 

but one might wonder, i f  the increase in  a c t iv ity  is  entirely natural, 

why mystical experience does not occur more often since trauma



and the abandonment o f inh ib iting ego-control is  not at a l l  uncommon. 

Certainly, apart from the background of traumatization and the symptoms 

characteristic o f th is , mystical experience -  in  so far as the obscurity 

o f the reports allows us access at a l l  -  o ffers no symptomatology that is  

lik e ly  to lead to any universal explanation. Experiences vary and many 

o f the features occasionally reported may have no diagnostic value since 

they may only indicate some unrelated condition. In fa ct in  this la tter  

context, i t  may be quite misleading to attempt to induct a naturalistic 

description o f mystical experience from some detailed biography or 

autobiography, ho one m ystic's experience, however frequent or revealing, 

can be thought to typ ify  or even illu stra te  the range o f mystical perception 

and the id en tifica tion  o f some disease in  a 'c la s s ic ' mystic may prove 

to have no relevance in  his own case or that o f any other. I do not doubt 

that a naturalistic description o f mystical experience is  theoretically 

possible fo r , odd though i t  i s ,  there is  no reason to assume that the 

mystical constitutes a quite separate category o f experience rather than 

some sub-species of experience, some o f which has already been 

n a tu ra l!stica lly  described. However, in  view o f the problems discussed, 

vre appear to be a long’ way from identifying the physical factors involved -  

a point which makes a l l  further discussion highly speculative.

A STATE-SPECIFIC PEENOI-EHON?

Dreams are a characteristic and sta te -sp ecific  phenomenon o f sleep -  such 

that i t  su ffices to say " I  was dreaming I must have been asleep". I t  is  

not at a l l  clear how dreams relate to the metabolic state o f sleep but, 

since they only occur in  this state, the assumption is  that they are 

related to the overall form o f functioning rather than to the a ctiv ity  o f 

s ome parti cu lar :dr earn gland.;
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I t  may equally be possible to understand



'cosmic consciousness1 arising from Transcendental Meditation in such 

terms fo r  i t  is  said that T.M. practices result in  lowered oxygen intake, 

heart rate, blood pressure and lactates (10) which together constitute 

a recognizable metabolic condition that i5  linked to the occurrence o f 

the very characteristic state o f mind 'cosmic consciousness' is  said 

to present. Tart and others have fu lly  represented this idea in  'Altered 

States o f Consciousness' suggesting that various states o f mind are 

sp ec ific  to various meditational and religious practices and the 

specifiable metabolic states these induce and whilst the notion, say, o f 

ten distinguishable yogic states o f mind tied to equally distinguishable 

practices is  not without its  d i f f ic u lt ie s , the principle of syndromic 

mental a ct iv ity  is  w ell established. Though various explanations 

o f dreams, for example, have been given, short of giving a fu ll  description 

o f how they come about, I see no reason for  saying anything at a l l  about 

such phenomena other than that dreaming is  simply something we do in 

sleep. This is  not to say that they do not also give us information, 

perhaps about our metabolism, subliminal in te llectu a l processes.e t c . , 

but only that any such observation would be unwarrantable as an explanation. 

I t  would be tempting to treat .mystical experience as the product o f 

some l i t t l e  known psycho-physiological state but the central problems in  

showing this to be the case are not only is  i t  d i f f ic u lt  to characterize 

mystical experience, at least formally, in  the way we might dreams or 

otherwise show that i t  constitutes a characterizable state of mind but 

that we have no distinguishable metabolic state to t ie  the phenomenon to.

V/hereas sleep constitutes a definable form o f metabolic finction ing -  

brain wave patterns and the like -  and we can even show the sp ec ific
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sleep patterns to which dreams are correlated, there is  no evidence 

that mystical experience is  tied to any other state "besides traumatization 

on which, by i t s e l f ,  i t  cannot be held to be parasitic. Though 

traumatization is  a recognizable psycho-physiological sta te , and, i f  I 

am right, is  a necessary condition for mystical experience, i f ,  say, 

only one in  a hundred cases o f shock resu lt in  mystical perception, we 

cannot treat i t  as a syndromic feature. V/e may not dream every time we 

sleep but we do so often enough to think o f sleep as the operative 

factor but this is  not the case with mystical experience -  trauma and, 

at most, the link is  lik e ly  to be an indirect one* One could guess that 

trauma triggers a second autonomic reaction only in  mystics but, until 

we are able to identify  the metabolic pecu liarities o f this state and -  

feelings o f great energy, tranquility e tc . apart -  we have no reason to 

suspect there is  another form o f definable physiological functioning 

over and above traumatic reaction, such guesses and the whole thrust o f 

this type o f argument are meaningless.

For the reasons given above i t  is  also d i f f ic u lt  to show that mystical 

perceptions, as impressions, are su ffic ie n tly  alike to constitute a 

s ta te -sp ecific  phenomenon in  the way that hypnogogic imagery or dreams 

are. I t  is  d i f f ic u lt  to argue that x is  a s ta te -sp e c ific  phenomenon 

i f  x cannot be typified descriptively . Equally d i f f i c u l t  is  that there 

would appear to be no sp ec ific  qualities associated with the 'state o f 

experiencing' in which mystical perception takes place other than th e ir  

apparent rea lity , which would enable us to describe mystical experience 

as a d istinctive form of consciousness as we can in  the case o f the 

hypnopompic state, say. Mystical perception would appear to occur 

against the background o f  any mind-state consonent with a degree o f



trauma -  including a more or less normal waking consciousness -  and thus 

there are no unique mystical qualities about the states o f mind in  which 

these perceptions occur. I f  this is  so they are not comparable with 

altered states o f consciousness arising' from meditation etc. which each 

have a fee lin g  -tone and other qualities that adepts recognize as d istin ctive . 

I f  we cannot say "m ystic-like" as we can "dream-like" , we have no reason to 

distinguish mystical states o f mind or try to treat them, on this basis, 

as a product o f some sp ec ific  form o f psycho-physiological functioning.

A ll precedent points to the fa ct that s ta te -sp ecific  phenomena have 

sp e c ific  qualities, . that we do not find this in  mystical cases or rather 

we cannot show that there are such qualities is  a strong reason for 

assuming that they are not tied to some marked change in  psycho-physiological 

functioning. Even the sp iritua l outlook, characterized above,- does not 

represent a change in  the state o f consciousness but merely a change in  the way 

se lf-id en tity  and the world are perceived. Though the change is  marked 

there is  no suggestion that the sp iritu a l are in  anything other than a 

mundane waking state and even though peace etc. may give this state a 

certain d istinctive tone that everyday states lack, there is  nothing 

su ffic ien tly  d istin ctive  about the 'state o f experiencing' or the contents 

o f consciousness to distinguish i t  as a unique and identifiab le  state of 

mind. I f  there is  no d istin ctive  state o f  mind and mystical perceptions 

do not clearly  form a type, taken in  conjunction with the fa ct that we 

have not identified  any physiological state, there appears to be no basis 

for  an analogy with sleep-dreaming.

There is  one third consideration on which I would place a lo t  of weight.

As argued in  chapter 5> there is  a qualitative difference between perceptions, 

including mystical perceptions, and every other kind o f mental imagery
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and im p ression  w hich , i f  they  appear r e a l  t o  us a t  a l l ,  do n ot do so  

f o r  lo n g . Dreams and h ypn ogogic im agery , f o r  .example, b e lon g  t o  the 

la t t e r  c la s s  as do a l l  o th er  s t a t e - s p e c i f i c  phenomena w ith  th e  p o s s ib le  

ex ce p tio n  o f  the b o rd e r lin e  ca se  o f  ’ lu c id  dream ing' and we th e r e fo r e

have no preceden t f o r  b e l ie v in g  th a t  sen sory  or q u a s i-se n so ry  p e rce p tio n s/
a re  s p e c i f i c  to  p a r t ic u la r  form s o f  m e ta b o lic  fu n c t io n in g . I f  co n cre te  

p e rce p tio n s  are t ie d  on ly  to  w hatever p a r t ic u la r  p rocesses  u n d e r lie  

se n sa tio n  and n ot t o  w hatever i s  th e  o v e r a l l  form o f  m e ta b o lic  fu n c t io n in g , 

we cou ld  never say o f  a p e r c e p t io n  as we can o f  a dream "you  o n ly  f e e l /h e a r

th at because you are in  a p a r t ic u la r  form o f  fu n c t io n in g " . Even m irages 

a re  n ot t ie d  to  any syndrom ic a c t i v i t y  o f  the body. The w eight o f  th is  

p o in t  depends on w hether, as I  d o , you b e l ie v e  that th e re  i s  a fundam ental 

d i s t in c t i o n  between p e rc e p t io n  and , f o r  a want o f  a b e t t e r  a ll-e m b ra c in g  

term , im agin ation  th a t i s  b oth  d e s c r ip t iv e  and em p ir ica l bu t taken a l l  in  

a l l  th ere  appears to  be v e ry  l i t t l e  rea son  t o  pursue a syndrom ic form  

o f  exp lan ation  as th ere  i s  no ev id en ce  th a t the m ystic  i s  in  any id e n t i f i a b l e  

p s y c h o -p h y s io lo g ic a l s t a t e ,  trauma a p a r t , and th is  by i t s e l f  w i l l  n o t  

s u f f i c e  t o  ex p la in  m y st ica l p e r c e p t io n  as s le e p  does dreams.

B) A MECHA.HISM IIM ING PHYSIOLOGY AND PERCEPTION.

I f  ever we were to  id e n t i f y  the p h y s io lo g ic a l  fa c t o r s  re le v a n t  t o  the 

occu rren ce  o f  m y stica l p e r c e p t io n  i t  would s t i l l  be n ecessa ry  to  d e s c r ib e  

the p rocess  through which th ese  fa c t o r s  a f f e c t  p e rc e p t io n . I t  i s  not 

enough t o  say " x  sen sors  have been  a c t iv a te d  he v a i l  see  green" f o r ,  

w ithout showing how a c t iv a t io n  r e s u l t s  in  t h is  s p e c i f i c  p e rc e p t io n , 

i t  cannot be assumed th a t th e a c t iv a t io n  and p e rc e p t io n  b e lon g  t o  one 

and the same in te g ra te d  p r o c e s s . There a r e ,  in  f a c t ,  good reasons f o r
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su pposin g  th a t awareness may be a prod u ct o f  some q u ite  sep ara te  system

item  th at o f  sen sory  s t im u la t io n  even i f  i t  i s  p a r a s i t i c  on t h i s .  The

p r in c ip a l  reason  i s  th a t  sen sory  s t im u la t io n  does n ot e n t a i l  aw areness.

In  s le e p , f o r  exam ple, l i k e  the low er organism s we are  stim u lated  by

and manage to  respond t o  the environm ent -  thus showing th a t  as organism s

we have been stim u lated  q u ite  a d equ a te ly  y e t  we may n ot be aware o f  any

o f  th is  a c t i v i t y .  I t  can be shown th a t i n  s le e p  we r e g is t e r  changes o f

tem perature, th a t our neurones f i r e  in  t h e ir  s p e c ia liz e d  way to  n o is e s

and our b o d ie s  respond autonom ica1ly  -  in c r e a s in g  h ea t, shaking o f f

b la n k e ts , moving away from p ressu re  p o in ts  e t c .  Even when awake th ere

i s  a g re a t  d e a l o f  s t im u la t io n  and response tak in g  p la ce  a l l  the tim e

which we ;are n ot norm ally  aware o f  u n less  our a t te n t io n  i s  drawn to  i t .
♦

We a re  r a r e ly  aware o f  our own 'bod y  la n g u a g e ', l e t  a lon e  our more s u b t le  

respon ses and, as d iscu ssed  i n  's e l e c t i v e  a t t e n t io n ' in  ch apter 3» th ere  

i s  always a g re a t  d e a l more th a t we m ight be aware o f  a t  any one moment 

than we are  a c tu a lly  aware o f .  I f  th is  i s  so  there i s  no d i r e c t  con n ection  

between s t im u la t io n  o f  v a riou s  nerves e t c .  on the one hand and awareness 

a r is in g  from  such a c t i v i t y  on the o th er  and, w h ils t  i t  may be that 

f i l t e r i n g  p rocesses  a re  b u i l t  in  t o  an in te g ra te d  system , i t  cou ld  be 

th a t p e rc e p t io n  i s  the p rod u ct o f  an a lto g e th e r  separate  system  a l b e i t  

one p a r a s i t i c  on s t im u la t io n . One n ig h t l ik e n  p e rc e p t io n  i n  t in s  l a t t e r  

case to  a v id e o  m on itor th a t decod es s t im u li  which can be a c t iv a te d  

a u tom a tica lly ; by  noise,^m ovem ent e t c .  w ith in  i t s  range or  which can be 

turned on and o f f ,  zoomed i n  and out by  hand o r  a cco r d in g  t o  a programme 

which bears l i t t l e  r e la t io n s h ip  to  whatever le v e l  o f  a c t i v i t y  i s  w ith in  

i t s  p o t e n t ia l  t o  m on itor . Such a model m ight f i t  the nature o f  ex p erien ce  

in  r e la t i o n  to  s t im u la t io n  q u ite  w e ll  b u t , w hatever i s  the ca s e , s in c e
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i f  x sensors are stimulated -  though, i f  we see anything as a resu lt we 

w ill only see green, say -  we do not necessarily see anything at a l l  

as a result o f this activation i t  is  naive to assume that id en tifica tion  

o f whatever physiological a ctiv ity  is  correlated .with perception is  9/lOths 

o f the description»

It  has to he said that our knowledge o f the relationship between stimulation 

and perception in  mundane cases, le t  alone mystical ones, is  almost n i l .  

Klüver has offered an account o f the way physiology shapes perception 

in  the case o f drug-induced experiences. Identifying four basic forms 

drug-induced experience takes, 'the la tt ice , the cobweb, the tunnel and 

the s p ir a l ', he offers an explanation of how each of these characteristic 

impressions are related to changes in  metabolism. For instance, 'the 

tunnel' may arise from 'the way in  which retinal space is  mapped onto 

cortica l space. I f  a straight line in  the visual cortex represents a 

circu lar pattern on the retina, then stimulation is  straight lines 

occurring in  states o f  cortica l excitation could produce a sensation o f 

concentric rings, or a tunnel form' (11). Though in  the case of mystical 

perception we have nothing as characteristic as the 'tunnel' perception 

to work with, were we able to o ffer  some account of the perception in  

terms o f the particular forms o f stimulation with which the experience 

was associated, we could accept that we had a fu l l  naturalistic 

description. However, though I do not doubt that the mechanisms might 

one day be understood -  in  the light not only o f te lev ision  but o f 

self-m onitoring robotics, I see no insuperable barrier to understanding 

perception in  naturalistic terms -  since we have neither identified  the 

processes correlated with mystical experience nor the mechanisms that 

transcribe their active.ties into perception, that day is  clearly  a long



way o f f  and, f o r  the tim e b e in g  th e r e fo r e ,  no ca u sa l th eory  o f  p e r c e p t io n , 

m y s t ica l o r  o th erw ise , can he o f fe r e d *

D esp ite  the variou s hypotheses review ed a t  th e  beg in n in g  o f  the s e c t io n ,  

i t  i s  c le a r  that we have, as y e t ,  n o th in g  resem b lin g  a com p e llin g  

n a t u r a l is t i c  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  m y s t ica l e x p erien ce  e i t h e r  in  terms o f  some 

p a r t ic u la r  p rocess o r  i n  s t a t e - s p e c i f i c  term s. This i s  n o t  t o  r u le  out 

the p o s s i b i l i t y  th a t lim b ic  s t r u c tu r e s ,  sa y , o r  neuropathy, have some 

re le v a n ce  but on ly  th a t a lon e  they would n ot b eg in  t o  answer a l l  the 

q u estion s  we might w ish to  ask abou t the p h y s io lo g y  o f  m y s t ica l p e r c e p t io n s . 

