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'The spiritual life .. is a life whose experiences
are proved real to their possessor, because they remain
with him when brought closest into contact with the
objective realities of life. Dreams cammot stand this
teste Ve wake from them to find that they are but
dreams. Vanderings of an overwrought brain do not
stand this teste 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 = or condi tions
of exhaltation and insight, less intense, and only
gradually passing away. I have severely questioned
the worth of these moments ... but I find that, after
every questioning and test, they standout today as

the most rezl experiences of my life....’hen they came,
I was living the fullest, strongest, sanest, deepest
life, awvare that I vas immersed in the infinite ocean
of God'.

- J. Trevor {quoted by V. James )
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This essay is concerned with the taxonomy of that kind of experience
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referred to by Trevor. Desplte Stace and others, we have as yet no

incontrovertible way of deciding whether and on what basis mystical

‘expericences can be construed as constituting a type and, without

kmowing this, cannot be certain vhat our date base encompasses or what

kind of approach is indicated. 3y philosophical analysis of various aspects
of the experience presented in mystical reports, I aim to produce a
heracterization that the data supports and one which is corrigible.
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in terms of the essentially empirical world of human functioning, poses us.
This is not a reductionist account vut, if T am more concerned with the

vrimary aim is giving

human aspects than the divine, this is

typology a corrigible basis and onl) the former asnects of the experience
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TADILE O CONTLNTS

CHAPTER 1 =~ Iry'Stical Claims gnd Existence ecceeccceccccccese ™

Are mystical claims meaningful in empirical terms?

‘The exclusivity of empirical knowledze ~ we cannot

infer from religious docirines as these have no empirical

ol 5

basis - no evidence in the case of mystical claims.

CHAPTER 2 = Cheracterizing Ifrstical TPhenomens seseeececceces P55

Is a descriptive categorization of mystical claims

possible?

The content of mystical claims is unapproachable =

two features only of this asvpect of the data can be listed

a) the reality and b) the meaningfulness of these experiences

for the subject.

CHAPTER 3 =~ £ llentalistic Txplanation? eeeececcsecccccccssseaP123

i

If the concreteness mystical claimg have isy as 1 believe,

a significant feature which distinguishes these claims from
others rather than just being a descriptive feature of some
claims, an epistemological issue is raiseds I shall argue
that contextualism cannot explein sensory or quasi-sensory
experience be it mystical or mundane and that a rejection of
the sociological in favour of the biological approach is

indicatede
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CHAPTER 4 =~ The Ego=Spiritual Cycle eecececccccececcsccccces 219
liystical reports enable me to identify a distinctive

pattern of changes in outlook, self-identity and

personality which accompany mystical perception.

This pattern gives the experience a clear and distinctive

definitione

( CHAPI‘DR 5 « The Shift eeeesccccccsccsssscccosscccescccccccassP 289 ,
The wider sequence of which mystical perception ‘
is a part occurs in the context of traumatization,

2 psycho=-physiological condition that explains &

number of the features related to mystical perception,

though not alle Chapters 4 & 5 tie mystical perception

firmly %o 1a. combination of psycho-physiological eventse

CHAPTZR 6 = A Naturalistic Explanation? eeeeccsecccccsccccces P355

.Can physiology be used to eumpirically-confirm the

descriptive characterization I have given and could

‘Physiology adequately explain all we might wish to

know about it? The evidence is at present minimal

but, more importantly, there is no reason to think

that a naturalistic order of explanation alone would

suffices In conclusion, I look at three higher order

questions mystical experience poses and seek to answer

them in the framework of 2 new model of psycho~physiological

functioning which gives the mystical an important role

in our mundane worlde
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CHAPTER 1

MYSTICAL CLATMS AND EZTISTENCE

The question of whether or not supernatural claims can be treated as
statements about existence has received a great deal of attention,

especially a generation ago from C.B. Martin and others, but still

occasions debate for it has never been entirely resolved. As will be

seen, the various considerations lead to no clear cut conclusion but on
balance lead me to accept that there is no compelling rationsl basics for
treeting sipernatural cleins as if they had to do with reality. As a result,
ny subsequent approach to mystical experience is anthropocentric rather

than theologicale The argument here is in three parts.e Firstly, ignoring
altogether the analytic truths of maths and logic that empiricism is'&odpy
the only acceptable basis for knowledge, indeed virtually defines what

can be accepted as knowledgee Secondly, I discuss how far religious doctrines
can be treated as empirical knowledge and, whilst there are‘arguments both
waysy conclude that there are insufficient grounds to accept that these

are empirically based and therefore that we are not entitled to infer
anything about the world from theme Thirdly, I argue that we cannot
demonstrate that mystical claims have to do with existence and, since we
cannot infer this by appeal to religious doctriney must accept that there

is no reason to assume that claims of this class have to do with realitye.
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Apart from some minor arguments in Part 11, the considerable differences
between faiths, as between mysticsy with respect to the claims they meake,
do not materially affect this discussione Though little more than a
restatement of the standard empiricist position, I aim to include all

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 of Knowledge.

The advent of scientific methodology proved to be a revolution in
epistemology for whereas previocusly there was thought tc be a variety of
ways in which one could come to know something more about the world -
reason, revelation etce = today, in the cultural mainstream, 'the grounds
of argument to be intelligible to us would have to include no unverifiable
assertions'. (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 verification procedures to bu?ld up -
in a usually gradual, piecemeal and endlessly self-correcting process =
a picture of the world that can be shared by all since it relies on no
private or psychological insight but the important point is that the
empiricist would claim that verification is the only basis for such a

pictures
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The exclusivity of empiricism rests on the proposition enshrined in

logical positivism that a fact about the world must be verifieble and,

if a proposition of a metaphysical kind, say, "God sustains the universe
from beyond the world of experience'", can in principle neither be shown

to be true nor false; as a statement about reality it is meaningless*.
There are difficulties with the verification principle = can we verify it?,
does the procedure need to be standard? = and, more generally, problems
with the philosophy of science but it is hard to refute the general
principle that for a claim about reality to be accepted it needs to be
tested in such a way that it can be shown publicly and objectively to be
true or falses There appear to be few advantages in claiming something

to be true if it is beyond testing for not only have we no rational reason
to accept the claim and the knowledge would prove.unusable but it is to
accept that reality has nothing to do with the world of experience which is
our fondest presuppositions One could, after the manner of Plato's 'cave',
conceive the idea that we are living only with the illusion of reality but,
if what is 'real'! is forever beyond our experience and is in principle
unverifiable, nothing follows, true or false it is just the sames** It is
difficult to escape the conclusion that the only reality worth talking about
is the world we are capable of experiencing and verification is the acid

test of what is or is not the case in this worlde

* This is not however to say, as some critics seem to believe, unintelligible,
for as in fiction 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 worlde

**This is not to deny that there may be consequences for society in holding
metaphysical beliefs but only that such pragmatic arguments cannot be used

to ascertain the meaningfulness of such beliefse
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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 leaste In the case of 'relativity', for exsmple, the theory is
accorded a provisional status even though none of its principel claims
have yet been verifiede There appear to be two important points about
such theoriese TFirstly, unlike religious cleims, 'relativity' has a
contiguity with established empirical knowledge which legitimizes the
inferences upon which its claims are based and secondly, unlike meta-
physical 'hidden manipulator of dreams' arguments, offers the possibility
of falsification for one is able to say under Jjust what conditions
'relativity' could be shown to be truee The point here is not whether

religious claims have been verified but whether they ever could bee

As most religions would claim that their objects arey in part at least,
within the world of‘experience, it is perhaps a digression to consicder
attempts to show that samething about the world is true even if this
cannot be established empirically. However, these arguments represent
a fall=back position for theologians faced with the difficulty of
substantiating their claims and it is worth discussing whether any

represent an acceptable substitute for verification. The most common
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form of argument, used by rationalists such as Descartes and Spinoza as
well as theologiansy is that we may come to know something about the world
from unaided reasoning alones In the 'argument to design', for example,
it is said that God 'the clockmaker'! must exist for how else can we explain
the regularity and integration of the universe? Interestingly, in physics
there is a teleological argument - the 'strong anthropic principle! = that
sees the development of man as the purpose of the vniverse but the problem
with all such attempts is that the presuppositions on which they are based,
e synthetic a priori principle of causation, for instance, carry no
warranty as to how the real world ise. The world may Jjust be inherently
ordered and unless we can show that no order is natural, we are not
entitled tc deduce enything from this state of affeirs. ILike Fume, I can
see no value in trying to arrive at a truth that is not analytic sclely
through 'relations of ideas! fory i somethins is true only because in the
light of certein assumptions it must be true, the analogy is with a
detective storye In the real world we zre not obliged to deduce that x
must be the murderer on the basis of motive and opportunity alone for
without proof that x is guilty there are simply too many other
possibilitiese There appears to be no case where we are entitled to move

further than tested inferences allow however impeccable the logic for it

is unwarranted to make assumptions about the world if these cannot be
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velidatede Some would arguey as in the case of the unified theory in
physicsy 'N = 8 supergravity', that impeccable logic is sufficient but
even physics is not mathemetics so what do we know for certain from
reasoning however symmetrical, elegant, parsimonious and comprehensive?
If derived from empirical knowledge we might treat it as best guess but
in so far as throughout it contains neither 'abstract reasoning concerning
quantity or number' or 'experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact
and existence' (2) nothing is established for certaine It is true that
reasoning mekes the claim offered public1y~accessib1e but alone this is
not enough to establish existence, only testing can do that unless one is

prepared to claim that reality must mirror one's thought processese.