A part from  th e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  g e t t in g  any p h y s io lo g ic a l  ev id en ce  in  the 

case o f  m y stica l p e rc e p t io n  the main o b s ta c le  to  p rog ress  would appear to  

be the d i f f i c u l t y  we have i n  c h a r a c te r iz in g  th ese  p e r c e p t io n s . I f  we 

cou ld  take , say , Charles ELnney’ s a ccou n t -  quoted above -  s t r ip  i t  o f  

i t s  r e l ig io u s  cla im s w ith ou t d i s t o r t in g  o r  o v e r -s im p lify in g ' i t  and t r e a t  

the se n sa tio n  o f  waves o f  e l e c t r i c i y  d e scr ib e d  th ere  as t y p ic a l  o f  a l l  

m y s t ica l e x p erien ce , we m ight b e g in  to  home i n  on th e  p rocesses  th a t 

cou ld  be re sp o n s ib le  o r  a t  l e a s t  e lim in a te  much that i s  i r r e le v a n t  t o  our 

en qu iry . However, th is  we cannot do f o r ,  i n  so  fa r  as we can p en etra te  

the id e o lo g y  o f  the d e s c r ip t io n s  a t  a l l ,  i t  i s  c le a r  m y s t ica l p e rce p t io n  

i s  a b la n k et term f o r  a g re a t  v a r ie t y  o f  ex p er ien ce  and, w orse , in  each  

case th e a lte r a t io n s  to  p e rc e p t io n  a re  n o t  l im ite d  and s p e c i f ia b le  but 

com plex changes in  one or  more sen sory  system s. I f  the ’ d iv in e 1, d e fin e d  

so  d i f f e r e n t ly  in  ev ery  ca se , does n ot p o in t  t o  some s in g le  p r o c e s s , i t  

may n ot on ly  be th at we are lo o k in g  f o r  a number o f  d i f f e r e n t  m eta b o lic  

c o r r e la te s  but, i f  t h is  i s  the ca s e , a number o f  d i f f e r e n t  mechanisms 

l in k in g  p h y s ica l a c t i v i t y  and p e r c e p t io n  a l s o .  In  s p i t e  o f  these 

d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  I  n on eth e less  rem ain committed t o  the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a
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a p h y s io lo g ic a l  d e s c r ip t io n  w hether o r  n o t ,  should we ever have one, 

we cou ld  understand the exp erien ce  f u l l y  in  such te rn s , My rea son in g  

i s  th a t , s in ce  th ere  i s  e v id e n t ly  a g en era l r e la t io n s h ip  between p e rce p t io n  

and p h y s io lo g y  as a ls o  between some m y s t ica l p e rce p t io n s  and p h y s io lo g y , 

i t  i s  s im p ler t o  e x p la in  a l l  cases  o f  p e r c e p t io n  in  terms o f  such a
l

r e la t io n s h ip  than t o  t r y  to  in tro d u c e  t h e o lo g ic a l  con cep ts  w hich, apart 

from b e in g  beyond v e r i f i c a t i o n ,  a re  a p p lic a b le  on ly  t o  some cases or  

m e n ta lis t ic  con cepts which appear q u ite  su p erflu ou s  i n  a d d it io n  to  

c r e a t in g  in su p era b le  problem s. My view  i s  r e - in fo r c e d  i n  the case o f  

m y s t ica l p e rce p tio n  by i t s  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  tra u m a tisa tion  -  a p sych o- 

p h y s io lo g ic a l  c o n d it io n  -  th at c l e a r ly  p la y s  a r o le  in  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  

o f  th ese  cases a l b e i t  one th at I  cannot d e s c r ib e .  However, i t  i s  one 

t ilin g  t o  a s s e r t  rea son a b ly  enough th a t a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  m y s t ica l exp erien ce  

i s  p o s s ib le  w ith in  a b i o lo g i c a l  framework and q u ite  an oth er to  show where 

th is  might lead us i f  a d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the framework cannot be p ro v id e d .

II
MTTRAL D DS C ?J. PTI PITS AMD TIE REDITCTIOIT OF EXPEHISHCE.

Given the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  some n a t u r a l is t i c  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  m y s t ica l ex p e r ie n ce , 

the q u e stio n  begged i s  whether o r  n ot we would a cce p t  i t  as a f u l l  

a ccou n t o f  the e x p e r ie n ce . There a re  th ree  p o in ts  t o  be co n s id e re d , in  

the f i r s t  two o f  which the com pleteness o f  the d e s c r ip t io n  on o f f e r  i s  

i r r e le v a n t .  1. Does the ex p erien ce  in form  us about an yth in g  oth er than 

the w orkings o f  our m etabolism ? I f  i t  does n ot the commonest c r i t e r i o n  

f o r  re d u c t io n  to  n a t u r a l is t i c  terms lias been m et. 2 .  R egard less o f  our 

answer t o  the f i r s t  q u e s t io n , i s  i t  ev er  p o s s ib le  to  say  o f  a p e rc e p t io n  -  

however m aladaptive -  that i t  i s  one and the same th in g  as the p rocesses  

which g iv e  r i s e  to  i t ?  This i s  a q u e s t io n  about the le v e l  o f  d e s c r ip t io n  

req u ired  to  accou n t f o r  a phenomenon f o r ,  even i f  we take the e p i -  

phenom enalist view  th a t p e r c e p t io n  a r is e s  from and can be e n t i r e ly



exp la in ed  i n  terms o f  p h y s ica l p r o c e s s e s , i t  i s  n o t a t  a l l  c le a r  th a t 

such an ex p la n a tion  p rov id es  us w ith  a  u s e fu l  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the p rod u ct. 

5* I f  we can  show a r e la t io n s h ip  between p e r c e p t io n  and p h y s io lo g y  but 

cannot show how a p ro ce ss  tr a n s c r ib e s  in t o  the ex p erien ce  we have, th ere

i s  room f o r  a th ir d  argument as t o  the s u f f i c i e n c y  o f  a n a t u r a l is t i c
/

a cco u n t . This i s  th a t , not on ly  may p e rc e p t io n  a r is e  from  a q u ite  

d i f f e r e n t  p rocess  than the one in d ic a te d  by  the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  a 

c o r r e la te d  p h y s io lo g ic a l  a c t i v i t y ,  bu t th a t th ere  i s  no n e c e s s ity  th a t 

the two p ro ce sse s  -  i f  there a re  two -  even have the same o n t o lo g ic a l  

s ta tu s . B eing  a cre a tu re  o f  the tim es I  am n ot sm itten  by  id e a lism  

and i f  th ere  are  p e c u l ia r i t ie s  abou t the w orkings o f  mind and p e r c e p t io n  -  

as th ere  undoubtedly  are  in  the case  o f  m y s t ica l ex p erien ce  -  I  would 

p r e fe r  to  tra ce  th ese  back to  the m y steries  o f  m etabolism  than to- 

com p lica te  m atters fu r th e r  by add ing a w orld  o f  mind to  th a t o f  m atter .

Yet id e a lis m  has a lo n g  h is t o r y  and vri.ll not go away u n t i l  the f u l l e s t  

d e s c r ip t io n  o f  m in d /p ercep tion  has been g iv e n  i n  n a t u r a l is t i c  terms and 

no d is c u s s io n  o f  r e d u c t io n  would be com plete w ith ou t a t  l e a s t  m en tion in g , 

th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  th a t i n  no event i s  r e d u c t io n  ju s t i f i e d .  I  co n s id e r  

th ese  q u estion s  to  see  i f  th ere  i s  any sim ple cou rse  to  take should  a 

n a tu ra l d e s c r ip t io n  one day be g iv e n . My c o n c lu s io n , based on the f i r s t  

two c o n s id e r a t io n s  a lo n e , i s  that sim ple re d u c t io n  w i l l  n o t be an o p t io n  

in  the case  o f  m y s t ica l exp erien ce  w hatever d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the p h y s io lo g y  

o f  th is  ex p erien ce  we are  one day o f f e r e d .  I t  i s  f o r  th is  rea son  th a t , 

in  the f i n a l  s e c t io n ,  I  go on to  examine the im p lic a t io n s  m y st ica l 

ex p erien ce  appears to  have f o r  an un derstan din g  o f  o u rse lv e s  and the 

w orld  no W ith s ta n d in g  my a ccep ta n ce  that a p h y s io lo g ic a l  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  

i t  may a ls o  be g iv e n . 1

1 . PERCEPTION AND THE WORLD.

The s o le  c r i t e r i o n  norm ally  used t o  determ ine w hether a n a t u r a l is t i c
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accou n t i s  a s u f f i c i e n t  d e s c r ip t io n  i s  the in fo rm a tion  va lu e  our p e rce p t io n s  

a re  thought to  have. I f  i t  i s  the case that a l l  our p e rce p tio n s  have a 

p h y s io lo g ic a l  b a s is ,  then a l l  p e rce p tio n s  t e l l  us som ething about the 

workings o f  m etabolism  in  gen era l and our own m etabolism  in  p a r t ic u la r  

and thus have a  d ia g n o s t ic  va lu e  bu t the q u e s t io n  i s  w hether they  t e l l  

us anyth ing  e ls e  th a t  cou ld  n ot be deduced from  a knowledge o f  p h y s io lo g y  

a lo n e . In  mundane ca ses  i t  i s  c le a r  th a t some do and some d o n 't .  I f ,  

sa y , I  see  " s t a r s "  f l o a t i n g  b e fo r e  my eyes and by  a l l  the te s ts  I  can 

a p p ly , a lon e  and i n  co n ju n c t io n  w ith  o th e rs , I  am fo r c e d  to  the co n c lu s io n  

that they a re  g iv in g  me no tru e  in fo rm a tion  abou t the w o r ld , then th ere  

seems l i t t l e  e ls e  bu t t o  a c c e p t  th a t th is  i s  a c h a r a c t e r is t i c  e f f e c t  o r  

b y -p rod u ct o f  b lo o d  p ressu re  on s ig h t ,  a knowledge o f  w hich a lon e  would 

enable me to  p r e d ic t  the o ccu rren ce  o f  the phenomenon. In  fa c t  we do 

n ot even need a d e t a i le d  n a t u r a l is t i c  ex p la n a tion  to  a c c e p t  a re d u c t io n  

f o r ,  as in  the case  o f  t in n it u s ,  though we do n ot know f o r  sure what 

causes i t ,  f o r  a l l  p r a c t i c a l  purposes i t  s u f f i c e s  to  say  " i t s  h is  ears 

p la y in g  up a g a in " . H ow ev er,it  would be ob tu se , e x ce p t  in  th e co n te x t  

o f  an o p t ic a l  t e s t  perhaps, to  say  o f  most p e rce p t io n s  w hich we have 

reason  to  t r e a t  as in fo r m a t iv e , th a t they on ly  show that ou r o p t ic s  a re  

w orking norm ally f o r  we a c c e p t  th a t th ese  a re  a ls o  t e l l i n g  us som ething 

about our sen sory  environm ent. We a lrea d y  know what type  o f  p e r c e p t io n  

I  should  have under c e r ta in  p h y s ic a l  c o n d it io n s  but the p a r t ic u la r  view  

I  liave from my window cannot be deduced from any knowledge o f  p h y s io lo g y  

or a b s tr a c t  account o f  the way i n  which i t  i s  s t im u la ted . Even in  mundane 

cases we do sometimes have d i f f i c u l t y  in  d e c id in g  whether a p e rc e p t io n  

i s  in fo rm a tiv e  o r  n o t .  We m ight be taken in  by the n o ise s  o f  t in n itu s  

on our f i r s t  ex p erien ce  o f  i t  and i t  i s  n ot always easy  to  determ ine whether 

we a re  h ot because we a re  runn ing a fe v e r  o r  because i t  i s  a h ot day -  i t  

i s  even p o s s ib le  in  the e x trem ity  o f  hypotherm ia th a t we may f e e l  warm
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when a i r  and body b o th  a re  c o ld .  N everth eless  we assume th a t , should 

we take th e  t r o u b le , th ere  a re  s c i e n t i f i c  ways o f  d eterm in in g  the s ta tu s  

o f  our p e r c e p t io n s . However, i t  i s  n ot a t  a l l  c le a r  th a t the in fo rm a tio n  

va lu e  a p e rc e p t io n  has can always be determ ined u n e q u iv o ca lly .

Should a p e rc e p t io n  be p a te n t ly  m aladaptive , I  walk in t o  d oors  perhaps,

I  w i l l  have no d i f f i c u l t y  in  d e c id in g  th a t my senses are  con vey in g  f a l s e  

in fo rm a tio n  and w i l l  r e a d i ly  a c c e p t  th a t m isjudgem ent in  t h is  case  a r is e s  

from b ra in  le s io n s .  I t  i s  perhaps w orth p o in t in g  out in  p a ss in g  th a t ,  

w h ils t  in  a l l  cases where we have knowledge o f  the p h y s io lo g ic a l  back ­

ground o f  m aladaptive p e r c e p t io n , we fin d  m o rb id ity , w h ich , i f  we had 

any d ou b ts , con firm s m a la d a p tiv ity , the d is c o v e r y  o f  m o rb id ity  does n ot 

n e c e s s ita te  th a t the s u b je c t 's  p e rce p tio n s  w i l l  be m aladaptive . One 

m ight im agine the case  where a tumour on my o p t ic  nerves causes me to  

see  b lu e  where everyone e ls e  sees  red  and v ic e  v e rsa . Though i t  may 

be u n a e s th e t ic  and out o f  s te p  where the con v en tion a l use s o c ie t y  makes 

o f  c o lo u r  i s  con cern ed , th e  m ajor fu n c t io n  o f  c o lo u r  v i s i o n ,  i . e .  the 

d i f f e r e n t ia t i o n  o f  o b je c t s  around u s , i s  b e in g  perform ed by my abnorm al 

p e r c e p t io n  and i t  i s  n o t  th e r e fo r e  m aladaptive . A sep a ra te  p o in t , 

n e ith e r  i s  i t  in  any way fa l s e  f o r  sen sory  a d a p t iv ity  i s  n o t  a t  a l l  the  

same th in g  as a s c i e n t i f i c  d e s c r ip t io n .  S in ce  co lo u r  i s  n o t  even a 

p ro p e rty  o f  o b je c t s  bu t on ly  a consequence o f  the i n t e r - a c t i o n  between 

environm ent and p h y s io lo g y , i t  i s  n ot fa l s e  to  see  b lu e  a t  one wave­

len gth  ra th e r  than a n oth er , m erely  abnorm al. Though m a la d a p tiv ity  i s  

th e  u su a l way in  w hich we le a rn  whether o r  n o t  our p e rc e p t io n s  a re  f a l s e ,  

i t  can happen th a t our p e rc e p t io n s  are  fa l s e  even when th ey  a,re n ot 

p a te n t ly  m aladaptive . For exam ple, the ponzo e f f e c t  makes i t  seem t o  

us th a t r a i l - l i n e s  m eet in  the d is ta n c e . S in ce  we n ever rea ch  the s p o t
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where th ey  seem to  m eet, we cannot a p p ly  the t e s t  o f  m a la d a p tiv ity  as 

I do i f  I walk in t o  d oors  bu t must le a rn  o f  the m istake in  o th er ways. 