Sometimes it is claimed we 'just know' what the truth of a matter is,
planted in us perhaps by the 'divine light of truth' or it is revealed
by a prophet or handed down by authority though in none of these cases
is there any more reason to accept the claim without verification than
in the case of reasonings As to 'just know' argumentsy, I do not doubt
that we often hit upon the truth without knowing howe Be it physiology
or divine guidance, frontiersmen just knew when they were being followed
as I certainly know when a house I am approaching is empty. It is worth
pointing out however that intuition is no substitute for verification in

this case. Since mysticel 'knowledge' has never been checked out as my
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feelings are when I get to the front doory it does not make sense to say

"I know what it feels like when God is close" in the same way that it does
when we say "I know what it feels like if there is a prowler close by/the
house is empty etce'" As paranoia demonstrates, whole classes of intuitive
feelings may be delusory and until it has been shown that a 'real God' gives
rise to Just such feelings they signify nothing certain about the world
however 'real® they seem or strong the sense of conviction which accompanies
theme 1In the case of mystical experience the e is no reason at all to
assume that intuition implies existence. Revelation, whe:e the claims

made are beyond verification, really comes down to questions of authority
for it is quite irrelevant whether or not the claims are consonant with
other unverifiable claimse It is however interesting to note, and I shall
go into this in much greater detail elsewhere, that religious claims do
form an internally consistent whole but then so do most works of fiction
and the coherence of all such claims is no argument for their veridicality.
It may be that the prophet is also a miracle worker perhaps, but unless the
miracles are offered as an experimental confirmation of the claims in
question rather than as a reason to accept his personal authority in all
mattersy this and similar considerations strictly belong to the psychology
of belief rather than to epistomology. However, I think authors such as
MacIntyre push this distinction too harde If 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 it would be wholly
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unreasonable to believe that we were hearing the truthe. I accept that
there is no analogy with scientists who, if pressed, could verify each of
their claims, though in fact we rarely ask for this, but nonetheless
miraculous powers would seem to be a form of warranty which we would not
wish to reject out of hand at least before we had explained them to our
satisfaction. I, at least, having met MacIntyre's 'angel of proven
veracity! would be prepared to believe both in the angel and his claimsj

scepticism cen be taken too far.

It is often argued that such alternative routes to knowledge, if wanting
clear cut verificationyare nonetheless confirmed in ways other than by

hard evidence, testable predictions and so forthe For example, some
suthors, such as Wainright, have argued that if holding a belief is beneficial
to the individual and his cammunity then this is evidence of its
veridicality, others follow a similar line introducing fecundity. These
arguments, however, are untenable for to show that true beliefs produce
good - so difficult to define = it would have to be shown that good is
intrinsic to reality and only to reality and neither proposition

is sustainables No pragmatic argument based on the value to the individual
of the consequences of his holding a belief would seem to be able to show

that the belief is true for all involve assumptions about reality we have
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no right to make. Similarly, it is sometimes argued that, if a belief
has stood the 'test of time! rather than the test of empiricism, this
shows that it is well founded. Though I am not an 'instrumentalist' it
seems to me evident that almost any system of belief about the world,
however ill-founded, will enable human society to survive and often flourish
but our adaptivity is by no means the same as a factual knowledge of what
is or is not the casee. Anthropologists often mazke the point that beliefs,
however primitive, are adapted to the needs of society but, because it is
pragmatic to believe such and such offers no guarantee that this has to do
with reality, which alone, I suggesty is what we mean when we claim

something is true.

I have argued that neither reasoning - however impeccable - intuition,
revelation or authority can tell us what is or is not the case in the
world without recourse to verification procedures and that it is these
alone which determine what is accepted as knowledge. One may question the
assumption that the world we are confronted with is reality but to do this
ig to deny that we have any way, certainly any shared and public way, of
agreeing what reality is. One may also question what we mean by verification
procedures and this will be discussed below but, if these thoughts are
persvnsivey, there can be little reason to doubt that we need to submit
supernatural claimss as much as any other, to some convincing form of
testing to establish Jjust how far they are telling us something about the

worlde
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2) ARE RELIGIOUS DOCTRINES EMPIRICAL KNOWLEDGE?

'(she) beheld our Lord, full of splendour ... He spoke other words
which she understood better than she can repeat them ... it left her
bewildered and amazed both on account of the vividness of what she

saw and of the words heard at the time, also because it took place

in the interior of the soule As far as can be understood, the soul,

T mean the spirit of this soul, is made one with God who is Himself

a spirit 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 of Avila - Interior Castle

T7e2 1=3).

In questioning whether or not we have any firm grounds for treating
religious doctrines, even provisionally, as a form of knowledge, the issue
is not only whether we can legitimately explain mystical experience in terms
of these but whether we are entitled to infer anything at all about such
phenomena, their existence perhaps, on the basis of religious doctrine.
There are two principal objections to the validity of theological claims,
A) that they have not been verified and B) that the main tenets of faith
appear to be beyond falsification alsos On these grounds it is difficult
to accept that religious doctrines are making meaningful claims about the
world though I would be the first to accept that in neither case are the
arguments conclusivee Not only is it not clear whether religious claims
might be put into a scientific form or which verification procedures should
be adopted to meet this type of claim but there are questions about the
definition of reality itself which meke it impossible to rejects such claims
out of hande I add here two other arguments, C) that religious doctrines
are difficult to accept on other logical grounds, for ewample, their

complexity and D) that religious doctrines do not in any event appear to be
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explanations of mystical experience as a class both of which are
subsidiary arguments against accepting religious accounts of these
experiences. The primary question is, however, whether or not religious

doctrines amount to an empirical knowledge of the worlde

A) RELIGIOUS DOCTRINES HAVE NOT BEEN VERIFIED.

Most religious statements take a form that appears in principle to be
verifiable yet we‘have no certain evidence to support any of the central
tenets concerning spirituality. dke might give reasons for this, the tests
are inappropriate'perhaps but since no theologian has expiained why these
claims are beyond our current ability 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 it in the wrong way or, as in the case of 'relativity', 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 of why
confirmation is not forthcoming can comman acceptance - 'yeti', 'Atlantis'
etce = in the case of religious claims it might be argued that some
evidence, however slight, can be produced and this forces us to keep an open
minde There are two areas in which the religious might look for evidence

to validate their beliefs, predictions about the world and predictions about
human experience of the world, which are worth discussing if only for the

questions they raise about what constitutes evidence and how much is

needed for confirmatione
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Successful prediction is one of the more important‘of;science's inter-
locking procedures though, alone, it does not confirm the theory which

gives rise to ite TUnless all stages in the process leading up to the
predicted result have been tested, there remains the possibility of chance
or, as when Chinese astrologers successfully predicted eclipses on the

basis of accurate observation and accounted for these in terms of a
celestial dragon, that the process is imperfectly understood. Nevertheless,
sugcessful predictions about the world on the basis of religious doctrines
would bring these within the orbit of empirical methodoloéy. Most religious
predictions of the 'last judgement' and 'immortality of the soul'! variety,
like those to do with the future prospects of the poor and meek, are quite
uselessifor the purposes of empirical confirmation for, not only are most,
apparently, beyond verification in this life, no time limits or other
specifications are set, officially, for those which have to do with this
world = the second coming etce Despite their form, is it even reasonable
to treat these as predictions? Certainly, few religioms would appear to
treat thelr doctrines as blueprints for the course of history and world
events and it makes one doubt whether even the religious now believe that
they are the possessors of an explanatory model of 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 of springing
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surprises on the sceptice I am obliged to record that the fundamentalist
Hal Iindsay, taking these to be 'The last Days', on the basis of 'Revelations',
reasoned uneguivocally that within a very few years a) Isreal would meke
peace with Egypt and b) that Iran would become violently hostile not only
to Israel but to all western-inclined states in general. The publication
date was 1970, a year in which both predictions would have appeared absurd
on the basis of normal reckoninge Either 'Revelati ns' gave him predictive
advantages which events have confirmed or this was chance, suffice it to say
such success would have amply confirmed more cbvicusly scientific theoriese.
One wonders both how many such precise predictions religious doctrines might
be made to yield and how many successes it would take for religious doctrine
to be treated at least as a proto-scientific theory. One understards the
hesitance of churchmen but either their doctrines have to do with the
workings of the world or they do not and one of the few ways they can show

whichy is by meking specific predictions which can be tested.

The second form of evidence is based on the ad hominem argument that
religious belief works, for exampley, that God does keep His promises to
the faithful revealed in scripture by healing, regenerating and providing
for them in providential or miraculous wayse The weight of 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 specific resultse I for one do not believe that most who meke

such claims have lost touch with reality and ascribe benefits to their
religion where there are none but there are two difficulties with this
line of argumente The first is that, however much life-events appear to
vindicate religious doctrines, there is no way we can infer from this the
truth of religious doctrine. It may be that by setting criteria 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 of the worlde One may accept that the

advantages are real but argue that these stem from the psychology of faith,
the 'protestant work-ethic'! perhaps or the undoubted power of 'faith healing!
rather than have recourse to the supernaturale There is no wey we can

infer the existence of God from such events as we can a hidden planet by
observing the irregularities of other orbits for we have no tested rule of
inference equivalent to the laws of gravity to legitimize such a move. Like
the celestial dragon theory the circularity of religious reasoning would
count for nothing until each stage of the process could be tested or

legitimately inferrede.

The second and more immediate objection to the great volume of testimony
is thaty even if it is all concerned with events that can only be

explained supernaturally, in empirical termsy it is very poor evidences
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If each testimony to God's intervention in this life originates in a
highly i:3diosyncratic and unrepeatable life-situation despite the
collective impact of the claims no one case can be confirmed, certainly not
independantly corroborated under controlled conditionse That Mr. Jones
gave up booze through the saving power of Jesus or that Mrs. Smith
providentially received some money through the intervention of the saints
to which she had been praying, are one-off occurences which took place at
a particular point in the kaleidoscopic complexity of human life and allow Ne
experimental confirmation. Thig would certainly appear to be a weakness
in our understanding of empirical knowledge for one may imagine the case
where everyone could tell of 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 of the body of empirically
established knowledgee Could the interlocking procedures of the scientific
method ever deal with a class of phenomena in which every occurence took
place in a different set of circumstances, none of which cculd ever be

repeated?

There are in fact two objections to the use of testimonies as evidencee
Firstly that these are incorrigible for in no case can the exsct circumstances
be replicated and secondly not only are the events unrepeatable but

avowedly occurred only with the active participation of the observer. If

God only intervenes as a result of preyer, even taking the events at face

value, there is a unique relationship between observer and cbcerved which



164
precludes objectivitye. However, the empiricist co: 1d not object to this
for in physics the 'uncertainty principle' was provided for just such a
situation and the 'participatory anthropic principle' underlines the
thinking of many physicists who now hold that 'objective reality' is an
illusion on the basis that 'to be is to be observed's The point about
these parallels is, not only that they provide a precedent for accepting
the inherent subjectivity of religious 'evidence', but that they also
provide a precedent in which science is willing tc sacrifice the old
concept of an objective reality 'out there' tc which all have access for
the sake of some sort of understianding and this is relevant to the larger
problem of the incorrigibility of most religious witness. Perhaps the
demand for independent corroboration in verification procedures was a
happenstance that arose because the phenomena which science first
investigated proved ordered and regular. Yet it is not clear how far one
could sacrifice objectivity to accommodate religious claims without our
losing confidence in the method of verification. It may be tolerable to
accept that date can only be obtained with the active participation of the
observer but is it tolerable to say that no two observers can ever be in
the same position? This would seem to offend all our democratic
assumptions about existence but, whilst these are the root of rationality,
it is not self-evident that all observers are the same or must be able

to take up the identical position of their fellowse 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 field
in which warranted inferences may be made, in the case of religious doctrines
to deviate from standard procedures would appear to deny all possibility
of public access and agreemente Without corroboration, controlled
experiments and all the rest of it, how could one convince the sceptic
that testimonies amount to evidence fory in saying that'this is just how
this type of evidence is, unrepeatable etc.' one is going against an
accumulated knowledge of reality. Whilst it is clear that empirical
methods are not well adapted to dealing with situations as complex as human
experience of life, if we claim that life events do not behave as 'real'
things are expected to do, we have no way of compelling the unanimity of
our fellows which is possible only on the besis of tests and corroboration.
It is unsatisfactory to reject as evidence the very phenomena which religions
predict buty 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 objectivity to the extent that would be required.

If neither predictions about the world or predictions ebout the actions of
Gody prayer etce in the life of individuals has yielded any empirical
confirmation of religious doctrines, it is difficult to imagine how else

in this world supernatural tenets might be confirmede The line of
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argument that we have simply lacked the technology to test these claims
directly has, until now,y been implausible for it might have been said
that, since there was no evidence of a supernatural component of reality,
no new technology would significantly increase the chances of verifying
what manifestly forms no part of our universe. However, physics now
seriously offers a view of reality in which it is possible to conceive of
the supernatural as part and parcel of reality beczuse, it is said, what
is at present beyond our material and tangible universe, will soon come
witkin the orbit of experimentation. The theory of the existence of an
infinite number of parallel universes, in which everything that can happen
doesy is founded on experiments which show, for example, that a photon
which is made to pass through two slits is in two different places at the
same timee The picture arising is of a number of universes which interact
with each other splitting and merging and . reality is not therefore
composed of the world we do experience but of all those worlds which will
one day shortly be detected by machines tnat have a sensitivity far beyond
that of the human minde Though there is no empirical reason to suppose
that we shall ascertain the truth of religious claims in one or other of
these parallel worlds, this theory = which "is gaining overwhelming
acceptance among phygicists"(B) -~ mekes it credible to argue that there
are invisible worlds which await the technology to be brought intc our

picture of realitye This, 2s in Arjuna's vision, for example, is just the
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sort of picture in which the religious have always understood their

claims to be true and thereforey in saying that there is no evidence

in our world to verify these claims, we cannot rule out the reasonable
possibility that one day these claims might be verified in one or other
of these worlds which are said to constitute empirical reality. If, as

I understand, this is not an exercise in science fiction, the current
verdict of unproven is not a decisive ground for reasoning that in no
likely circumstances could such claims be shown to be truee. Nevertheless,
the fact remains that at present we have not confirmed religious claims
nor do we, as yety have any good reason for believing that we could

confirm these claims in ways which could command universal acceptances

B) CENTEAL RELIGIOUS TENETS ARE BEYOND FAISIFICATION.

Popper introduced falsification as the hallmark of scientific knowledge,
a criterion which has become widely accepteds Starting from the
observation that universal claims - 'all crows are black' ; cannot be
wholly verified by any number of confirmatory observations but can be
shown to be falsey iee. if a white crow were found, he argued that the
pursuit of knowledge is best served if we set conditions on claims to
see under which circumstances we can demonstrate their truth or falsitye.
Putting a claim to a test rather than simply amassing confirmatory
evidence is a method which avoids circularity of reasoning, ensures thet
all claims made are precise and detailed and gives us a reason to discard

those theories which fail the designated test or which can never be put
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to such a tes: at alle This procedure never allows us to believe that we
have finally reached the 'truth' for the best one can say about a theory
is that it has never been shown to be false but most would accept that
this procedure, rather than verifiability, gives us a working picture of
reality. I wish to look at three points: 1) whether or not religious
claims are falsifiable, 2) ify by and large, they are not whether we

can treat them as if they are making meaningful claims at all and 3)
whether we can understand theology to be even attempting to build up a
precise picture of reality as the sciences are when they discard and

modify their claims in searci: of ever greater exactitudee.