However, i n  the case  o f  m y s t ic a l p e r c e p t io n , n ot on ly  do we have no 

ev id en ce  o f  m a la d a p tiv ity  b u t , a lm ost u n ifo r m ly , we have no way o f  showing 

th a t  th ese  p ercep tion s  a re  f a l s e .

W hatever i t  i s  l i k e ,  m y s t ic a l p e r c e p t io n  i s  n o t  l ik e  w alk in g  in t o  a d oor  o r ,  

as some L .S .D . e x p erien ts  d o , b e l ie v in g  th a t  you can f l y .  Though i t  may 

be th at m ystics  have a reduced e f f i c i e n c y ,  a t  le a s t  when in t e r -a c t in g  

w ith  a com plex and a r t i f i c i a l  environm ent, th ere  i s  no ev id en ce  th a t 

m y s t ica l p e rce p t io n  lea d s  t o  in ju r y ,  sh orten s  l i f e  o r  i s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  

any o th er  disadvantage common to  m aladaptive p e rc e p t io n s . I t  i s  n o t th a t 

th ese  p e rc e p t io n s , l ik e  r e t in a l  d o t s ,  have no consequences, they do but 

none o f  the consequences g iv e s  the s u b je c t  rea son  to  th ink  h is  p e rce p tio n s  

a re  f a l s e .  Nor i s  th ere  any way to  e s t a b l is h  on o th er  grounds th a t the 

cla im s about these p e rc e p t io n s  a re  f a l s e .  As d iscu ssed  in  ch apter 1, 

manjr m y s t ica l claim s are  in h e r e n t ly  u n f a l s i f i a b l e  and, w h ils t  th e r e fo r e  , 

we may su sp ect t h e ir  m ean in g fu ln ess, we cou ld  never prove th a t these 

cla im s d id  n ot r e la t e  to  some s ta te  o f  a f f a i r s  in  th is  w orld  or  an oth er. 

U nlike cla im s about p ink e le p h a n ts , cla im s abou t lo v e ,  d e s ig n , d i v in i t y ,  

in t e r -r e la t io n s h ip  e t c .  a re  w ith in  the realm  o f  l o g i c a l  p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  

th ese  cou ld  c o g ita b ly  be tru e  o f  some w orld  whether o r  n o t ,  in  f a c t ,  

th ey  a re  and th e re fo re  we are  n ot even in  the p o s i t io n  t o  t r e a t  them 

as fa l s e  u n t i l  proved o th erw ise . Taken to g e th e r  w ith  the f a c t  th a t 

we have no ev idence o f  m o rb id ity  -  which would su ggest i f  n ot n e c e s s ita te  

re d u c t io n  -  there i s  no com pulsion  to  red u ce  which i s  no doubt why 

m y stica l p e rc e p t io n , u n lik e  proven  h a llu c in a t io n s  and i l l u s i o n s ,  i s  a 

t o p ic  o f  s o  much i n t e r e s t .
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The f a c t  th a t  m y s t ica l p e rce p t io n s  a re  n ot p a te n t ly  m aladaptive o r  fa ls e  

does n o t  mean th a t th ey  are  in fo r m a tiv e . We, a f t e r  a l l ,  have no em p ir ica l 

v e r i f i c a t i o n  and they may be fa l s e  but o f  such a nature th a t  th is  cou ld  

n ot be dem onstrated in  any way. Many who a c c e p t  a s c i e n t i f i c  cosm ology 

may th in k  such a p o s i t io n  re a so n a b le  and p o in t  t o  o th e r  examples where 

p r iv a te  ex p erien ces  a re  beyond t e s t in g  and from  which good consequences 

som etim es, fo r t u it o u s ly ,  f lo w . However, i t  i s  e q u a lly  p o s s ib le  to  e x p la in  

the la ck  o f  v e r i f i c a t i o n  i n  ways which do n o t  o v e r -s t r e t c h  c r e d u l i ty .

M ystics  g e n e ra lly  cla im  th a t the o b je c t s  o f  t h e ir  p e r c e p t io n  a re  non­

m a te r ia l and we should n ot th e r e fo r e  e x p e ct  to  v e r i f y  th ese  cla im s u s in g  

methods d eveloped  f o r  p h y s ic a l c la im s . There a re  a ls o  s u b t le r  argum ents.

For exam ple, m y s t ica l cla im s may be in fo rm a tiv e  but o f  such  a  nature th a t 

the in fo rm a tio n  i s  n ot understood  in  the form  i t  i s  p resen ted  o r  th a t they 

a re  in fo rm a tiv e  w ith ou t b e in g  o f  the le a s t  consequence and i n  n e ith e r  case 

would we then ex p ect the improved a d a p t iv ity  and p r e d ic t iv e  advantage 

knowledge u s u a lly  b r in g s . As t o  the f i r s t  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  s in c e  we a re  d e a lin g  

w ith  sen so ry  claim s and n ot w ith  cla im s couched in  s c i e n t i f i c  form , th ere  

i s  no rea son  to  exp ect t o  f in d  the god o f  m y s t ic a l ex p e r ie n ce  ’ out th e r e ' 

in  the form  m ystics  d e s c r ib e .  The f a c t  th a t sp a cesh ip s  have fa i l e d  to  

fin d  C-od o r  m icroscopes a u n iv e rs a l f lu id  o f  lo v e  does n o t  mean th a t such 

cla im s y ie ld  no true in fo rm a tio n . Just as you w i l l  n o t f in d  c o lo u r  i n  a 

s c i e n t i f i c  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  r e a l i t y ,  y e t  we know-the p e r c e p t io n  o f  i t  g iv es  

v a lu a b le  in fo rm a tion  about the w orld  a l b e i t  i n  an en crypted  form , so  

m y s t ica l ex p erien ce  may ju s t  be the way the com plex and s e n s i t iv e  instrum ent 

our body i s ,  conveys and rep re se n ts  c e r ta in  in fo rm a tio n  t o  u s . S ince 

s c i e n t i f i c  apparatus t e l l s  us that th ere  a re  many fo r c e s  i n  the w orld o f  

w hich we have no immediate know ledge, i t  i s  n o t  im p o s s ib le  th a t , under 

c e r ta in  c o n d it io n s , m y stics  do become avare o f  one o r  o th e r  o f  th ese  in



encrypted form . I  see  no reason  to  suppose th at the c a p a c it ie s  o f  the 

body t o  d e t e c t  a s p e c ts  o f  the w orld  are  f i n i t e  and r e s t r ic t e d  to  the 

param eters we a re  accustom ed t o  i n  everyday co n sc io u sn e ss . On the 

co n tr a r y , we a re  o f  such com p lex ity  that th ere  may w e ll  he o th er

s o p h is t ic a te d  modes o f  fu n c t io n in g  y ie ld in g  in fo rm a tion  which we do n o t/
re c o g n iz e  as such or  know how to  make use o f .  I t  i s  thought b ird s  

m igrate  u s in g  m agnetic p a tte rn s , i f  we had such in fo rm a tio n  a v a ila b le  

t o  u s , would we re c o g n iz e  i t  f o r  what i t  was o r  know how to  use i t ?

The argument here i s  n ot th a t m y stics  do have some such in fo rm a tion  

but th a t i t  i s  p o s s ib le  they do and th e re fo re  we cannot make to o  much 

o f  the f a c t  th a t m y s t ic a l p e rc e p t io n  does n o t  in form  us about tilings 

w hich we can s tra ig h t fo rw a rd ly  v e r i f y .  E q u a lly , re g a rd in g  the second 

p o in t ,  i t  i s  p o s s ib le  that m y stics  have stum bled upon fa c t s  which a re  o f  

no p o s s ib le  va lu e o r  use to  anyone a t  a l l .  Though we are  used to  

in fo rm a tiv e  p e rce p t io n s  g iv in g  advantages -  the s ig h ted  a re  b e t t e r  p la ced  

than the b lin d  -  th ere  i s  no l o g i c a l  con n ection  between knowledge and 

advantage and s c ie n c e  i t s e l f  has d is co v e re d  many arcane item s o f  in form a tibn  

which i t  can do n o th in g  a t  a l l  w ith . Even in  everyday cases  much th at 

we see  and hear i s  o f  no co n c e iv a b le  use to  us y e t  we do n ot doubt the 

v e r i d i c a l i t y  o f  our p e rcep tion s  on th is  ground. Though, i n  th is  ca s e , 

th ere  i s  no reason  why m y stica l cla im s should not be v e r i f i e d ,  i t  would 

n on eth e less  e x p la in  why m y stica l ’ know ledge’ could be so  u n lik e  the 

tw en tie th  cen tu ry  paradigm o f  knowledge which g iv es  us power over the 

environm ent e t c .  The p o in t  i s  t h a t ,  i f  a p e rc e p t io n  i s  n e ith e r  c l e a r ly  

a d a p tiv e  or  u n ad ap tive , the tru th  or  f a l s i t y  o f  the cla im s a r is in g  from 

i t  may be v e ry  d i f f i c u l t  t o  determ ine.

Though th e re  i s  no e m p ir ica l e v id e n ce , i t  m ight even be argued th a t the
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balance o f protcubi l i  ty favours the p oss ib ility  that mystical perception

conveys some sort o f information about the world. I am not here thinking

o f pragmatic arguments, the value o f believing x to be true as judged by

the consequences o f so believing is  no criterion  o f i t s  truth value. Mystics

may w ell have better integrated personalities as a resu lt o f  their

experiences for  perfectly  understandable psychological reasons but, in

general, i t  is  rather hard to define what we mean by good consequences

and life-enhancement and in  any event the value we attach to belie fs

about x forms no part o f an empirical description o f the world. The sort

o f thing I am thinking o f i s ,  say, the generic identity o f  a l l  liv in g

matter. I t  is  an elementary observation that a l l  liv in g  tilings do have

a great deal in  common at the b io log ica l leve l and going further back
«

s t i l l ,  a l l  material objects have a family resemblance at the level o f 

chemistry or physics. That scientists prefer to concentrate on what 

distinguishes does not mean to say that a v ision  that dismisses the 

atom istic and concentrates on what unites us a l l  in  a family is  fa lse .

That mystics who frequently hark on the common nature o f a l l  things, 

do not describe their vision  in terms acceptable to scien tists  can no 

doubt be partly explained by the fact that few mystics are scientists 

and perhaps, more importantly, by the fact that they are reporting their 

sensory or quasi-sensory perceptions which in  no case ever amount to 

objective descriptions anyway. Perhaps the divine and the te leo log ica l 

explanations frequently encountered also may take on more meaning i f  we 

started to look at the biosphere entire. Mystics could be thought o f as 

perhaps offering a complementary picture to the one science usually presents, 

reporting on facts about the world taken as a whole that are disregarded 

by science. I do not know how strong such arguments are -  I recognize 

they in vite  more questions than they answer -  since neither I nor anyone
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else knows how defin itive  the s c ie n t if ic  account o f re a lity  currently on 

o ffer  is .  A ll I would suggest is  that since mystical claims are not 

demonstrably fa lse , we have a long way to go before ascertaining, even 

provisionally, whether or not they have any truth value.

I f  we cannot be sure whether a perception has information value, there 

are other considerations we night wish to introduce though i t  is  hard 

to see how any of these could be decisive. I t  might be argued that the 

momentary and occasional nature o f mystical experience in  the context 

o f trauma suggests reduction. We have no precedent for  believing that 

verid ica l perceptions are tied to unusual metabolic conditions morbid 

or otherwise. I t  would be odd to argue that x can only be seen in  some 

uncommon physiological circumstance, angina perhaps, or euphoria as i f  

this were tantamount to the privile^-ged position o f an observer with a 

special set o f instruments. However, i f  we did have rarely used powers 

o f perception i t  would follow that they might only be revealed in  an 

uncommon circumstance. I t  could also be argued that being traumatized, 

the witness of mystics, like that o f drunks, is  inherently unreliable.

It  seems worth making two points about th is , f i r s t ly ,  traumatization 

is  not necessarily a state o f extreme psycho-physiological disorder such 

that we must discount the witnesses testimony unless i t  is  verified  by 

supporting evidence fo r  shock comes in  varying degrees. Secondly, the 

mystics claims have to do with a perception that is  universally declared 

to be clear and unmistakable and not simply, i f  at a l l ,  to do with their 

mundane impressions which may well be hazy and unreliable. I do not 

think their case then is  comparable with the claim that a drunk might 

make that he d e fin ite ly  remembers seeing x though he cannot remember 

where or when, i f  only because o f the unanimity of mystics as to what 

i t  is  that is  clear and unmistakable. The pe'rception is  not randomly
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remembered nor does i t ,  as i t  were, appear to accidentally impress i t s e l f  

on the subject as might be the case with the drunk's perceptions.

Certainly we have no general reason to dismiss the mystics' claims as we 

might the a lcoh o lic 's  fo r  there is  no evidence that, taken as a group, 

they have lost touch with re a lity  and their l i fe -lo n g  insistence that 

their experiences are informative should count for something. One final 

thought is  that we have no precedent for believing that claims arising 

from a varied group o f sense perceptions are invariably fa lse . Mirages 

and tinnitus give r ise  to characterizable perceptions but mystical 

perceptions are not so easily  typified  and thus, like our perceptions 

in  general, there is  no reason to suppose a p riori that they are not 

informative. None o f these thoughts in  i t s e l f  carries much weight but
f

certainly they do not a l l  point in  any clear d irection . The problem 

remains whether, in  some way, mystical perceptions are informative or 

not fo r  they cannot be shown to be fa lse and the lack of verifica tion  

is  by no means conclusive.