1) Though a variety of religious claims ranging from the o0ld geocentric
cosmology to any number of 'God of the gaps' claims have been falsified,
it would appear that all central tenets are beyond falsification either
in principle or in practice. Many are existence claims which might be
verified but never conclusively falsifiede As in "aliens have visited
earth", it would be impossible to disprove most religious propositions
about God, Jesus, the Trinity etc. Nikite Khreuschev's celebrated remark
that "God does not existe Wehave been up there and seen for ourselves"
does not begin to exhaust the possibilities for He might exist elsewhere
in this universe or one of the countless others predicted by the new
physicse Other claims take a form which appears falsifiable, “all things
work towards man's redemption"of 'Cod is love' but in no case have

conditions been set which would demonstrate their failure. It might




be thought that the snulferings of the world is a test which disproves
the claim that 'God is love'! hut,y as in so many other cases, there

are no enmpirical criteria for frilure. Lzain we are sonetimes exhorted
to 'try preyer'y, 'put our trust in Jesus' etce. but these are never
intended as a means of falsification, for not orly are 'resultis'
difficult to determine as precise measurements are impossible but

the claims are so hedged around with provisos that no failure, however
manifest, is accepted as showing the falsity of the theory. It is
possible that such tests are used £t an individual level {0 determine
tiie meaningfulness of religious claims dut, in view of all the non-
empirical reasons offered to explain failure, it is clear that fzlsi
plaxs no part in the systematic cleins of religious doctrine. RPeligions

are reared to affimation rether than demonstration and, whilst this

nay owe somethins to their pre-scientific origing, it nonetheless lays then

o

open t» the chargse that, not onl; can we not demonstrate their truth,

but we cannot be sure that any meaniigful clein is being made.

2) It is perhaps futile to consider what criteria could be offered for
the falsification of religious claims or what experimental controls
might be appropriate when it may be doubted whether theologians are meking

any specific .claims about reality at alle 1A respected author can write
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about Christology, for example, that 'we may differ abéut what its true
form is, about how it should be interpreted and indeed about whether it
is indispensable or even appropriate. But we shall not differ about the
reality it is trying to express's(4) On the basis of this qﬁotation it
may be doubted that the religious see any connection between thelr doctrines
and reality and, if they do, that it is not merely humility which prevents
them from putting their claims forward as theories but en inability to
predicate their terms and define ideas to a degree which any form of
experimentation requires. Even when not avowedly apophatic it is difficult
to treat many religious claims as if they are defining anything in the real
world precisely enough to test,an issue which has more to do with the
appearance of general meaningfulness than the demonstration of truth or
falsity-in any particular case. Quite apart from the problem of quantifying
religious claims which would be necessary for any real precision, the
doctrines and concepts of which they are comprised are couched in such
general and unrestricted terms as to appear in principle beyond the
possibility of meaningful testing and corroboration. Unlike other
empiricistsy I do not say that such terms as God or references to the
workings of the soul are unintelligible given the context in which they
are made but that, in the modern age at least, the context gives insufficient
predication or restriction for us to treat them as specific propositions

about reality that can be universally comprehended. In the past, in the
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context of a christian cosmology, God was a restricted concept - father
of Jesus, creator etce, = and the workings of the soul, say, were spelled
out systematically ard to such a degree that the possibility of & test by
anyone anywhere would not have seemed absurd. We need a return to the
'how many angels can dance on a pinhead' school of theology for religious
claims even to appear similar to scientific 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 if it is
only hyvpotheticaly, requires of a claim a great deal of predication and
specification which many religious claims do not apparently possesse We
may not expect in the religious field the precision of a scientific
experiment but without this discipline being applied it cannot be assumed
that doctrines, whatever the intention of their authors, are making claims
about the world that are universally comprehensible and it is not then
clear whether, even in principle, their truth or falsity might be
demonstratede No experimentation, no guarantee tnat precise concepts

are being offerede.

3) The final point follows on from the seconds It is not strictly
necessary for empirical knowledge to develop in a gradual, piecemeal and

endlessly self-correcting process but through falsification science has




24,
eimed to build up an increasingly certain and exact picture of the world
by discarding whatever fails to measure up to the ever widening possibilities
of experimente There is simply no parallel process in the case of religious
doctriness It is true that a number of peripheral religious claims have
been abandoned = geocentricity, for example, and that doctrines undergo
modifications over the years perhaps in response to a changing intellectual
climate or the demands of logic but whereas science aims to explicate its
picture of reality in terms which have ever greater precisicn, theology
apparently does note Tinsley speaks for meny theologians when he described
his role to be liie that of the music critic 'constantly attempting to
achieve in a significant pattern of words some way of rationalizing those
facets of his experience and history which peint to a meaning beyond the
visible and materizl'.(5) There is in this no suggestion that he and his
fellows are seeking to sift through the accumulated scholarship of the
past to discard what ig manifestly implausible or ill-defined and put in
its place concepts which, because they are more precise and better accord
with reality as we have come to know it, have some claim to universal
acceptances It is not only, as mentioned above, that we have no guarantee
that any meaningful, restricted concepts that have a universal validity
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 of theologians may illumine the
imagination, it is not anAgmpirical aim or method to reflect understanding
in parables but rather to move towards ever greater exactitude and if an
idea in science is beyond precise formulation it is very quickly discarded
as meaningless rather than endlessly reworked without hope of a conclusion.
It is true that the protestant school toyed with the scientific method at
the end of the last century trying to determine exactly what evidence they
did have for the historical Jesus; dem;'thologizing doctrine and so forth
but not only was this a fairly isolated attempt in terms of world religions,
but few appeared willing to follow the principle through. Admittedly, the
findings were sketchy but none of the doctrines for which no support could
be found have been abandoned and none supersSeded by formulations which,
however unsatisfactory, could be defended in the light of the findings of
scholarshipe I do not say that a secular theology is necessarily the
outcome of such efforts only that, if it 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 gozl of defining the meaning
with precision and clarity even if this remains forever unguantifigble.
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 of the world in the way that new scientific theories
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do when they supercede old or that few converts adopt religion or change
faiths for this reason. Because no falsification principle is employed,
I do not believe that it makes sense to view religious traditions as
proto-scientific, aiming to build up a more certain and precise picture
of reality, rejecting the untenable and looking for grounds to establish
what remains and subjecting these to continuing scepticisme On the
contrary, there appears to be no develooment at all towards precision
or objectivity in religious claims and the delineation of what religious

reality is actually like.

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 falsity

of these claimse. More immortantly perhaps, because religions do not avail
themselves of this procedure, we cannot be sure that their claims are even
attempting to describe reality in any meaningful way or that it is even
their aim to develop as precise and testable a picture of feality as 1is
possible in the circumstances. If these points are persuasive, we cannot
treat religious doctrines even as proto=-scientific theories of the world
fory not only are they not tested, but they have no correspondence with
empirical aims and methodse 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 if this, by itself, would not
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establish the truth of their doctrines - there is no reason to treat these
doctrines as a form of knowledge as it is nowadays défined, for verification
procedures play no part. It would therefore be unacceptable to attempt
to explain mystical experience; for example, in religious térms even though
this appears to invite some such explanation or to infer anything about
these experiences on the basis that such doctrines are available to use
Fo untested inference is warranted and since no religious doctrine has
any empirical basis or even contiguity with any other branch of established
knowledge, any religious inference is illegitimate. Before moving on to
consider whether mystical claims have any empirical basis, it is perhaps
worth mentioning two subsidiary arguments neither of which affect the
princiﬁnl point that we cannot approach mystical experience from a

theological perspective because this has no empirical basise.

C) THE THEORETTCAL WEAKNESS OF RELIGIOUS DOCTRINES

Even if we had some reason to assume that religious doctrines are making
meaningful statements about reality, it is far from clear that we would
wish to accept them as they stands My reason for saying this is that
such explanations are either not comprehensive or not parsimonious. To
give an example one might cite the doctrine of the soul, which most
religions use in some form. There is an ontological extravagance in

postulating the worlds of God and soul = and in some cases spirit as well -
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without real necessity which has gone against the grain of rationality
at least since the time of Ockhame Defenders of the religious view might
argue that a spiritual realm must be postulated for there are events in
the physical world which otherwise cannot be explainede They might cite
the continued cammon identity of particles in sub=-atomic physics that no
longer have any material connection, the claim that animals and humans
acquire skills simultaneously but independently or the few mystical
experiences which are declared to be wholly non-corporeal yet none of
these necessitates the multiplication of worlds and the enormous complexity

this entailse

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

a theological explanation is required, the idea of some soul to soul

contact wholly beyond the physical world, causes more problems then it solves.
In the first place,y, as only a few experiences of God are said tc be 'non-
corporeal' - 'all I have hitherto described seems to come through the

senses and faculties .. but what passes in the Union is verydifferent' (6) -
to invoke a soul for just a few uncommon experiences leads to a lack of
parsimony in explaining mystical experience as & class, i.e. corporeal and
non-corporeal, and neither the explanation of God as spirit or God as

physical entity is comprehensive. In this case a comprehensive explanation
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is not simple and no simple account in terms of spirit or physiology is
comprehensive, a situation without merit unless there are good
experimental reasons to justify ite In the second place there might be
some difficulty in explaining how the two worlds relate. Though declared
to be of differing ontological stetus, 'non-corporeal' mystical experiences
cause 'swoons'y, ‘'over-mastering feelings' and the like. Theology usually
explains the actions of the spirit on the body as a one-way valve allowing
love, for instance, to permeate from God who for His part camnot be
corrupted by physical influences. Nevertheless, it is also said that souls
are corrupted and the devil = a spiritual being - fell to earth. The problem
is not insurmountable perhaps but the main point is that the complexities
arising from a spirit/physical dichotomy can be simply avoided. T.ere is
no necessity at all for multiplying worlds in this case when it is the
simplest solution to believe that 'non=-corporeal' cases represent only
an unusval form of consciousness. Sometimes emotions appear to come from
outside of ourselves, in dreams we are usually unaware of the part
vhysiology plays in bringing phenomena to mind and in 'disassociation'
individuals may lose all sense of subjectivity. Though it is not common
to perceive something without alsc being aware of how it is we perceive it,
our own identity in relation to it etcey there is no necessity to invoke

a soul for we have precedents to explain such experiences in physiological
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termse. Benoit expands upon this pointe 'Man is conscious of this dualism
which reveals itself in him by the belief that he is composed of two
autonomous parts which he either calls 'body' and 'soul', 'matter'and
spirit','instinct' and 'reason'e. The belief in this bipartite composition
expresses itself in all sorts of common sayings: 'l am master of myself',
'T cannot prevent myself from' etce ...there are not in man two distinct
parts but only two distinct aspects of a single being ... the error of our
dualistic conception does not lie in the discrimimation between two aspects
of us = for there are indeed two aspects - but in concluding that these

two aspects are two different entities'(7).

The idea of two largely discrete worlds each with its own laws would, all
else asidey be reason to treat religious explanations with suspicion. Though
we accept that the world of quantum mechanics differs from the macroscopic
world in its workings, it is nevertheless one of our fondest assumptions
that reality forms an integrated whole and this religious doctrines seem
to deny. There are many other 'possible objections, for example, the
multiplicity of religious explanations but, on the grounds of parsimony
and comprehensiveness alone, we might reject religious explanations even
if these clearly referred to events in this lifes I do not wish to give
the impression that I believe the spirit and its activities, which are the
very mystery the religious celebrate, can or ever will be naturalistically

explained but only wish to point out that the hypothesis of a spiritual
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world, beyond examination and with little application, is a solution of
last resort rather than a starting point for empirical enquiry. Nor do
I wish to give the impression that I believe religious docirines to be
telling us nothing of importance about the world and our place in ite On
the contrary, there are a variety of reasons, not all psychological or
sociological, for such beliefs, not least because they cover aspects of
reality which science has not yet investigated and offer a total viewpoint
which may prove far more adaptive than any atomized knowledge of a
depersonalized 'niverse coulde However, without subjecting them to logical
considerations and verification, I fear we may never ascertain to what it

is they are pointing.

D) RELIGIOUS DOCTRINES ARE NOT THEORIES OF MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE.

Whatever value religious doctrines may have 4 I wish here to make the point
that it is inappropriate to treat them as theories of mystical experience
armd, if this is the casey, it would never be satisfactory to explain mystical
experience as a class from a dogmatic point of viewe 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 of a sub=-class and 2) that mystical
claims have no impact on doctrine as we might expect if doctrine was a

systematic attempt to explain such phenomena. In short, though mystical
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experience and religious doctrines deal in a common currency there is no
way that we could legitimately claim that the latter provide explanatory

models of the formere

1) Religious traditions provide no comprehensive explanation of mystical
experience as a class. From even a cursory exaﬁination of mystical

reports it becomes clear that no single doctrine provides a universal
explanation of mystical experience. Christians, say, might wish to explain
mystical experience in terms of God showing His love for man - especially
for those who devote their lives to Him = but this is simply not self-
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 parte If God's love is to be
understood as an explanatory principle with universal application as
survival, say, is in the case of evolutionary theory, it would have to be
shown how it applies to those cases in which the selected characteristic

is not manifest and this Christianity makes no pretence of doinge It will
not suffice to say that cases which do not exhibit the selected
characteristics are delusory, demonic or 'false' in some way for it is a
tautology to argue that only genuine religious experiences are explained

by God's love and involves us in a meaningless circularity. Pantheisn,

it could be argued, avoids this problem for it offers an hierarchical

model in terms of which all experiences could be understood even though
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only a relatively few cases exhibit full unione Yet here again there is
no reason to suppose that 'lower order' experiences are being properly
explained for, apart from a circular argument, there is no reason to accept
the explanatory principle offered in all but paradigmatic cases. The lack
of a single universal explanatory principle is a weakness but would not
cause us to abandon the explanations altogether if it could be shown why
they applied restrictively to one identifiable sub-class as, for instance,

photosynthesis applies to green plants but not to fungi.

€

There can be no objection to the arbitrary classification of mystical
experience into Christian type, Judaic type etce but this is simply a
descriptive categorization on a par with the categorizing plants by the colour
of their flowerse. To avoid the pitfalls of arbitary selection, it 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 of cases 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 of single,
one-off experiences so much as with lives in which it is said there were
signs of mystical progression. Simply on the basis of the type of reports

associated with particular traditions one cannot doubt that James was right



to conclude that these represent 'an extract kept true to type by the

selection of the fittest specimens in schonlse Tt is carved out from a

much larcer masss and 17 we take the larger mass as seriously as religious
mysticism has historically taken itcelf, we find that the supposed unanimity
disappears'e. (8) In other words there is nothing about the cases selected
other than their compatibility with one doctrine or another to have justified
their selection. Ilowever, a variety of authors, such as S.Bernard and

his ten steps or 'derrees of love' or St. Terese of Avila and her 'seven
mensions', have arcued that the Christian mystical life follows a progression
12t is sufficiently unique to distinguish one type of mrsticism
from others and thus gives a reason for supnosing that Christian doctrines
ae intended as explanations of just this type of caces It is not clear

how much welsht the views of Bernard, Teresa and others carry, eveun in tae
Pomgn tradition,y when it comes to determining which cases are selected but
in any event T would contend that none of the criteria offered would sive

us grounds to believe that there is a definable form of mysticism which
their theories are addressing specifically. The problem is that we would

be hard put to justify selection on the basis of such imprecise models as
T dJd T

these prove to bes The stages outlined are not clea~ cut for few criteria

are offered to distinsuish one from another and though John of the Cross!
tdark night'y for instance, does stand out, none of these authors would

arcue that the stages must follow one enother in a precise and necessary ordere.



35
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 after a lifetime on 'the path' they still
at times have experiences which are most appropriate to the novice. Though
we may recognize the area in vwhich the authors are moving, it is because )
there is no general agreement about what it is exactly that distinguishes
a Christian type of mysticism {rom any other, that we have no reason to
suppose that Chrisfian doctrine has an; special relevance to any particular
type of case. The very fact-ithat one could argue this at length shows
that most religioué traditions offer no clear cut criteria for defining
a sub=class of mystical experience to which their explanations have obvicus
relevange. If one accents that no religious doctrine explains mystical
experience in general or can be treated as a restricted explanation of
an identifiable sub=-class it would, all other things being equal, be

entirely inappropriate to set about explaining such phenomena in dogmatic

terms.

2) The second argument ageinst treating religious doctrines as theories
of mystical excerience is that in few cases would doctrines appear to bov
nodified by the reports of mystics. This may have to do with the more
general problem that religious doctrines, unlike scientific ones, are

rarely treated as servants o7 the gvailable data and, as falsification

plays no part, are seldom modified on empirical grounds let alone
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continuously modified buty if this is so, it would be difficult to argue
that religions are interested in explaining man's experience of the divine
in all its diversitye. The traditional concept of God, says is nelther
defined by nor apparently modified by the experience of mystics even
avowedly Christian mystics. For example, the fundamental doctrinal
distinction between crestor and created does not accord with some of the
most treasured experiences of a number of Christian mystics. Teresa of
Avila reported her 'intellectual vision' of Cod tactfully as like the
'light from two windows meeting' but it would be & moot point to argue that
this preserves the doctrinal distinction of two fundamentally discrete
categories of beinge Apart from condemning any experience that does not
conform to orthodoxy as unsafe, uncertain or simply deluded, it 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 - if that is how such reports were understood = or such claims would
fall outside the possibility of systematic explanation. The position
most established religions take towards a mystical experience has in fact
always been ambiguouse On the one hand they will not modify their tenets
to accommodate diversity, on the other they treat as confirmatory Just
those cases whose orthodoxy would appear to illustrate their tenets. In
either event it is difficult to construe doctrine as even a proto-scientific
attempt to explain man's experience of the divine, as Tart amongst others

has suggestedy, for there is no interaction between doctrine and datae
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There would however appear to be exceptions, most notably Yoga, in which
doctrine perhaps was developed in relation to specific types of experience
in an attempt to explain theses Chaudhuri identified ten types of
experience with which Yoga is concerned, ranging from Being és Void
(Sunyata) to Being as cosmic energy (Siva-Sahti). If it is the case that
each school is primarily concerned with one of 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 fouid
in the case of religious doctrines generally. If as Chaudhuri claims, the -
'Yogic path consists of various self-disciplines which must be followed
in order to obtain the ultimate goal of self-realization'(9), not only in
this caée do we have an identifiable type of experience to which a
particular doctrine addresses itself in detail but, in sc far as a procedure
is offered, have a truly empirical relationship between theory and data

though the acid test of this would be if Yoga dropped one of its tenets

if its relevance for the experiences in question could not be demonstrated.