Unlike most everyday perceptions, we then have no clear way in  the case 

of mystical perception o f determining truth value and thus no obvious 

reason to deny that i t  yields -  in  sensory form at least -  some 

information about the environment. In theory we could hold to this 

position regardless o f the kind o f natura listic description which might 

be offered , since there is  no necessity fo r  morbid perception to be 

uninformative, though perhaps in  the face o f clear evidence o f disease, 

one might accept reduction to naturalistic terms. We have no such evidence 

however fo r  unlike other, more certain, victims o f misperception, mystics 

are not, as a group, to be found in  the d octor 's  surgery nor come to harm 

as a consequence o f their experiences. The situation is  without precedent 

but as there is  neither clear reason nor even good reason to speculate



that knowledge o f the metabolic processes involved m i l  enable us to 

explain a l l  that needs explaining about .mystical perception, the main 

criterion  for  reduction to naturalistic terms has clearly not been met.

2. PERCEPTION AI'ID PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION.

The second area o f  d i f f ic u lty  concerns the order o f explanation required 

to account for a phenomenon. Whether or not perception is  an epi- 

phenomenon of metabolic processes, i t  is  not at a l l  clear that a 

naturalistic description would fu lly  describe i t  and, for th is ,perhaps 

a higher order o f description is  required which may not be reducible or 

transcribed to physiological terms. In terms o f this argument i t  makes 

no difference whether the perception is  informative or not for mirages 

have a character over and above any simple physical description quite as 

much as some more verid ica l perception.

A common example given to show the su ffic ien cy  o f naturalistic descriptions 

in  some cases is  the way in  which heat and ligh t can be explained wholly 

as by-products o f e le c tr ica l a c t iv ity . However, even in this case, there 

is  roam to doubt whether in fa ct an account o f e le ctrica l a ctiv ity  

amounts to a fu ll  description o f i t s  epiphenomena. In the f ir s t  place, 

heat and light are separable from their.cause. ligh t, we are told , travels 

endlessly through the universe long a fter  the sta r 's  a ctiv ity  which gave 

rise  to i t  may have ceased and, certa in ly , my bed remains warm long after 

the e le c tr ic  blanket has been switched o f f .  We may therefore talk about 

these, properties of e le c tr ica l a c t iv ity  quite outside o f the context o f 

e le ctr ica l a ctiv ity . Secondly, regardless o f whether these properties 

are physically separable or not we can talk o f then in quite d ifferent 

terms from those in  which we would describe the process which gave rise  

to them for  they have an identity  and function over and above that which
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they have in  relation  to e le ctr ica l a ctiv ity . I f  I "blame the excessive 

heat for the w ilting o f my plants or the burning o f my supper, I am 

referring sp ec ifica lly  to the role heat plays in  my world and not to 

that played by e le ctr ica l a ct iv ity . One might say "you burnt the supper 

because the stove was turned too high" but in  view of the separability 

of cause and e ffect -  my supper may have been cooked on pre-heated stoves 

and le ft  there too long -  the cause o f  the heat ma.y play no part in  

the description o f the events. Therefore, even in  the case of the 

entirely explicable epiphenomena of physical a ctiv ity , i t  might be that 

an account o f the processes involved would be too sim plistic to describe 

the by-products or the separate roles and functions these might have.

These Wo d iff ic u lt ie s  might arise in the case o f sense perception a lso , 

even i f  this is  treated simply as an epi phenomenon o f various physical 

processes. One simply does not know whether perception is  separable from 

its  causes in  the way that heat and light are. Various experiences o f an 

out-of-the-body type suggest that i t  may be but, in  any event, we can 

talk o f perception as i f  i t  load an entirely  d istin ctive  identity  and 

even show that perception qua., perception plays an independent role such 

that i t  can have a feed-back on the very processes on which i t  is  said 

to be parasitic. We can talk about a beautiful sight or mystical vision , 

the happiness the sight o f x gave us, the consequences of seeing x or 

believing we see x none o f which is  deducible from an account o f optics or 

the way these are stimulated. I t  is  a lso noteworthy that there is  a feed­

back from perception to sensory process such that any on-going account of 

sensation must treat the nature o f the perception one has -  which cannot 

be deduced from knowledge o f physical operations -  as a separate causal 

factor in the process in it s  own right. Hot lik in g  what I see, I can 

close my eyes which, unlike the involuntary closing of my eyes in  bright
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l i g h t ,  i s  an a c t io n  th a t  e s ta b lis h e s  i t s  independent r o le  in  the v ery  

sequence o f  which i t  i s  h ere  supposed t o  be a b y -p ro d u ct . Q uite s im ply  

i t  does n o t  make sen se to  attem pt t o  d e s c r ib e  the w orld  o f  sen sory  

ex p erien ce  s o l e l y  i n  p h y s ic a l  terms f o r ,  even though such an accou n t 

may be g iv e n , i t s  h i^ ie r  o rd er  fu n ctio n s  cou ld  n ot be tra n s la te d  in t o  

n a t u r a l is t i c  term s. Thus even i f  we had a n a t u r a l is t i c  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  

m y s t ica l ex p erien ce  and e s ta b lis h e d  th a t  m y s t ica l p e rc e p t io n  was n ot 

in fo r m a tiv e , th ere  would s t i l l  be good rea son  n o t  t o  a c ce p t  such a 

s im p l is t i c  d e s c r ip t io n  u n le s s , on b e in g  g iv en  such an a cco u n t, m y stics  

h e n ce fo rth  t o t a l l y  d isreg a rd ed  th e ir  p e rce p tio n s  qua p e rce p t io n s  and 

ta lked  o f  them as th ey  m ight t in n itu s  on ly  in  n a t u r a l is t i c  term s.

3 . IDEALISM.

U n til we have the s o r t  o f  mechanism that KLuver o f fe r e d  f o r  the p e rc e p t io n  

o f  tunnels to  a ccou n t f o r  p e rc e p t io n  in  g e n e ra l and m y s t ica l p e r c e p t io n  

in  p a r t ic u la r ,  i t  i s  n o t e n t i r e ly  s e l f - e v id e n t  th a t sen so ry  awareness -  

as an a s p e c t  o f  con sc iou sn ess  -  could  be accounted  f o r  in  n a t u r a l is t i c  

terms even i f  p e r c e p t io n  m s  known to  be c o r r e la te d  w ith  v a r iou s  p h y s ic a l 

p r o c e s s e s . As d is cu s s e d  a bove , th ere  i s  no l o g i c a l  r e la t io n s h ip  between 

s t im u la t io n  and sen sory  aw areness, even i f  the la t t e r  i s  p a r a s i t i c  on 

the fo rm er, and th e re fo re  no rea son  to  assume th at they  a re  both  p a rts  

o f  a s in g le  system . I t  may be that a l l  th at w i l l  be needed i s  a more 

com plex n a t u r a l is t i c  a ccou n t in v o lv in g  two o r  more p h y s io lo g ic a l  system s 

b u t, u n t i l  th is  i s  a s c e r ta in e d , i t  can be argued th a t  mind b e lon gs to  an 

e n t i r e ly  d i f f e r e n t  ca te g o ry  from  n atu ra l a c t i v i t y  and n o t  s im ply  to  a 

d i f f e r e n t  p h y s io lo g ic a l  p r o c e s s . Such arguments have a lo n g  h is t o r y  

which I  cannot do ju s t i c e  to  h ere  b u t , as the need f o r  a d i f f e r e n t  o rd er



o f explanation shows, mind and physical a ct iv ity  are not self-evidently  

o f the same category. There appears to he nothing else comparable to 

consciousness in  a l l  the workings o f nature and we rarely think of our 

experience in  such a context. Since, illn ess  apart, we have no need to 

think of our perception in relation  to physiology and many do not treat 

mind or subjectivity in  these terms, idealism comes closer to describing 

the way experience actually appears to us to be than epiphenomenalism.

In the case o f mystical experience this may be especially true since this 

usually lias l i t t le  i f  anything to do with the world and, quite often, 

does not even appear to involve our everyday sensory processes at a l l ,  

thus there is  even less reason than usual to conceive o f  i t  in  natural­

is t i c  terms. As there i s ,  as yet, only the slightest evidence for the 

correlation o f sensory awareness with metabolic a ctiv ity  and none showing 

that stimulation and perception form a single chain, i t  would not be too 

d i f f ic u lt  to come up with explanations that at most place mind in  some 

tangential relationship with physical processes. One might accept that 

we only see green when certain sensors f ire  but explain this apparent 

parasiticism in  terms o f  the sychronization o f two quite separate worlds 

each having a d ifferent ontological status. Though” there are a number 

o f oddities in the empirical world, say, the continued common identity 

o f sub-atomic particles which have been s p lit ,  which would more readily 

be explained i f  a metaphysical realm were added to nature, I re ject a l l  

such arguments on the sole ground that 'they are unnecessarily complex.

Why multiply worlds to explain oddities u n til we have exhausted the 

p oss ib ility  o f explaining them in  terms o f  the material -  the existence 

o f which alone is  not in  doubt? Thus I re je c t  a l l  notions that perceptions, 

sub jectiv ity  etc. are part o f some gossamer substance that pervades the 

grosser material o f nature but which cannot be described in  natural terms
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simply because a l l  such ideas are, cosm ologically, extravagant and need 

the d iscip lin e  o f parsimony. I would not therefore take the id e a lis t  

position in to account when considering the su fficiency  o f naturalistic 

descriptions o f experience though i t  is  perhaps worthwhile pointing out 

that such a position exists.

In the ligh t o f the f i r s t  two points alone there would seem to be no clear 

reason to reduce mystical perception to a naturalistic description however 

fu l l  th is might be. Mystical claims are not evidently fa lse  and could 

yet prove to be informative in  some way despite the current lack o f  evidence 

for th is. Nor would we wish to stop talking about mystical perception 

separately from whatever aetiology i t  had since no explanation o f the 

la tter is  lik e ly  to fu lly  describe a l l  aspects o f the former and thus these 

experiences qua experiences would continue to need description  in  higher 

order terms. Since we do not have any knowledge o f the metabolic processes 

involved nor of the mechanism which transcribes metabolic a ctiv ity  into 

such unusual perceptions, there is  not in fa ct the s ligh test reason to 

think that, should we ever have such a description , this alone would 

su ffice  for  us to comprehend mystical perception and the ro le  i t  plays 

in  the v; or Id o f human experience. Therefore, though for the various 

reasons outlined elsewhere, I can only believe that perception and mystical 

perception alike have a b io log ica l context, I do not believe we would 

ever wish to explain away either s im plistica lly  in  physical terms. I f  

not reduction, we must either leave mystical experience on the sh elf or 

seek to find ways to determine whether or not i t  does inform us about 

some state o f  a ffa irs  over and above the workings o f our own physiology. 

Given the lack o f verifica tion  fo r  mystical claims, I w ill  not try to 

make something o f these head-on, rather I propose to look now at the
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questions mystical experience pose for our view of ourselves and seek 

to argue that we can learn a lo t  from i t  and that, by pursuing the lines 

indicated, we might one day he in  a position to evaluate the claims 

mystics make.

i

h i

MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE AM) HUHAU ORGANIZATION -  A WAY FOHUAHD.

I f  a naturalistic explanation is  unlikely to su ffice  as a description 

o f a l l  that mystical experience encompasses -  not only the sociology 

and the p oss ib ility  of i t s  being informative but also the very concepts 

we apply to humanity i . e .  id en tity , personality etc. which perhaps can 

only be identified  with the workings o f  the organism as a whole -  I believe 

i t  is  inevitable that we must look at the problem in  terms o f  a higher 

order o f explanation.- This is  not to dispense with a simple physiological 

account which w ill be needed to underpin any model offered but to 

supplement i t  with a level o f  description in  terms of which the problems 

posed by mystical experience can be understood and answered. My approach ' 

here is  to take three questions mystical experiences raise which challenge 

our usual notions o f human organization. These are, f i r s t ly ,  the 

p oss ib ility  of describing experience in non-subje ctive terms which has 

implications for the concept o f  ego-identity. Secondly, the p oss ib ility  

o f  personality complexes which cannot be related to individual functioning. 

Thirdly, the p oss ib ility  that we may recognize as meaningful ways o f 

interpreting the world which are not derived from in te lle c t . I choose 

these questions rather than tackle mystical claims head-on because I 

believe that, in  answering these, we may provide a context in  which we 

can understand why claims about Union, God e tc. are made. The model o f
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human functioning I outline is  designed to solve three particular 

questions hut I hope offers the prospect o f  going on some day to 

examine the content o f  mystical claims within a context that relates 

them to the empirical world. As hard cases make had law, I should here 

point out that the model o f human organization I suggest should not he 

judged so le ly  in  relation  to the degree i t  solves some o f  the questions 

which mystical experience poses. Though I no more than touch upon it s  

wider ap p licab ility , i f  i t  does not have universal application , i t  is  

quite useless for i t  is  my b e lie f  that, i f  mystical experience can he 

shown to have any importance for us, this cannot he done by treating i t  

in  iso la tion  hut only by relating i t  to the wider b io log ica l picture 

in  x/hich we operate. In attempting to  find a way o f incorporating 

mystical experience into the mainstream o f knowledge and thus putting 

ourselves in  a position  to ascertain whatever value i t  might have, I 

recognize that I reach the border where analysis gives way to speculation. 

However, i f  nothing e lse , I hope to provide food for thought for future 

researchers who, having more data at their d isposal, may he better placed 

to decide in  which d irection  we are most lik e ly  to find a satisfactory 

framework hut placing mystical experience firm ly in  the context o f  human 

operation does not appear to me to he a had place to start. 1

1. MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE A HD SELF-IDENTITY.

Ego is  a concept that has been defined in  various ways hut in  every 

account the s e lf  and individuality are invariably declared to be a l l -  

embracing. It  is  always said to be the sole  form o f human organization 

which physiology in  i t s  obscure way serves. Put crudely, man is  Hr. Smith 

or Mrs. Jones, a particular and unique id en tity  on two legs who, even 

in  sleep, reveals his idiosyncracy in  dreaming. A doubtful concept at 

the best o f  times, I believe i t  breaks down entirely  in  the case o f 

mystical experience.
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Pace Searle, I  believe that sub jectiv ity  is  not an integral characteristic 

o f consciousness unless the concept o f  sub jectiv ity  is  used as a rag-bag 

into which every perception o f  identity  is  meaninglessly thrown. At the 

moment o f  mystical experience» the mystic finds that his sense o f  personal 

identity , individuality and autonomy lias dissolved in to or, at the very 

least, has been subsumed within the identity o f  another. Whatever the 

precise nature o f  the new identity  he, for  a moment, is  no longer seeing 

whatever he sees as Mr. Jones, a remark which holds true fo r  monistic 

cases as well fo r  solipsism is  not compatible with the d efin ition  and 

particu larity  that ego-identity implies. Equally in  the sp iritua l phase 

that follow s, extended identity  sets limits to the su b jectiv ity  o f  

perception. More commonly we find the same loss o f the subjective i f  

not it s  replacement or partial replacement by a non-individual identity .