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 of verification procedures we have no reason to accept religious

explenations in the first place. Nevertheless, it is interesting that,

whilst most mystics adopt religious conceptions, few religious doctrines
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appear actively concerned with explaining mystical experience or a sub-
type of ite It may be that reli;ious traditions give little weiht to
mystical claims ory, though I doubt it, that they were unaware of the great
diversity of mystical experience but, in any event in the mein {raditions
at least, there would be grounds for objectins to any attempt to explain
these dogmatically as they make no case to show why doctrines should be

thought to apply to 2ll or any type of mysticel experience and allow no

interaction with the data.

I have made three principal points. L) and B) that, because they have neither
been verified nor use accepted verification procedures, there is no reason
to treat religious claims as we would other emnirically established tymes

of knowledre, C) that there are logical objections to this type of cleinm
i.e. unnecessary conplexity and D) that, in any event, the;- do not avpear

to be offering explanations of mysticel experience. These considerations
lead me to believe that it would be entirely unpersuasive to attempt to
explain mystical expcrience in terms of religious doctrine for the

arcuments would not be publicly accessible and would be open to a varietly
of other objections. However, I for one do not rule out the supernatural
as the object of apprehension ab initio but am merely concerned that, if
there is reason to introduce supernatural concepts at any stage, the ;rounds
for doing so are scrutable and in acecordance with tlie principles which are

accepted in other areas of empirical enguirye.




39

3) DOES MYSTICAL EXPFRIENCE IMPLY EXISTENCE?

Ify as I have argued, we cannot treat religious doctrines as an empirical
form of knowledge, it might nevertheless be claimed thet mystical experience
provides evidence for the existence of God etce which, if it does not
confirm any particular doctrine, does require the explanation of these
experiences in a supernatural context. The argument about whether or not
mystical andy more generally, religious experience has to do with reality
was quite fully considered by C.B. Martin (10) and others a generation ago
and here I only wish to review some of the main pointse As I am only
considering what it is legitimate to believe about these experiences on
grounds that are accessible to public scrutiny, this does not cover all

the reasons why individuals do believe in the veridicality of their own
experience. Though I do not wish to discuss the psychology of belief here,
it is worth pointing out that, if the view I present is persumsive, we have
not established that mystics are wrong to hold the belie’s about their

own experience that thoy do, merely that they can offer society no
acceptable reason for believing likewisee A moment with God, it might be

said,y is worth a multitude of rational considerationse.

The first point is that in the case of religious phenomena there is no
reason to assume at the outset that the fact of experience - which few
deny and which, in any event, can and has been checked by lie-detector
tests - implies the existence of the object experienced. Given the

possibility of illusion and delusion, no sense impression enteils existencee.
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Veridicality must be established in any given case on other grounds but
the existence claim in mundane observations - 'I see an ashtray' - is
implicit as such objects have long formed part of the world of facts,
that is they can be weighedy handled and agreed upon by all present etce
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 of existence claims and are intended to be such
by virtually all of the individusls who meke them, that any are making

meaningful truth claimse

Attfield complained that 'radical scepticism about the objects of
religious experience is unreasonable as no criteria are usually given

for sense perception as a whole's This radical scepticism is not however
because the 'empiricist rules out ab initio the spiritual dimension as
the object of apprehension'(11) but only because we have no grounds =
tested past experience etc. = for inferring anything about this class

of claim, a requirement demanded of all sense impressions. The problem
is not simply that mystical cleims are difficult to confirm - sightings
of comets were for many years in the same case, isolated, uncontrolled
and usually incorrigible - but that in the absence of 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 of established
knowledgee Change comets to U.F.0O's and it becomes apparent why one needs
good grounds to infer existence in any class of claime For the reasons
given above, it is not acceptable to appeal to religious doctrine to
warrant the inference of existence to mystical claimse It only tells us
if 'the God experienced agrees with the accumulated knowledge of the deity!
that it is a genuine God-type experience, as it is a genuine unicorn if
we see a white animal with a single horn, not that the Godexperienced heas
existencee. Various confirmatory arguments for mystical experience will be
considered below but it does not gppear unreasonable, given the lack of
consonence of mystical experience with any other area of established
knowledge about the world, to take radical scepticism as a starting point.
If there are any grounds for ascribing existence to this class of claim,

these ought to become apparent in any investigation.

The strongest reason for ascribing existence to the objects of sense
impressions is if existence claims are supported by objective data. In
the mundane world a variety of tests are possible ranging from the
consonence of ones own senses to the more precise forms of techological
measurement. Ieaving aside the questions of agreement, repeatability of
findings and independent corroborationy, it has to be said that, in the
case of mystical objects, there is a dearth of hard evidencee There are
a few very odd photographs, for example, of statues of the Virgin that

appear to have moved, a few sound recordings but nothing, given the



possibility of simple explanations, that compels acceptance. As so many
experiences are said to involve the five senses, it is strange, if religious
objects are on & 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 religious objects
and, whilst this nay well be true, for the present it does not alter the
fact that none of the usual tests confirm existence in this case. Iior,
until such equipmedt is described, is there any reason to suppose that
this is the problem. TFor many the requirement of measurement appears

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

neutrinos = which have no mass - can be registered, is it unreasonable

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

is beyond the possibility of measurement is not only to make a claim that
is not falsifiable but one that would appear contradictory for being

neasurable is almost a definition of existence. Could there logically
xist a class of objects that are in princinle ummeasurable? There is
simply insufficient data to confirm the existence claims made by mystics
though as yet no certainty as to the reason why this should be.

a

A

second strong reason for ascribing existence to mystical objects would
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be if such experiences geve predictive advantagese In a world of the
blind, it is often argued, the sighted could only convince the majority
that their sense impressions were veridical if, on the basis of these,
it was demonstrated that the sighted knew more about the way the world
really ise Without being able to show that our perceptions have to do
with reality there is no reason for others to treat them as anything
other than private phenomena. There is little evidence, where mystical
claims can be treated as predictions at all, that these can be shown to
give sufficient advantage to command acceptance by others. Often
'heavenly knowledge' becomes incoherent when translated into mundane terms
or as in the case of specific 'knowledge ecstacies' is usually immediately
forgottens Boehme, for examvle, saw 'into the essences, use and properties'
of plants 'which was discovered to him' in his vision 'by their lineaments,
figures and signatures's Iven 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 knowy, become &
master herbalist as a result of it or suggest experiments: which would one
day improve our knowledge of plants but rather treated the revelation as
self-sufficiente In this he was not untypical and, whilst it may be argued
that mystics lack the knowledge needed to translate their visions into

testable predictions, so few appear even to attempt toe One of the
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peculiarities of mystical experience, though this always has a profound
effect on the subsequent life of the mystic and anyone who believes in
his visions, is that it is generally inconsequential in so far as the
insights claimed would appear to make no appreciable difference to our
knowledge of the way things aree Unlike psychical claims which are often
verifiable, mystical insights appear as a rule so self-contained and
unrelated to the world, that it is difficult to treat them as even

potentially advantageouse.

There are, however, exceptions in which clear cut, testable predictions
are madee In the case of the visionaries of Garabandal, for instancey
along with the familiar appeals for a return to faith and prayer, several
specific prophecies were made. For example, the Virgin foretold that an
unmis takable sign would appear over the village in the lifetime of the
girlse One wonders whether, if this does not come about, the cult that
has grown up around them will accept that these visionaries can lay no
claim to greater insight about the real world than others who failed to
have such experiences. MaclIntyre, taking a similar case (12) argued
thaty even if the visionary found that he was dealing with an angel of
proven veracityy this would not be sufficient to establish the truth of
the claims about supernatural realities beyond experience and experiment.