In trauma and the depersonalization typical o f a variety o f  physical 

and 'mental* illn esses sub jectiv ity  is  broken down as i t  is  in  more 

natural moments such as the hypnopompic state, moments o f  euphoria e tc . 

when self-perception  is  greatly reduced without consciousness necessarily 

being lo s t . The point is  that, at the descriptive leve l, i t  is  

meaningless to ca ll non-subjective states or states in  which a wholly 

non-personal identity  is  reported, ego states fo r  ego is  only a descriptive 

concept and not an empirical one and must break down i f  i t  cannot be 

characterized at a l l .  I do not doubt the value o f the concept o f s e l f  

i f  used in  a restricted  sense and I can accept that i t  is  applicable to 

a vide range o f self-perceptions and we certainly use i t  o f  our own 

varying perceptions-of ourselves, which change with age, time o f  day, 

state o f health etc. but we must a lso recognize that some instances 

fa l l  beyond description in  terms o f se lf-id en tity . To describe a l l  cases 

meaningfully, the concept o f  identity  must be made more complex at the
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expense o f  comprehensiveness such that we can talk o f d ifferen t types 

o f identity  rather than various sub-types o f ego.

I would also point out, as i t  a lso relates to the question o f  the 

su ffic ien cy  o f the concept o f ego as a description and because i t  is  

relevant to the model I wish to propose to replace i t ,  that there is  no 

reason either to apply the concept o f s e l f  to periods o f unconsciousness.

By any standard there simply is  no subjectivity  in  sleep, fugue states, 

coma etc. -  i t  is  incoherent to o ffe r  a description o f  identity  that 

encompasses states o f  identity  and non-identity -  and i t  is  mere fancy 

to extend the concept o f  ego, as Mreud did, to a l l  our modes o f  functioning 

on the basis that there may be some personal content in  some dreams. In 

such states ego has neither a descriptive nor an experimental basis and 

we have no right to in fer  from subjectiv ity  in  most conscious moments 

to su b jectiv ity  in  unconsciousness. For this reason I would not accept 

ego as a comprehensive description o f  identity  even i f  i t  was adequate 

as a description o f a l l  conscious states which, I have argued, in 

any event i t  is  not.

We need a new model o f  identity  that covers the descriptions o f non -self 

id en tities  reported in  mystical experience and states, conscious or 

otherwise, in  which there is  no sub jectiv ity  as well as those states in  

which, consciousness, is- experienced': In ’ terms o‘f  s e lf .  In providing a model 

that w ill  accomplish th is , I believe we w ill begin to understand what 

mystical experience is  about.

2. MISTICAL EXPERIENCE AMD PERSONALITY.

As discussed in  chapter 4 the sp iritu a l orientation, which always follows
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Heretical perception and is  usually preceded by i t ,  is  a syndromic personality 

state exhibiting a very typical outlook and set o f values and feelings..

The point I  wish to make here is  that we cannot, except in  terms of 

’ brainwashing', accommodate in  the context o f  individuality personality 

complexes which crop up in  a standardized form worldwide and in  a l l  ages, 

often b r ie f ly , regardless o f prevailing culture. Since neither brain­

washing nor the internalization o f relig ious paradigms o f personality 

alone could account fo r  a l l  the cases in  which this complex is  reported, i t  

has to be accepted that the combination o f feelings such as 'basic t r u s t ', 

altruism etc. owes nothing to acquisition from culture, kin and peers.

The only alternative -  unless one wishes to argue that this stereotypical 

personality is  acquired during some universal phase that a l l  humans go 

through, the foeta l, perhaps, or is  an evolutionary artefact -  is  that 

the complex re flects  a non-individual human persona, something we simply 

are, be i t  a universal characteristic o f human functioning or the result 

o f some particular and abnormal form of metabolic condition. We are 

familiar with cases o f both. We can talk o f  c lin ica l depression, a mind- 

state not presumed to owe anything to the individuality o f the victim 's 

acquired personality and o f paranoia which seems to be an analogous case. 

Since there is  no reason to think o f  sp ir itu a lity  in  terms o f morbidity, 

i t  is  more reasonable to treat i t  as a universal product o f human functioning 

a lb e it  one which is  rarely fu lly  manifested in  human consciousness. We 

can talk o f  childhood psychology, adolescent psychology, the psychology 

o f old age etc. which, like the sp iritua l orientation , set individuality 

in  quite characteristic non-personal contexts and i t  is  my view that the 

sp iritua l outlook is  sim ilarly an aspect o f the human, rather than the 

individual,condition. The point being that, i f  this is  so, we need a model 

o f human personality that can be described both in  terms o f  the individual 

and o f the universal and non-personal for  any explanation in  terms o f
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ego-identity alone would be in su ffic ien t.

I f  i t  is  not an aberration, like c lin ica l depression, i t  nay be that the 

spiritual complex plays a central, rather than a marginal, role  in the 

defin ition  o f personality. I believe i t  could be argued from, the 

experience o f mystics that this complex is  central to the concept of 

human development and maturity. The sp iritual orientation, in  any 

marked form, is  a temporary phase described by experients in  such terms 

as 'becoming fu lly  human for the f i r s t  tim e', 'w hole ', 'complete' etc.

In hindsight, though the phase passes, mystics trace subsequent personality 

changes such as an increasing confidence, altruism, fortitude etc. - which 

many authors have noted -  to this period in  an organic rather than in  a 

contingent way. ITy b e lie f  is  that, not only can we id en tify  a spiritual 

complex, but we could relate i t  to personality development and emotional 

maturity. The possible peak-age fo r  mystical experience in  the late teens 

would be very sign ificant in  this context and we could suggest that 

whereas, in  the case o f mystics, the integration o f  individual and 

non-individual tra its  is  sudden and often unstable -  several sh ifts may 

be needed -  the same sort o f integration occurs in  non-mystics gradually 

and thus less noticeably. I t  is  the sudden contrast between old and new 

personality which needs to be recognized descriptively  and which may give 

us an insight into the workings and nature o f  maturation. There are 

two possible objections to such an argument. F irstly , tliat long term 

changes in  personality in  the case o f mystics, i f  indeed there are any, 

fo r  mystics could be deceiving themselves, are entirely  contingent- on 

the way the experience is  construed and on the simple accidents o f l i f e .

One is  lik e ly  enough to attempt to 'improve' oneself, perhaps in  line 

with religious models, i f  one is  certain a god, in  some form or another,



exists and that his aim is  human "betterment and salvation and society  

•will knock o f f  everyone's rough edges in  the course o f time. I would 

only say to this that, i f  we recognize maturity in  general and accept 

that in  most cases i t  occurs gradually, the sudden onset -  though not 

necessarily completion -  -of the same sort o f maturity in  the case o f 

mystics, must he sign ifican t and would count against any argument that 

maturation is  sole ly  a product o f  contingent factors, rather i t  would 

indicate a coupling together o f innate and acquired patterns. The 

second objection  would run that human maturity is  too nebulous a concept 

to be meaningful, at best no mure than a cultural stereotype. I f  so 

there are, at most , only cultural stereotypes o f maturity and we have no 

other way o f  discriminating between the mature and the immature. As 

Humke believed that 'basic trust' authenticated a mature and rounded 

personality, I believe we do recognize a wider set o f personality tra its  

in  which individuality should be set as marking a fu lly  developed 

personality though these are not easy to define and certainly not 

quantifiable and, i f  you do not understand what I mean, I cannot explain 

i t  to you. However, though the notion that maturity is  tied , consciously 

or unconsciously, to the workings o f a sp iritual complex would give 

substance to the concept o f maturity which would have many implications 

fo r  the evaluation o f ourselves -  we could provide a ch eck -list o f tra its  

to determine authentic maturity and fu lfillm ent o f the p oten tia lities  o f 

human character -  I accept that any argument based on the long-term 

development o f a m ystic's character must be tenuous. Nevertheless, 

central or not, we are le f t  with the problem o f syndromic personality 

states which certainly are of a marked nature and b r ie f duration and 

which cannot be understood in  terras o f individuality alone.
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3. MEANII1GFULHESS AED MYSTICAL CIAIHS.

The third challenge mystical experience poses fo r  a rational view of 

humanity could be summarized as why do mystics make certain thematic 

but -  in  an empirical sense -  meaningless claims about the world 

apparently without using normal in te llectu a l procedures? To outline the 

problem I w ill need f i r s t  to show that mystics do not use any normal method -  

empirical or tautological -  to arrive at their claims and secondly show 

that their claims are not simply i l lo g ic a l .  Taken in  conjunction with 

the nature o f the claims, I believe these considerations show that mystical 

claims, neither in  form nor orig in , bear any resemblance to any other 

type o f human claim, sane or irra tion a l. Mystics simply recognize that x 

is  a meaningful and valid description o f the way things-are. The problem is 

how then are we to explain why i t  is  mystics find their claims meaningful 

and expect others -  mystics at least -  to find them likewise?

, In everyday cases there are two ways we usually come to give a meaning to 

experience, either by inference or by judgment but we have no reason to 

believe that mystics arrive at their claims -  at least primarily -  through 

either method. Regarding the f i r s t  p o ss ib ility  i t  might be suggested 

that mystics make inferences about their experience from whatever knowledge 

they may have o f religious doctrine. At f i r s t  sight this seems plausible 

fo r  probably everyone is  acquainted at least with a minimal level o f 

religious teaching and might apply this such as i t  is  to situations to 

determine whether theirs was an aiithentic experience o f this or that.

Yet, though familiar terms might be borrowed to describe what is  otherwise 

indescribable, I doubt whether their use implies any such rational process.

In monotheistic religions especia lly , terms such as God are rarely 

predicated in  su ffic ien t deta il fo r  anyone to be able to say that he had 

had an authentic experience o f , fo r  example, the Christian God. Unlike
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to do with matters that have few recognized attributes and i t  is  

sign ificant that there is  never any attempt to ju s t ify  the id en tifica tion . 

Even theologians would have problems recognizing God in  experience yet 

we never find signs o f an in te llectu a l process pointing out in  what 

respects their experience was authentic or o f any " I  had better look 

that up" approach which would take time as we would i f  encountering 

some mundane object we were unfamiliar with but only an immediate 

appellation "th is  was God and I could not doubt the fa c t" . That inference 

is  not the main tool fo r  determining the meaning o f mystical perception 

is  made clear by the fact that many mystics coin private terms to describe 

what they experienced -  'pure being' etc. By doing this they deny any 

p o ss ib ility  o f inference. Nor do mystics appear to be analysing their 

perceptions in  order to derive some meaning from them whether or not 

they have any religious knowledge. Just as, without knowing what i t  is  

our senses are presenting us with, we can just see that red is  not the 

same as blue or square as round i t  might be thought that mystics are 

making 'judgments o f perception '. One might, fo r  example, realize that 

'a presence' is  a non-natural presence simply by comparison with every­

day experience. In theory mystical perceptions might be quite revealing 

allowing experienced mystics to distinguish types, principal characteristics 

etc. and some mystics seem to claim that they know something about God 

from immediate recognition of what is  or is  not the case about their 

perception. There are two objections to this line of explanation. The 

f ir s t  is  that there is  no log ica l necessity fo r  us to find our perceptions 

meaningful in  any way whatsoever. So, given the nature o f mystical 

perception, i t  is  something o f a surprise that a l l  experients do find 

them meaningful and, moreover, do not re s tr ic t  themselves to basic

406.
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judgments but make sophisticated universal claims whether or not inference 

allows them to do so. The major d if f ic u lty  however is  that mystics 

appear to recognize that x is  the case with the same immediate and 

unshakable conviction whether or not they have any concrete perception 

at a l l .  In a case such as 'a  flash  o f illumination . . .  a few seconds . . .

I had experienced a world mind . . .  I seemed to understand immediately, 

without e ffo r t , the meaning and truth o f immortality, omniscience and 

omnipresence1 (12) we have the usual sort o f mystical insight but no 

cogitable basis either fo r  judgment or inference at a l l .  I f  mystical 

truth may be arrived at without some concrete perception o f  divine things, 

there is  no log ica l relationship between perception and meaning in  the 

case o f mysticism.

Other arguments that mystical revelations arise from cognitive processes 

are equally unconvincing. Religious knowledge, unlike pure mathematics, 

would not appear to be tautologous knowledge. I doubt that one could 

deduce immortality in  the same way that one could 2 + .2 = 4  such that i t  

is  something we may know whether or not we have empirical illustra tions 

o f i t  nor do mystics ever claim that they worked out, say, that the 

universe must be love in  any such way. Nor do mystics, unlike many 

ordinary re lig iou s, claim to know what they know on the basis o f some 

authority -  the bible perhaps. Mystics may use religious doctrine as 

a form o f confirmation for their revelations but this is  neither the origin 

o f their claim nor are their claims offered to us subject to confirmation -  

Teresa of Avila, for  instance, was dismissive o f 'a  certain confessor' 

who found himself unable to agree with what she simply 'knew' to be the 

case. Ror would I accept any argument about subliminal in te llectu a l 

processes whether or not tied to sensory stimulation o f which the experient
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may be unconscious. I gave my reasons in  chapter 3, the principal ones 

being that mystical revelation simply cannot be treated as a solution 

to anything and, i f  i t  is  a solution , i t  is  odd how modern Atheists 

and medieval monks reach the same solution . Further, there is  no 

evidence for such processes, no time for them to occur and, unlike genuine 

'revelations ’ o f this type, such as the benzene ring, provide no lasting 

solution nor can they even be worked out consciously, as i t  were, in  

reverse -  one simply knows a mystical truth, i t  is  not something that, 

once known, one can work towards demonstrating. I do not rule out the 

p oss ib ility  that one or more o f these processes plays a role  in explaining 

how i t  is  a mystic knows so immediately and certainly what he does but 

would argue that none offers a su ffic ien t explanation o f the origin o f 

these claims.

I f  we cannot treat mystical claims as the product o f rational thought 

processes, i t  might alternatively be argued that we could view them 

simply as idiosyncratic and i l lo g ic a l .  We are a fter  a l l  free to imagine 

what we w ill and attribute whatever meaning we wish to our sensory 

experiences. There are three objections to such a line . The f ir s t  is  that 

we have no general reason to think o f mystics as a group as either 

irrational or as obsessed by religious/supernatural matters and thus 

liab le  to apply such ideas randomly and in  a wholly private way. Unlike 

the in te llectu a lly  confused or those suffering from some mania, mystics, 

i f  anything, appear to be log ica l individuals, stick lers for  detail and 

certainly do not a l l  have such a religious background as might lead one 

to suspect that theirs is  a. neurotic nature obsessed by religious ideas. 