This may logically be so buty as I have already suggested in the wider
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context of epistemology, is perhaps pushing reason tpo fare Vhether it
is Derby winners or signs over villages, successful predicition must
affect our attitude to the'genexal meaningfulness of religin~us claims.
In either case I, for oney could not but accept that the visionaries
claims were self-avthenticating for even though we may not be able to
test all of the visionaries' claims, I would find it 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
of reality. It may be that we could not achieve the same degree of—
certainty that empirical knowledse allows but a 'proven' higher
intelligence would challenge the exclusivity of empirical methods.
Testable predictions, however, are rare though there are a number qf
delphicautterences'which ere more easiliy believed in than falsified, as

for the rest, if comprehensible at all, would sppear to be beyond

] ¥l
bhasis of

verification in this life. There is as et no reason on the

advantage to believe thet mystical experiences have to do with the world.

In the absence of herd evidence or nredictive advantage there are g

number of cther considerations though none is decisive in establishing

existence. The first ol these is attestation. If nearly everyone can
affirm that x is the case, it might be argued that it is confirmed as a

facte Attfield arsued thet as it is only 'some contempory people (who)
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do not claim to experience God' the weight of attestation throughout
history is for treating Gpd as &g fact but this line of argument is
unacceptable on two countse Firgtly it is inaccurate. The few
quantitative surveys which have been undertaken -~ Gallup, Iundahl on
'near-death experience' etc. = support Alistair Hardy's contention that
less than 50% claim any form of religious experience,(15) perhaps 33-40%
is nearer the mark, and there is no reason for supposing that this has
not ajlways been the norm. Though still a large minority, this is not
universal attestation but on a par with the numbers who claim to have seen
U.FeO'se Secondly, even if Attfield was correct in point of fact, public
acceptance by itself is not a basis for empirical knowledge. Nearly
everyoﬁe 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 of agreement by those similarly placed would however
be important. Only a few can vouch for sub-atomic particles, say, but we
accept their claims because it can be explained why this group alone can
make such claims about reality. The problem with mystical experience
however is that those who report it do not obviously have anything in

common which would rationally explain why they alone can see what the
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rest cannote Ify as I will later argue, mystical expefience coincides

with stress and a change in the perception of self=-identity though the
group has common and defining features these will give us no reason for
ascribing existence to their-claims in the way that access to an electron
microscope woulde However, there are cases in wh;ch those who report clainms
are in a particular place at a particular time and these raise some
interesting questionse At Zeitun and Ileroldsbach, for example, and most
recently in a number of villages in Ireland many present at particular
locations reported a supernatural experience. Not all who reported such

experiencey estimated by those in the Irish case to be about two thirds
‘
of those present (11) reported the same phenomenon. Some saw statues
move in a variety of different ways, others saw a vision of the Virgin
super-imposed on the statue whilst others saw a number of different.
religious figures, some frightening, some comforting whilst others only
lightse This diversity rather counts against the idea that they were
gripped by hysteria and is not in itself surprising given the wildly
different accounts one is likely to get of crimes or road sccidentse
Given also that the conditions were not controlled, have we anv strong

reason to reject the testimonies of many witnesses gathered in a particular

place as agreement under such specific circumstances is no less than we

- would expect in the case of mundene phenomena? The primary obhjection
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revealed in Vose's account of the stetues and, as far as I can tell,
in other cases too, 1is that not everyone present could vouch for the
phenomenae It 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 of
expectation or belief = could be given to account for this. In everyday
cases it is sufficient to say 'stand =ere' but we have no parallel for
a case where some at a given spot at a given time have an experience and
others note If the phenomena were illusory, like mirage the product of
some environmental circumstancey, we would have expected a much greater
unaunimity. The possibility that some have a faculty which others dc not
is very much a solution of last resort for, whilst we reccgnise the
impairment of senses, it undermines the democratic foundations of
empirical knowledge to argue that only some are capable of experiencing
a particular class of factse It is perhaps as unwarranted én assumption
to suppose that we all necessarily have the same faculties as it is to
assume that all our faculties are equally efficient 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,
if the choice lies between adopting this latter solution or rejecting the
ontological status of claims which, despite a high degree of agreement,
were not unanimously vouched for and otherwise have no conson#énce with
well established facts, reason, on balance, demands rejection though this

is not entirely satisfactory. Ve might still require a better explanation



of trans-personal phenomena than this simple choice allows us even if we
cannot explain why this special position gives advantages or why there was
not unanimity amongst those present for it appears significant if a majority

in a group that seems to share a special position, makes a certain type of claime

There is a second form of agreement which carries much weight in determining
existence and this is the agreement of those following a set of procedures.
If anyone amd everyone following steps a,by, and ¢ find that x is the case then,
in the life sciences, this is taken to be a facte. However, there are two
problems with such a line of argument in the case of mystical experiencee.

In the first place, as VWainright pointed ~ut, there appears to be little
relationship between the procedures, if any, and the experiences reportede
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 of confirmation even where their own 'methods' were
followede One might explain this attitude by a parallel wifh early explorers
who each might have landed on some distant coast without being entirely

sure how they got there. Yet the failure to specify a precise route or to
accept that failure, when taking the route specified, counts against their
claimsy, makes it impossible to use this method of confirmation. There is

a parallel here with the claims of 'rogue' scientists who report results

that neither they nor anyone else have been able to repeat.e It may be

that the procedure was not properly recorded but, whatever the reason,



50.
such claims are ultimetely discreditede It might be objected that, in
the case of God, no procedure can guarantee a result as the independence
of tie ohject must be taken into account and, if this is so, the very
rough relationship between religious methods and spasmodic mystical
experience, is the best we might hope for in the circumstances. I have
sympathy with this view for it certainly seems that science is not geared
to the possibility of occasional results through the use of the best
procedures availables Again we are faced with the regularity/repeat-
ability syndrome that is part and parcel of the empirical view of
existence and the difficulty of making credible claims that are not

readily corrigible.

In the second place, and most importantly, even if a tradition gives clear
procedures = Yoga perhaps = and argues 'try them for yourselves' however
unanimous the experimenters are in their findings, unlike the life sciences,
this does not confirm that the experiences tested have to do with

existences The problem is that, in science, the procedures allow one to

move from empirically established knowledge and infer that observations
arrived at by the appropriate means have to do with existence whereas,

in the case of religious procedures, at no point is the inference of
existence warrantede By following the procedure laid down, Yogins might only

’

demonstrate that one will 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 reality. The agreement of 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 of mystics. However,
it is in this area of confirmation that the most intriguing claims arise
though even here the evidence falls short of what would be required of

empirical knowledgee

The last form of argument I will consider here is self-authentication.

One possibility lies in the quality of perception. It might, for example,
be argued that our experience of all that proves to be real and only that
which proves to be real is of a discernible type. Certain sensory cues
may trigger more or different brain cells in the case of real phenomens
and thusy as it could be empirically demonstrated whether this was so

and whether, in any given case, the power of discernment was reliable,

the feeling we had regarding our experience might carry weight. leaving
aside the disconcerting claim often made by mystics that their experiences
feel more real than is usually the case, the few scraps of evidence there
are suggest this line might be worth pursuinge Sheep, it has been shown,
are not fooled by anything less than the real thing. No mock=-up appears to

fire the requisite number of brain cells needed for recognition and in the



human case 'Tueld dreaming' fails to convince the experient thazt Te is
experiencing the real world despite all appearencese If illusions and
delusions do not ring true and we can recognise constructs of mind, the
discrimination of the sane at least must carry weight. I cannot guess
what criteria we use to determine veridicality but that we do use some

is clear enough and if an experience passes this test, not only is it
reason for individual acceptance but the claim that it is real is possibly
a reason for wider acceptance alsoe Emotional corroboration may be a
subsidiary considerztione Cur emotions and feelings can tell us nothing
about the world = T at least feel angry when I think a wrong has been
done and experience vertigo even if dreaming of standing on a ladder -

but they are some kind of check nonetheless. Vould I really be convinced
that I was witnessing some scene of carnage if I did not feel disgust?
Awe, joy, peace are presumably the eppropriate responses to the presence
of God-though we are not strictly entitled to infer this-and we might be
surprised when weighing the evidence if these were not reported though,
in being reportedy they establish nothinge Self-evidence, by itself, 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 reliability, motivation and so forth which would always leave a

question mark hanging over the claims made. There are a variety of other
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argumentse As mentioned above, some would claim to know intuitively
what was true though, in the case of supermatural claims, it is hard
to see how one could ever test this claime Again, there are arguments
of the 'angel of proven veracity' type dismissed, perhaps a little too
abruptly by MacIntyre, though one takes the point that, in the absence
of warranted inference, nothing should be taken at face value. All in
all, the conviction mystics have about the veridicality of their own
experience, its seeming reality, the certitude it brings and leaves behiné,
would not appear to lead anywhere in the absence of proof, checkalble
predictions, the unanimity of those in like positions etc. for cmpirical
reality is nothing if not shared experience and all such arguments fail

to address this central requirement.