Mystics such as J. Trevor scrutinized and tried to test their illuminations 

in  every way possible but s t i l l  have not been able to concede even during 

the course o f a lifetim e that these b r ie f episodes were delusions, wishful
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that they believe they are making1 claims about that which is  not personal

and private hut which has a universal significance and are often aware 

that such claims may make them look ridiculous -  since whatever significance

the claims have cannot he found in  the public domain -  is  not what we would 

expect o f the confused or the monomaniac® A second and more substantial 

objection is  that the claims have a thematic quality or consistency

which would appear to rule out simple idiosyncracy. Though i t  is  d i f f ic u l t

to characterize mystical claims, they do not appear to have that d iversity

which we have come to expect from wholly private thoughts. I t  is

sign ificant in  this context that many authors have sought to analyse

mystical claims in  various ways, treating them as i f  they were internally
(

consistent, amenable to log ic  and to  have discerned common threads running 

through them su ffic ien t to relate them to models such as the ’ path*, the 

’ seven mansions' etc. I t  is not merely that they bear a certain 

compatibility with religious doctrines o f one sort or another which make 

such a ctiv it ie s  appear reasonable but, i f  compared one with another both 

in content and form, that they do appear to cons t i irate a recognizable 

family perhaps to the point where we could agree about whether a case 

did or did not belong to i t .  That criteria  we would use I do not know -  

perhaps their u n fa ls ifia b ility , their subject matter Cod, love, union -  

but this appearance o f a theme and o f a_ common form marks out the type

from the simply random and id iosyncratic. rounos

of the expertents adds weight to this argument. The third objection 

is  that mystics not only find that temporarily, when in  the right frame 

o f mind, they understand the meaning their experience has- whether or 

not they can understand i t  la ter when often only the certainty that i t  

did have a meaning may remain -  but others appear in  some way to recognize
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this meaning a lso . Mystics turned guru attempt to impart their insight 

to others -  though perhaps s ign ifica n tly  not often in  rational ways -  

and groups often give the appearance o f being on the same wavelength.

This might prove a most interesting area o f study fo r , i f  i t  could be 

shown that mystics genuinely understood each other in  some way i t  would 

be the strongest argument o f  a l l  against the charge that mystical claims 

are simply private, id iosyncratic and i l lo g ic a l  fo r  we could not under­

stand or even empathize with another's irra tion a lity . The impression I 

have is  that these claims, i f  not rational and thus allowing easy access 

by a l l ,  nonetheless do not simply have private meanings either and thus 

whatever significance they do have cannot be sought in  the personal domain 

alone.

I f  we do not know how mystics come to know what they know yet have reasons 

fo r  believing that they are making some sort o f trans-personal claim, i t  

is  worth looking at these claims to see whether, as a group, they rea lly  

bear any resemblance to other empirical or tautologous knowledge at a l l .

My thinking here is  that, i f  we find these claims meaningful, i t  cannot 

be for  the same reasons that we find other claims to do with the public 

domain meaningful and thus we w ill have to explain the meaningfulness 

o f mystical claims -  at least fo r  mystics and their associates -  in  other 

terms. As argued in  chapter 1, mystical claims are rarely in a form 

which allows verifica tion  and never have been verified  or fa ls ifie d  which 

distinguishes them as a group at the outset. I t  is  also very curious 

that we can do nothing with these claims. Theology has sought to show 

that they make sense in  terms o f this or that cosmology but since these 

models remain unverified they are, fo r  a l l  intents and purposes, beyond 

approach in  terms o f the world. Neither, taking mystical claims as a
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starting point, can we work back or forward from them as was done in  the 

case o f  the dream o f  the benzene ring to show to what i t  is  they relate 

and thus whether or not they have a place in the scheme o f  things. I t  is  

also very curious the way most mystics recognize the meaning momentarily 

with absolute c la r ity  yet simply cannot say la ter what this was beyond 

the fa ct  that i t  was certainly o f some immense sign ificance both for 

themselves and for  mankind. Others try to capture i t  in  words only to 

find that they are making statements o f questionable meaningfulness or, 

as when Boehme wrote o f  the 'signatures' o f  plants, statements which are 

apparently nonsensical. I f  ever I understood 'r e la t iv ity  theory'

I do not do so now yet I have ways o f going back to the understanding 

I had o f i t  and thus ways o f making clear it s  meaning to others which 

mystics simply do not have -  i f  you are to make a mystic o f another, 

there is  no rational way to do th is . Hot to labour the point, though, 

i f  put in to theological terms, mystical claims make a certain minimal 

amount o f sense, they are not otherwise translatable into terms graspable 

by the in te lle c t . Thus i t  is  not even a case o f mystics versus non-mystics 

but mystical insight versus every other form o f insight. Since theology 

offers us no reason to believe that the application o f log ic  to these 

claims, which gives them an apparent meaningfulness in  relation  to the 

world, is  an a ctiv ity  which can be ju s t ifie d , there is  every reason to treat 

mystical in s i s t s  and whatever significance they have for  us as something 

entirely self-contained. Can there be ways o f looking at things which 

have other than a private meaning yet whose meaning fo r  us does not 

originate in  rationality? Ily suggestion w ill be that mystical insights, 

and mystical perceptions likewise, belong to an arbitrary and internally 

coherent order o f events to which, as humans, we a l l  have access and can 

simply recognize but never analyse. The problem is  to find a context in
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which a transpersonal recognition that x is  a valid description  can 

"be placed without accepting that such descriptions are the product o f 

rationality  -  our ovm or God's -  or that they t e l l  us anything about 

the world at a l l  fo r  our a b ility  to  recognize mystical descriptions 

o f l i f e  may only t e l l  us something about our own nature» ;

Though these three questions might each be answered in  various ways, 

taken tógeth’erra common solution is  indicated which, I  be lieve , w ill 

in  turn shed light on other aspects of mystical experience and perhaps 

better describe the nature o f humanity generally. My proposal is  simply 

to draw a d istin ction  between sub jectiv ity  and everything else that 

constitutes human psycho-physiological functioning. My notion is  that the 

functioning o f the human organism can be described in  two very d istin ctive  

ways which, presumably, at the physiological leve l represent d istin ct modes 

o f operation. The human organism may well have developed to it s  present 

level o f  complexity without, until very recently , having developed the 

means to create individuality. Subjectivity I treat as an additional 

and specialised mode o f operation which lias arisen from some more 

sophisticated technique o f information processing or simply a more 

sophisticated way o f combining a number o f long developed features 

such as memory. \Ie therefore may talk o f s e l f  and a l l  that i t  stands for 

in  relation  to the activation o f a particular pattern o f neurological 

operation and, equally, o ffer  a description o f the human in  non-personal 

terns fo r , i t  is  important to point out -  this not being an inheritance 

theory -  tliat I do not believe that the development o f su b jectiv ity  

lias subsumed our autochthonous organization into it s  workings. My 

reasons for believing that sub jectiv ity  is  an operation parasitic on 

a non-personal structure rather than one which has incorporated a l l
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o f organization are various. As discussed, even conscious awareness 

does not entail sub jectiv ity  and a description o f unconsciousness -  

during which times we continue to function and respond to environment 

in  terms o f  sub jectiv ity  is  wholly inappropriate. Even in  consciousness 

individual identity has l i t t l e  control over our bodily functions, our 

reactions or that whole range o f impulse and behaviour we describe as 

in stin ctive  and in times o f c r is is , such as trauma, we often find that 

su b jectiv ity  is  pre-emptorily closed down to be replaced by a form o f 

autonomic psycho-physiological functioning that requires a d ifferent 

order o f description. Moreover, as in  mysticism and deep dreaming, we 

are aware, o f another identity  or o f universal symbols which we simply 

cannot place in  the context o f s e lf .  I therefore believe we can talk of 

the b io log ica l machine in  h itle r  order terms as having two d istin ct 

forms o f identity  o f which the primordial is  primary and the subjective 

secondary -  an order which does not match our usual perception. This 

increases the complexity o f our understanding o f human nature to the 

point where we may provide comprehensive descriptions o f i t  yet not to 

the point where, as in  the case o f idealism or theological concepts of 

soul e t c . ,  i t  becomes ontologlca lly  extravagant. There is  only one 

machine which, I believe, has a characteristic form o f organization and 

a complementary higher order faculty \riiich we wrongly assume to play a 

central role  in  its  world.ngs.

The point I am making about primordial organization is  not that we can simply 

describe human physiology without reference to s e l f  but that this form 

o f organization i t s e l f  requires a higher order level o f description than 

physiology alone could provide. Quite what this leve l, glimpsed in 

mystical experience, is  like is  something which needs to be investigated 

but i t  gives the appearance o f having; an id en tifia b le  character, sense 

of identity  and a very d istin ctive  way o f representing the world to i t s e l f .



414

There is  no reason to doubt that a complex organism such as the human 

being is  capable o f a level o f self-expression which a l l  members o f the 

species manifest and which is  the hallmark o f their membership and a 

token of the common way in  which they each, individually, function.

Maybe i t  is  quite natural for us at this level to see ourselves in  terms 

o f species, recognizing by their behaviour, perhaps, that other members 

likewise have a similar sense o f identity, outlook and personality that is  

determined by context -  roles and environmental demands -  rather than by 

individuality . I t  should be noted that for now I am only suggesting 

that there may be an authentically human form o f identity and I am not 

proposing that, like some hive creatures, perhaps, or like birds in  

migration, we have a transpersonal identity  which coordinates the 

a c t iv it ie s  o f individual members or which allows for communication 

between members in  a non-material way. Mystics would in  fa ct appear to

be claiming that we do not merely have a family resemblance at this level

but that we are quite lite ra lly  joined together by supra-personal forces.

This may be so, I would certainly wish to leave the p oss ib ility  open, but

I find no need to complicate matters to this degree in order to answer 

the questions that mystical experiences in it ia l ly  present us with. I f  

we each have an identity derived from our common metabolisms we can 

understand to what i t  is  mystics are referring and why i t  is  others can 

recognize what they are talking about without becoming ontologica lly  

extravagant. Though we would function at this primordial or adamic level 

continuously, there is  l i t t l e  reason for us to be aware o f i t  in  the 

normal course o f  events. One might imagine that when, so to speak, 

su b jectiv ity  is  switched on i t  largely excludes any conscious awareness 

o f this level though s e lf  may be compatible with some degree o f 

consciousness o f non-personal elements, especially  o f character, and, 

i f  my remarks above about maturation have any basis, we may conclude 

that there is  no incom patibility between the awareness o f the personal
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and some impersonal contents. Of necessity I can say l i t t l e  else about 

this level o f awareness. Mystics may do their best to describe what i t  

feels like to view the world from the perspective o f the merely human 

but since there is  not even any reason to suppose that sense perception 

is  the same at both levels -  data processing may be quite d ifferent in 

the absence o f the circu itry  that, I believe, sub jectiv ity  is  a part o f -  

there is  no reason to suppose that we can translate primordial ways of 

looking at things into terms recognizable by the s e lf .  I t  may be, however, 

should we be arare o f this primordial v ision , that we naturally enough 

recognize i t  and, treating i t  in  its  own terms, find i t  meaningful though 

beyond analysis in rational terms.

Depersonalization in various states and mystical claims about the 

dissolution o f s e l f  into some greater whole become comprehensible in 

terms o f this model. Once sub jectiv ity  lias stopped, as i t  often seems 

to do in  trauma, we continue to function autonomically -  perhaps more 

e ff ic ie n t ly  in  cases where the concerns o f s e l f  are superfluous and a 

d istraction  from more pressing bodily needs -  and, sometimes, we recognize 

or become submerged by an impersonal identity . One might imagine that 

our primordial nature is  not often conscious at a l l  but that when i t  is  

i t  is  b lis s fu lly  unaware of i t s  own individuality and the particularity 

of it s  plight and only aware o f its  common identity  with the species 

and more generally with the world of which i t  is  part. This fa ilure 

to consciously d ifferentiate  between s e l f  and others or, at least, to 

do so clearly  may arise from poor data processing (sub jectiv ity  

notwithstanding, without my glasses I fe e l more 'a t one with the w orld ') 

or i t  may be that this is  the ray we must necessarily view ourselves and 

our relationships in  the absence o f sub jectiv ity  however sophisticated
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our information processing. Judging from mystical reports this adamic 

sense o f identity is  fa ir ly  d istin ctive  and not subject to the degree o f 

variation we find even in  a restricted  use o f ego-identity and a perception 

o f the world, or simply of existence, apparently seen without lim itation 

or particularity, is  invariably said to be quite d ifferent from any in 

which subjectivity  is  incorporated. I t  is  interesting that mystics declare 

of this state that i t  is  'l ik e  coming home' and recognize that, ’ at the 

deepest leve l, this is  what I rea lly  was* what we a l l  are ’ with a great 

deal o f commotion and, taken together with the thematic nature o f the 

claims, this allows me to suggest that i t  does have a distinctiveness and 

universality which id en tifies  i t  as the authentic form of a non-subjective 

human sen&e of identity . The extended identity  o f the spiritual phase 

presumably represents a balance between the s e l f  and impersonal identity 

in  consciousness, a balance which may sh ift . I t  would be pointless to 

attempt to evaluate extended or impersonal id en tities , they would only 

represent what the organism perceives i t s e l f ,  perhaps o f necessity, to be 

but whilst clearly s e l f  has many advantages, we might regret that i t  is  

not more commonly balanced by irra tion a l feelings o f a ffin ity  given the 

devestation o f the planet and, perhaps ultim ately, o f the species by 

those who are conscious only o f  the subjective dimension o f identity.

Once we are able to talk o f human as d istin ct from individual identity 

i t  also becomes easier to explain personality complexes, such as the 

sp iritua l, which appear to owe l i t t l e  to acquisition or to other aspects 

o f individuality and i t  may be that these also give us some sort o f 

picture o f the character o f the organism. Me could simply talk o f 

authentic human personality or, since natural man is  unlikely to prove 

a paragon of virtue, ch ild like sim plicity  and trust, more probably o f 

an authentic human personality complex, one o f a number the organism 

manifests according to circumstance. I  do not think i t  would be impossible
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o f situation in  universal rather than in  id iosyncratic ways and show that 

tliis response -  one might almost ca ll i t  a posture involving, as I believe 

i t  does, coordinated changes in  emotions, fee lin g , outlook etc. -  could 

not have been acquired by a l l  the subjects. The e ffects  o f such complexes 

nay be tempered by sub jectiv ity  but, as we know, impulses ranging from 

altruism to anger are quite lik e ly  to overcome the most rational man 

and, what is  more, equip Mm with a total syndromic mind set in  terms 

o f which Ms actions seem appropriate. The point is  not that we have 

inherited assorted complexes from the past which we must do our best to

smother but that, at one leve l, this is  just what the organism ~ a l l  

human organisms -  are like and this aspect o f our nature cannot be entered 

into in  any subjective or rational way. Quite what part the sp iritua l complex 

a ltru is t ic , cooperative, trusting -  plays at this level or what, i f  any, 

o f the organism's postures i t  is  representing, i t  is  hard to say. I f  my 

remarks about maturation have any weight, we might think o f the sp iritua l 

orientation as the most fu ll  developed aspect o f an adamic personality 

coming increasingly to dominate the adult's nature but, whether this is  

so or not, I  believe i t  is  reasonable to suggest that, at this lev e l, the 

organism is  not only capable o f non-indi vidua ted awareness but tint i t  

could also have evolved various psycho-physiological complexes one of 

which is  the persona experienced in  the sp iritua l phase. I t  is  perhaps 

simpler to see these complexes as aspects o f an integrated non-personal 

identity  than to treat them, as we tend to, as isolated evolutionary 

artefacts which serve no purpose in the contemporary human economy beyond 

intruding into sub jectiv ity  and rationa lity  often when we least want them 

to. Certainly any description o f humanity must take into account the 

apparently impersonal nature o f these complexes fo r  they are characterisable,
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come upon us suddenly and leave us almost as quickly. There is  no other 

way in  which we can understand why i t  is  that the sp iritua l suddenly find 

themselves kitted out with a new, larger personality that authoritatively 

presents and challenges the s e l f  with a new vision o f what they are, or 

should be, and transforms the way that they look at the world, before, in  

Starbuck's terms, they fe e l a 'backsliding1 and sub jectiv ity  reasserts 

i t s e l f .  I t  is  the c y c lic  nature o f  these intrusions and the contrast they 

present which demands description and explanation.

Though the only point I  am making is  that, by hiving o f f  su b jectiv ity , 

we can explain syndromic changes in  personality in terms o f  the organism's 

rather than the individual's  personality and thus give both aspects the 

fu l l  and independent roles they appear to us to have, I am not unaware that 

ray model could be thought to carry implications which I do not intend i t  

to convey. V/e can, I believe, describe a number o f personality states 

as authentic examples o f the "simply human" yet, whilst these states
✓

invariably make a great impact upon us -  -since our consciousness o f them 

seems proportionate to the simultaneous reduction o f subjective awareness -  

I do not see that we should look on them as moral imperatives whether or 

not, in  practice, experients treat them as i f  they are. Many relig ions set 

great store by the transformation from 's in fu l ' s e l f  to a state in  which 

ego is  subordinated t o , what I would ca ll , the sp iritual orientation , yet 

in  my model there is  no basis fo r  evaluation between the two as both have 

the same ontological status and, in  fa ct, the spiritual represents a less 

sophisticated form o f  functioning than the subjective. These non-personal 

forms o f psycho-physiological functioning may form a benchmark for  the 

evaluation o f individual members by providing the only common basis for  

group identity  we have, they may enhance our feelings o f  w ell-being and
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maybe, i f  everyone regularly attended revival meetings, the world would 

he a happier and pleasanter place hut they do not provide authoritative 

blue-prints for individual personality. I doubt that the s e l f  could do 

better than integrate i t s  acquired elements with those provided hy its  

identity  as a member o f the species hut unless one believes that the 

la tter identity  is  a lso  sentient at some trans-personal lev e l, concerned 

with the wider welfare o f the species, omniscient etc. there is  no 

compulsion to do so and many individuals, perhaps r igh tly , fee l that 

trans-personal values are a straightjacket inhibiting individual 

development and e ffic ien cy . ( l  earlier argued that in  proportion to 

the degree o f fe lt  sp ir itu a lity , individuals appear less able to deal 

e ffe c t iv e ly  and flex ib ly  with the sophisticated non-natural environment 

which sub jectiv ity  lias made possib le ). A s ,i f  there is  a non-human 

identity  at a l l  i t  lives in a d ifferen t world from su b jectiv ity , these 

remarks are only intended to show that my model carries no moral or 

eth ical im plications, unless, as mystics and other religious claim, 

there is  a great deal more to trans-personal identity  than we, at f ir s t  

sight, have need to suppose.

The third area o f d iff ic u lty  can also be understood in' terms of a 

separate, impersonal level o f awareness. What mystics try to describe 

and, perhaps wrongly, attempt to formulate in  religious or quasi-religious 

terms -  but in  no case offering us anything that is  transcribable into 

rational terms -  is  maybe no more than a picture o f the way the organism 

perceives the world to be. Though much that is  perceived by the organism, 

the low level o f d ifferentia tion  say, may arise from in fe r io r  data 

processing, we have no jeeason to assume that, in  empirical terms, any 

understanding based on such perception is  meaningless nor, though they 

may he unapproachable, that i f  formualted the claims arising would be
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in  ways which are useful to us rather than in a fora which any log ica l 

being could understand -  colour perception, for example, symbolizes 

information about the vorld in  a form common to and recognized by a l l  

members o f the species yet which is  only a logica lly  related to the fact 

being represented -  so i t  might be with much o f the picture mystics 

report. Without operating at the non-subjective level and knowing what 

use the organism puts it s  picture o f the world to, one simply does not 

know whether the picture the organism has o f trans-personal forces etc. 

is  meaningful or not. Equally though the picture the orgarasn has o f 

the world may be entirely a log ica l} informational or not, there is  no 

reason to-assume that i t  is  nonsensical simply because i t  cannot be 

formulated in  log ica l or p roto-log ica l terms. Though I cannot recognize 

what cubist paintings, say, are conveying, others can and thus these 

images have more than a private significance. Perhaps mystical claims, 

however impenetrable, likewise convey something of significance to the 

in itiated  though this meaning could never clearly be put into words. 

I'ystics do, without d if f ic u lty , find awareness from this perspective 

very meaningful indeed. A ll mystics, in a l l  places and ages, not only 

find i t  meaningful but, as far as one can t e l l  from ■the thematic nature 

o f the claims, find i t  meaningful in  much the same way. Certainly they 

expect others to understand the images they provide us with and some 

apparently do. Treating mystical claims as arising from the stereotyped 

comprehension o f a non-rational creature, which in part I believe ve a l l
y

are, does explain the two most d i f f ic u lt  points about mystical claims 

which are the certainty mystics have that their insights are meaningful 

and the problem they have in  formulating, in  words at least, what this
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significance is .  I f  one needs to lie locked-in to the organism's whole 

integrated mode of operating before we can find comprehensible what i t  

finds comprehensible, i t  would also explain why many mystics cannot 

remember the significance o f so much 'other-worldly' knowledge when s e l f  

supervenes moments a fter  even though the experience remains stamped on 

their memory. We could make l i t t l e  o f i t ,  i f  i t  proved the case that 

the organism had developed a uniform way of comprehending it s  existence 

and'the world for  this need not show language or any other form of 

communication. I t  may be no more than a logo which id entifies  authentic 

human comprehension which is  quite possible since, without sub jectiv ity , 

there would be nothing to prevent our processing information in  identica l 

ways given a common psycho-physiological functioning. As humans operating 

at that level we recognize that this is  our way o f viewing the world.

Having taken what to my mind, the three most accessible questions raised 

by mystical experience and offered a model o f the human being in  terms 

of which we can answer them, I leave i t  to others to determine whether 

there is  any merit in  continuing further with this line o f enquiry. I 

do not pretend to know whether the adamic entity o f my hypothesis is  

some purblind, barely conscious, creature or whether i t  is  much more 

complex than that -  and there are questions about mass behaviour, mass 

learning and our interaction with the environment that do suggest something 

truly mysterious at the heart o f each o f us -  my sole aim has been to 

suggest a way forward that ties  mystical experience in  with the world and 

the undoubted need for  a, dual description o f human identity seems to 

provide one such - the only such? -  opening. I t  is  not therefore a 

solution in  terms of which a l l  aspects o f mystical experience can be 

understood but a. starting point that may enable us to investigate the 

subject rationally and perhaps, one day, even em pirically.



4 2 2

s mm:'.Y.

I began this cliapter by considering whether or not we could o ffer  a 

natura listic description o f mystical experience since various reasonings 

suggested that the key to explanation lay in  our own metabolism. I argued 

that, not only could we not do so at present but, beyond saying that 

there were few signs o f morbidity, we could say nothing else as the

account would need to be o f such complexity that we must wait for a

fu ll  understanding o f how the various functions o f our b io log ica l machine 

interact to produce awareness. The lack o f a physical description 

however is  no great disadvantage when considering what we raidit do with 

i t  i f  we had one. The simplest p oss ib ility  would be to reduce a l l  

mystical reports to physiological terms but I argued that such a course 

is  not indicated. Leaving aside idealism, I could find no reason to 

accept a p rior i that mystical reports are uninformative nor could I fox-see 

the likelihood of our wishing to exchange accounts of.m ystical comprehension

t could be shown that mystical experiences

o  "1 o rn e  H t~ \ -'PL ■s-- J - V ~l. V.. .!_ human awareness,  the:re is  a

ences than an account o f how we coxae. to

have then. In the third section, whilst accepting the p oss ib ility  o f 

a natu ra listic description , I looked for a way to understand mystical 

experience in  terms o f  our functioning that was not wholly reductionist. 

Taking the questions mystical experience poses for identity , personality

and meaning as the most promising 

mystical experience could lead us 

nature o f the human being. Two cju 

o f human functioning are indicated 

presumably representing and being

lines o f enquiry, I have suggested that 

to a quite new understanding o f the 

i t e  d ifferent orders of description 

, the s e l f  and the non -self, the former 

tied to the more sophisticated b io log ica l
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equipment we have evolved or simply to the more sophisticated use of 

such equipment. The model» whatever its  fa ilin g s , does solve the 

descriptive problems posed by mystical and some other aspects o f human 

experience without ontological extravagance -  there is  only one machine 

requiring two higher order descriptions o f it s  functioning. I f  I am on 

the right lines, mystical experience, at the very lea st, is  a diagnostic 

too l giving us an insight in to human organization which we may not 

otherwise have been able to approach. As far as we can t e l l  there would 

be no more reason to reduce our transhuman persona to physical terms 

than there would be our everyday one since both would require a higher 

order o f description than could be contained in  natura listic terms alone. 

There is  a lso the p oss ib ility  that mystical experience could open up 

whole new vistas o f knowledge i f  the organism devoid o f sub jectiv ity  

proves not to be an automaton, fo r  i t  may be conveying usable information 

perhaps in  an encrypted form about the world o f trans-personality. The 

settlin g  o f this question is  a very long way o f f  even i f  we were to 

establish non-personal identity as a fact rather than as a description 

but i t  is  this p o ss ib ility , about which mystics have no doubts and other 

relig ious also accept, that alone should be su ffic ien t to force us to 

dedicate a great deal o f e ffo rt  in  trying to solve a l l  o f the questions 

which mystical experience poses. To answer the question I asked, however, 

a naturalistic explanation is  unlikely to su ffice  though i t  is  probable 

that one could be given eventually. Me need to understand how mystical 

experience f i t s  into the wider world o f human organization and 

functioning and physical descriptions alone are unlikely to enable us 

to do this fo r , at best, these can confirm and keep our speculations on

the ra ils
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POSTSCRIPT

Mystical experience, I "believe, is  something more that a non-natural 

perception or a group o f claims loosely  related by a supernatural theme 

for  i t  is  a very d istin ctive  psycho-physiological event that takes
l

place in  recognizable circumstances. Any explanation o f  the picture 

which emerges needs to address a l l  aspects o f  a many-faceted phenomenon.

We need naturalistic descriptions and higher order accounts o f personality 

as well as examinations o f the significance these claims about the 

nature o f  rea lity  have. Such different approaches are not incompatible 

and need to be developed together for any one approach is  unlikely to 

prove compelling and understanding may come only when we have a fu ll  

picture o f  the way human beings function at d ifferent levels and the way 

in  which these d ifferent levels interact. Some readers may have been 

disappointed that, in  view o f the arguments in  chapters 1 and 2, I have 

fe l t  unable to pursue the content o f mystical claims and discuss such 

questions as d iv in ity , underlying unity etc. which are o f course what" 

has given mystical experience such prominence over the centuries. I take 

no view about such claims in  iso la tion  from the experience -  i t s  background 

etc. -  as a whole but believe this is  challenging enough, provoking as 

i t  does questions o f real import fo r  philosophy of mind and psychology, 

and that coming to a view about these questions we may be better placed 

to assess what, i f  anything,-,the claims stand for . I leave others to 

to judge whether, as I set out to do, I have succeeded in  presenting 

a rounded and recognizable picture o f the experience and followed through 

some o f  the major im plications, e.g. the d iff ic u lt ie s  o f accounting for 

i t  in  m entalistic terms, this picture has. I shall, however, be w ell- 

satisfied  i f  others, partly as a result o f this work, see mystical
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experiences as I do in  terms o f a thought-provoking conundrum that 

challenges -  one might say jars -  the undemanding rational picture 

o f  ourselves and the world that a s c ie n t ific  age lias given us. Mystical 

experience stands out. I t  is  not to  he dealt with as a footnote to 

psychology or physiology hut needs to he given a more central place in  

our self-understanding even i f  this requires that many o f the assumptions 

on which our s c ie n t if ic  world view is  based need to he reshaped to 

accommodate i t .  Perhaps Nietzsche's madman who 'entered divers churches 

and there sang a requiem aeternam deo' (1) was truly mad, certainly, on 

the basis o f reports we have and my analysis o f these, his actions were 

premature.



_iA.il

APPENDIX A

HOH-MTUPAL/d ISCONTIMOUS (See page 91)

In view o f the argument in  chaper 1 that religious claims are o f 

doubtful meaningfulness and therefore o f questionable in te l l ig ib i l ity  

and the argument in  chapter 2 that any way, regardless o f the wider 

picture, mystical claims are impenetrable throughout I treat as fu t ile  )

any attempt to characterize or analyse the content o f  these claims. I 

make use only o f the more in te llig ib le  aspects o f the reports o f the 

experience, its  background and consequences etc. from which, I believe, 

a great deal more may be gained than from a study o f concepts whose 

meaningfulness is  more apparent than real. I do not deny that these 

concepts may have reference and certainly they are thematic, suggesting 

a transpersonal rather than a wholly private significance -  for a possible 

explanation see chapter 6 .I l l  -  but in  no case do I believe that i t  is  

possible to transcribe religious language into a log ica l or otherwise 

analysable foim. For this reason, throughout I ignore the content o f 

mystical claims about the nature o f the world fo r , though i t  is  uppermost 

in  my mind that mystics have experiences which they report in  terms o f  

d iv in ity , union e t c . ,  I believe, in  our present state o f knowledge, 

such claims are unapproachable. I  therefore seek a non-valuative defin ition  

such that we can talk o f  mystical claims as a type, despite their great 

variety, and which distinguishes them from claims which are amenable to 

verifica tion . Ideally the defin ition  would also distinguish the thematic 

nature o f the mystical type but there are two objections to this. The 

f ir s t  is  that any further characterization o f the non-natural would be 

unwarrantably se lective . Christians, say, night wish to treat as mystical 

only those claims couched in  terms o f  theism and love but this would 

simply be an extraction from the bulk o f the material and would have no

4 2 6 .
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corrig ib le  basis unless i t  could also be shown that these» and only these, 

non-natural experiences appeared real and so forth, and thus, on such 

grounds alone, qualified as mystical. The second is  that w hilst, "by nose", 

we might t e l l  whether a claim was authentically mystical or not, apart 

from the recognizable circumstances in which these claims arise -  discussed 

in  chapters 3»4 and 5» there may be no other way o f distinguishing some 

mystical claims from claims which are wholly private. There are 

apparently mystical claims couched in  wholly private or incomprehensible 

language and either one must exclude claims in which selected terms such 

as d iv in ity did not appear or accept, as I do, that any non-natural 

claim arising in a given set o f circumstances is  mystical whether i t  is  

c learly  to do with d iv in ity, union etc. or not. I therefore choose non­

na tural/d is cónti mious to identify  the primary characteristic o f the claims 

made by mystics, and the religious more widely, which is  that they are 

not seemingly empirical claims and cannot be translated in to empirical 

terms. By this I do not exclude the p oss ib ility  that they have a thematic 

nature but doubt whether ve can ever precisely identify  what i t  i s ,  

beyond their discontinuity with worldly claims, that they have in  common.

The borderline between natural and non-natural claims may not be clear 

in  a l l  cases and fo r  this reason I would only use the d e fin ition  or make 

mention o f mystical claims at a l l  in  conjunction with the wider set o f 

c r ite r ia , I argue, can be used to id entify  mystical experience. Whilst 

i t  is  manifest'that Boehme's celebrated perception o f  the 'signatures' 

o f plants was non-natural since the claim is  beyond v er ifica tion  and 

quite untranslatable into empirical terms, other claims are less easy 

to categorize. In '.I perceived myself standing some four or five  feet 

in  the a ir  and saw my body lying on the bed . . .  I beheld a person who .



said " I  am your guardian angel"' • ( Lundahl -  Near-Death Experience o f 

Mormons) the natural and non-natural are mixed. A perception o f one's 

body» verid ica l or not, relates to an empirical state of a ffa irs  whereas 

the 'guardian angel' appears d is t in ctly  non-natural. In other cases, 

especially in  'nature' mysticism, fam iliar objects may stand in  some 

unfamiliar relationship with other objects whilst remaining recognizable 

in  everyday terms. Such cases present d iff ic u lt ie s  in determining whether 

or not a l l  perceptions in  broad terms we might wish to ca ll  mystical are 

clearly  discontinuous with everyday experience. However, i t  is  only in  

so far as a perception is  non-natural that I would consider i t  to be 

mystical fo r , i f  this is  not the criterion  we apply, the concept of the 

mystical claim collapses at the outset. As an empirical matter however,

I believe we w ill find that a l l  experiences which, on other grounds, we 

can id entify  as mystical do give r ise  to claims which are wholly or, at 

least, largely discontinuous with everyday experience and th is, in  the 

wider context, non-natural/discontinuous plays a part in  the charact­

erization o f the experience.



APPEN DIX B .

1 SPIPJ.TUAUTY AID RELIGION' (See page 2^2)

I characterize sp iritu a l orientation in  terras o f it s  typical perception 

o f  se lf-id en tity  as something extended beyond the borders o f  body image 

or otherwise inter-related with some greater non-material whole and also 

in  terms o f its  associated feelings and attitudes -  moral transformation, 

.metaphysical outlook, 'basic trust' and altruism. Pew would have 

d iff ic u lty  recognizing an individual with such an outlook as an inherently 

religious figure but I avoid using this term as sp ir itu a lity  and re lig ion  

are not synonymous. I do not wish to define re lig ion  here but simply 

argue that not a l l  re lig ious individuals have a spiritual orientation -  

in  the sense that I am using this term -  and that one might have such 

an outlook and yet not be considered relig ious. In identify ing sp ir itu a lity  

and the cycle in which i t  occurs, I am not attempting to portray a relig ious 

state o f mind but rather characterize a particular perception o f the 

world and s e lf  which may or may not, in  a l l  i t s  variety o f  expression, 

be construed as re lig iou s. Naturally, sp ir itu a lity  covers many a.spects 

o f religious experience. Many conversion cases, for example, exhibit a 

sh ift  to sp iritual identity  but I do not wish to define re lig ion  in  terms 

of the phenomenon o f sp iritual identity  alone fo r , as i t  is  normally 

understood, re lig ion  is  a much more complex concept than th is , needing 

to be defined in  terms o f sociology, theology and psychology, and does not 

focus on this particular attitude with which I am concerned. 1

1) One might be considered religious even though one's perception o f s e l f  

and the world and one's attitudes bear no resemblance to those I have 

characterized as sp ir itu a l. Leaving aside the stock psychological type, 

the 'extrinsic  relig ious personality' - a business man perhaps who adopts 

religious be lie fs  and practices only for  status or monetary gain -  i t  

appears quite possible to sincerely hold religious b e lie fs  and participate 

in  religious practices without perceiving s e lf  and the world in  the way
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I contend that sp ir itu a l individuals do. In some socie ties , as in  soma 

sub-cultures a lso , relig ious be lie fs  and practices represent received 

wisdom backed by the authority o f those such cultures deem wise. In such 

cases a subscription to extrinsic forms o f re lig ion  is  both rational and, 

by any d e fin ition , relig ious in  terms o f both b e lie f  and behaviour though 

any given individual in  these circumstances need have no perception o f  

himself as anything other than a being delimitated by body image. A 

conceptual awareness o f  super-human forces or o f a religious cosmology 

need no more a ffe c t  the individual’ s perception o f himself and the world 

around him than a s c ie n t if ic  cosmology does i . e .  they are matters o f 

in te llectu a l awareness rather than personal experience.

I t  might be argued that one's be lie fs  shape the experience o f s e l f  and the 

world one has and thus religious behaviour w ill ,  i f  one accepts my c r ite r ia , 

be sp ir itu a l also but I think i t  can be shown that this is  demonstrably 

not the case. I have argued against the contextual hypothesis that religious 

experience is  shaped by b e l ie f  elsewhere but what could the contextualis t 

make o f a. complaint such as this? 'You may ask why she does not conform 

herself to the w ill o f  God since she has so completely surrendered herself 

to i t .  Hitherto she has been able to do so and she consecrated her l i f e  

to i t ;  but now she cannot . . .  why should she seek to live  apart from her 

only Good? (in terior Castle 6 .1 1 .5 ) '.  I’eresa o f  A vila 's trouble was that 

she could not at times perceive herself to be in  relationship with God 

but rather fe lt  alone,isolated and alienated from Him and His creation 

despite a continuing religious b e lie f  and liv in g  in  a religious m ilieu.

Many cases sim ilarly support a d istinction  between the b e lie fs  one lias and 

the way s e l f  and the world are perceived to be. It  appears to me that the 

m entalistic account o f  relig ious experience is  derived from'two sources



both o f which have been misinterpreted. A) Studies o f religious sub­

cultures in  the west show a high, correlation  between be lie fs  and perception 

i .e .  members tend to see the world and themselves in  terms o f stereotypes 

laid down by doctrine. Yet in  an age o f  p lurality  o f cosmological 

systems this link is  suspect. I t  is  more lik e ly  members are drawn into 

the orbit o f religious thinking because this better re flects  their experience 

or perceptions o f the world than that adopting a minority viewpoint 

shapes their experience. In fa ct , in  western religious sub-cultures, 

there is  no necessary connection between b e lie fs  and experience and 

this was brought out by James using a Starbuck survey. 94/ o f evangelicals, 

i t  was shown, experienced a li fe -lo n g  in te llectu a l conversion, but almost 

the same -percentage (see James chapter x) found that their perception 

of themselves and l i f e  did not for  long equate with their b e lie fs . More 

than threequarters found that they could not fu lly  support their be lie fs  

with the conviction o f personal experience, a few even had to abandon their 

religious be lie fs  on this ground, which is  not what one expects i f  be lie fs  

and experience are inseparable. B) Primitives especially have been 

credited with perceiving as well as conceiving the world in  terms dictated 

by their religious traditions. The simplest explanation o f this is  that 

western researchers have been unable to distinguish between religious 

b e lie fs , myths etc, on the one hand and the fa ct  that re la tive ly  few 

primitives experience ego-identity, in  the sense I use i t .  Kin and Clan 

identity , id en tifica tion  with place (from a l l  o f which they can be cut 

o f f  fo r  a variety o f reasons) perhaps a more reverential and/or 

superstitious attitude a l l  conspire to give the impression that religious 

be lie fs  determine their s e l f  image and the way they see the world. This 

is  not however evidence that they are more lik e ly  to have an in trin sic  

orientation than other groups for though they rarely experience iso la tion
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and may devote much time to rituals etc. their perceptions and attitudes 

can he accounted fo r  in  other terms. This is  perhaps not the place for a 

fu l l  discussion of this issue and i t  may he su ffic ien t to observe that 

there is  a d istinction  between what one believes to be the case and the 

way in which one actually perceives i t  to be (o f  course the two may 

coincide but need not do so ). Given this d istin ction  i t  is  perfectly 

reasonable to argue that a sincere extrinsic religious orientation is  

possible without a sp iritual identity or indeed any other in trin sic  

commitment to what is  so le ly  an in te llectu a l outlook.

2) The second reason for distinguishing' a sp iritu a l attitude from relig ion

is  that, whilst in  some cases sp iritua l identity  might be regarded as

religious'- - in others i t  is  d i f f ic u lt  to judge i t  so. I t  is  not that 
(

the teachings o f most faiths do not encourage an attitude in  their 

followers not dissim ilar to the one I term sp iritu a l but that in  some 

instances the sp iritual identity  is  not expressed in  the form of system  t ic  

or even coherent b e lie fs  and in others these b e lie fs  lack the qualities 

we associate with re lig ion . We .may accept Zen Buddhism as a re lig ion , 

gnosticism, perhaps but alchemy even though i t  lias a doctrine and a long 

tradition  or psycho-analysis? A borderline case illu stra tin g  this 

d if f ic u lty  might be, 'I  gradually became more and more agnostic, yet I 

cannot say that I ever lost that indefin ite  consciousness o f an absolute 

rea lity  behind phenomena . . .  although I had ceased my childish prayers 

to God and never prayed to I t  in  a formal manner . . .  in  trouble or when 

I was depressed . . .  I used to f a l l  back for  support upon this curious *

* Any attempt to d e fin e 're lig io n 'is  fraught with d if f ic u lty . Is a coherent 
and systematic doctrine required? Are there distinguishing be lie fs  or 
practices? Is the appellation merited in  individual cases by profession 
o f appropriate shibboleths, practices or the attitude presumed to l ie  
behind these? What about doctrines to which adherence is  defined by race 
(Judaism, Shinto, Methodism in  F iji e t c .)  or doctrines with no super­
natural content? There is  an almost endless l i s t  o f such questions.
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relation I fe lt  myself to be in  to this fundamental cosmical I t  . . .

I t  always strengthened me and seemed to give me endless v ita lity . (James:

Reality o f the Unseen)'. Certainly i t  is  not -axiomatic that those who

have a sp iritua l orientation see themselves as religious or that religious

traditions would recognize a l l  such individuals as re lig ious. As I have

defined i t ,  spiritual id en tity  does not in  i t s e l f  contain a l l  the

attitudes thought to he appropriate to a member o f any given religious

tradition. Christianity, fo r  example, requires it s  followers to have

love, fa ith , hope and humility none o f  which is  characteristic o f the

spiritual cast o f mind I outline. Though these virtues are not incompatible

w ithrspirituality and indeed are often associated with i t ,  they do not

occur commonly enough in  the orientation I discern, for this to be 
(

equated with any particular religious tradition or even fo r  i t  to be 

thought o f as unequivocally re lig iou s. Wishing only to concentrate on 

a particular perception o f se lf-id e n tity , i t  appears wisest to avoid 

ca lling  i t  a religious perception fo r , though many who have such a 

perception could be defined as relig ious on other grounds, not a l l  could 

be though this d if f ic u lty  may simply be a semantic one.

I t  is  also worth pointing out that though sp iritua l identity , as I 

characterize i t ,  would be recognized as an appropriate inner orientation 

by many fa iths, i t  is  not the only way in  which one might be thought to 

have an in tr in sica lly  relig ious attitude. I d islike terms such as 

'in tr in s ic  orientation ' for  they appear to conceal a wide variation in  

the ideal each re lig ion  has fo r  the inner attitudes o f it s  followers 

and also the d ifferent types o f attitude and perception each individual 

in  fact brings to his re lig ion . I t  is  perhaps su ffic ien t to say here 

that one could not treat sp ir itu a l identity  as typical o f a l l  the d ifferen t
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perceptions* feelings and attitudes brou^it to re lig ion  or even as some 

hi^iest common factor o f these fo r  I understand spiritual identity  to 

he a sp ec ific  and id entifiab le  state and not simply an illu stra tion  o f 

an 'in tr in s ic  religious orientation1.

There are then a variety o f considerations which make i t  preferable to 

dissociate the character!zable mind state I term sp iritua l identity  from 

the use o f the term religious and a l l  the extraneous connotations this 

has. To be deemed religious you do not need such a mind state, having 

such a mind state is  not in a l l  circumstances su ffic ien t for an individual 

to be deemed religious and whereas this mind state is  a common one amongst 

in tr in sica lly  orientated individuals, i t  is  not the only possible form 

o f 'in tr in s ic  religious orien tation '. Therefore these terms are not 

synonymous and , whilst I  accept that this perception of s e l f  and the 

world may often be thought o f as religious and can be identified  in  many 

religious writings, i t  is  less complicated, when trying to define one 

particular orientation of mind, to select this less controversial term.

Whilst on the subject o f re lig ion  and a characterizable, often cy c lic , 

sp iritual identity and cast: o f mind, i t  would be of in terest to explore 

the wider area o f the relationship between sp iritu a l experience and 

relig ious tradition . I doubt that much would be achieved by such speculation 

however, fo r  there are too many personal variables. I t  is  perhaps 

noteworthy though that whilst most do choose to  adopt religious expressions - 

even though other options are open, .such as the language o f psycho-analysis -  

perhaps because such expressions are w ell suited to describing sp iritua l 

identity  and the association confers a kind o f legitimacy on their feelings 

and attitudes there nonetheless appears to be a tension in  many cases
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between the personal experience o f the sp iritua l and whatever orthodox 

be lie fs  they hold. I t  nay be that the often cy clic  manifestation o f their 

feelings and perception and the difference between this perception and 

orthodox accounts o f  the relationship between nan and God, especially 

where mystical perception has occurred, causes an uneasy relationship 

with orthodox relig ious belie fs  and, certainly in  many notable cases, 

b e lie f would not seem to be as straightforward as i t  is  fo r  other types 

o f religious believer. Some have moved towards heresy or otherwise 

interpreted traditional doctrines in  some sp e c ifica lly  esoteric fashion 

whilst others have drawn away from a fixed pattern o f b e lie f  and worship 

though many also seem to manage to adhere to orthodox forms o f b e lie f  

and practice. Whatever the true picture i s ,  and i t  is  only an impression 

that those who experience marked sh ifts  in their perception o f se lf-id en tity  

etc. have d if f ic u lt ie s  with orthodox b e lie fs , i f  they have such be lie fs  

at a l l ,  i t  does seem reasonable to note that the relationship between 

sp iritual identity and orthodox re lig ion  is  neither a necessary nor an 

easy one. Throughout I therefore avoid suggesting that those who 

experience the sp iritua l orientation need necessarily have any recognizably 

religious be lie fs  even though in  most cases they probably do.
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