I started from a position of radical scepticism and having discussed

hard evidence, predictive advantage, forms of agreement and self-
authentication, have found no compelling reason to modify this stance.

As empirical reality is constructed out of a number of interlocking tests
pointing out various oddities such as the general, though not unanimous,
agreement of people in the same place - which can be more simply explained =
falls a long way short of showing that mystical claims have to do with
existence or are comparable with other knowledge claims. As I mentioned at the

beginning of this sectiony, I do not believe that this shows that Martin's
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'Professor Brown' asserting alone that his experience was true must
retract for, in saying that there is no empirical evidence, all one is
saying is that there are no grounds at present for anyone else to accept
his claime The two are no doubt related but since science offers no final
picture of reality, all we can really say is that mystical claims fall

outside of the logical picture of the world derived from empirical methods.

SU‘M‘IARY.

T 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 of them nor infer anything
else about mystical experience from them and

3) That there is no evidence that mystical claims imply existencee
Though there are a number of grey areas in all these arguments, I can
only conclude that it is not legitimate to talk of the divine other than
in the context of human experiences There would appear to be no basis for
the theological view that we may talk of God as an objective fact or of
any supernatural reality amd for this reason I shall treat mystical

experience solely in anthropocentric termse
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CHAPTER 2

CHARACTERIZING MYSTICAL PHENOMENA

Having argued that the experiences which mystics have of God, a unity
underlying matter etc., do not imply existence, I nevertheless wish to

draw attention to certain of their characteristic features around which

I shall later build a variety of arguments. The most salieﬁt of these

is that the form which these experiences take - 'the state of experiencing'
as distinct from the content - is, in Wainright's terms, 'concrete' which
suggests that mystical experience is a sensory or quasi-sensory phenomenon.
Not merely might this be one criterion for distinguishing mystical experience
frem other non-veridical apprehensions but, as I argue in the following
cﬁapter, appears to rule out a variety of mentalistic or 'contextual'
explanations. Th; second observation I wish to make is that these
experiences appear meaningful both to the individuals concerned and for a
wider audience in a way that most delusions, dreams and other non-veridical
experiences do not. Many of these experiences can, for example, be discussed,
apparently meaningfully, both within the context of one or other of the
religious doctrines and in relation to the individual's other experiences

of life., I shall not take up this observation again until the final chapter
where I shall argue that this is a significant feature, not accidentally
present, which may shed light on the processes involved and which in turn
may give an empirical basis to the common identity of cases which exhibit
this feature in addition to the apparent reality whicnh they also share in
common., Before discussing these however it is important to point out that

I select just these two characteristics of mystical phenomena because I
believe they alone can be justified descriptively and, as far as I am
concerned, alone out of all the features which the material suggests

also have a theoretical utility.
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As these latter two points raise issues which are of interest in their
own right, and since the validity of my own limited typification of
mystical phenomena can only be understood in relation to them, I intend
first to discuss these points at consideratle length before setting about
my characterizatione In the first plece I shall argue that no descriptive
analysis, in itself, has any validity and, secondly, we are in any event
limited #n what we can point to in the date because we can have no clear

picture of what it is like or how far cases are compzrable.

A) ANALYSIS AND VALIDATION.

A number of authors such as Stace, Zaehner, Hardy and Iaski have sought to
characterize and categorize mystical phenomena. For example, Hardy found

that they fell into twenty two categories of 'cognitive and affective

elements' (1) Zaehner discerns three principle types = 'theistic, monistic

and pan-~en-henic' = whilst Stace distinguishes 'unitery' and'unitive!

types when he set out 'to specify and clessify their main characteristics,
assign boundaries to the class and to exclude irrelevant types'e (2) Leaving

to one side categorizations based on measurable qualities, say,

physiological correlatesy all these and other similar attempts to typify
mystical experience on the basis of the phenomena reportedrare open to a
fundamental criticisme The problem is that in itself a descriptive
characterization has no validitye. One might sort plants by the colour of

their flowers but it is no basis for phenomenology:to say that because of
observed differences blue, red and yellow flowered plants form distinct sub-
types or that colour distinguishes flowered plants as & class for the criterion
is at best an aesthetic one. Unless the classification 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 fruitless activityo.

It helps not at all to empirically confirm that there are descriptive
differences between one type of case and another, though, to my knowledge,
only one author, Margolis, has sought such corroboration for his typologye
Margolis demonstrated that various groups showed proficiency in

identifying his mystical/psychotic dichotomy by distinguishing between
reports of 'genuine' religious experience and psychotic and fabricated
religious experiencee. (3) As in this case the criteria for discrimination
were not elucidated, it seems likely that the 'raters' were only confirming
that we have common preconceptions about mystical experience, but in any
event, if the basis of the distinction cannot be given or is otherwise
simply descriptive, the exercise is as purposeless as if we empirically
confirmed that there is a difference between blue and red flowers. Vhilst
it is interesting that we recognize a distinction between mysticism and
psychosis, the problem remeins of determining, on the basis of experimental
criteria, what this difference is. We may confirm all the descriptive

categorizations mentioned but in itself this leaves us no better offe.

Most of the above mentioned authors have stated their intention to carry

out an empirical study of mystical phenomena yet have failed to do so. The
main reason for this appears to be that they have mistaken the fregquency of
occurrence of a feature to be an empirical criterions Most have begun by
'reading through the experiences and listing what appeared to be the dominant
themes of the experience' (4) whilst others, such as Iaski, have undertaken
a detailed 'content analysis' showing that %% of respondents have reported

this or that feature. However, it helps us not at all to know what gre the



58.
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 sufficies to distinguish between one condition and another as it
does, say, in the case of cancer cells in which, above a cert#in 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 Qf the
data is if this were to suggest some theory which would not only account
for tﬁe observed differences but which, by being experimentally tested,
demonstrated that tge 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 airection 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 experiméntally. It is beyond my aim to formulate a precise
theory in this work, still less to empirically validate one, but in moving
in this directior I hope to stay the foremost criticism of all
characterizations of mystical phenomena which is that, in themselves, they

have no validity.

B) DESCRIPTIVE CHARACTERIZATION REQUIRES THAT CASES ARE EVIDENTLY COMPARABLE.
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 &
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‘afe 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 te 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 ﬁrecise 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 diffieculty 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




61,
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 characterization
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
characterigation 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 shrouded)but 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 principsl
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 characterization in our field B
if some are 'eyewitness', others hearsay, some tendentieus 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 éaken as a literal statement
of 'fact' and thirdly, if it is, what kind of description it is for it is
one thirig to be offered a ‘'policeman's notebook', quite another te 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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about neither point with respect to a great deal of the material which
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 hagiegraphy 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
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 probleﬁ can
affect even modern cases. Hardy, soliciting accounts, attracted not a few
respondents who contributed anecdotes and hearsay and I am deeply suspicious
of questiomnsires as used,for example, by lLaski and Greeley. The problem
with these, as oppesed 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 clea:ly 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
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on their subject's sayings or writings, these modern 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 purpeses 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 didactie 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 acecount 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 recognize 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
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to have a vivid recollection of events and still unwittingly allow other
personal factors to influence our portrayal of these. (Perhaps the very
act of writing prevents the experient retaining the vivid recollection
which we as researchers most require?) The only point that needs malking
is that not 2ll our material can be treated simply as attempts to describe
an experience for, at a variety of levels, such accounts as these ma; be

made to serve other purposes in a way which scientific observetions cannote

WHAT SORT OF DESCRIPTICH IS EBIIG OrfErRED?

In terms of time lapse alone it appears possible to distinguish between
different types of description that we might be offereds At one end there
1s the running commentary, a Iuxleyan experiment in describing the sirean

of consciousness and at the other a Iroustian reflection of past events
where theilr significance in the life-=long scheme of things and juxtanosition

<

with otiier events is woven into their ver; fabrice ZFerhans what we are
after is something in the middle, a report sufficiently detached and
ordered for the principal feztures to be sapparent yet one not so distant
from the event that the memory of detail is suspect or the order affected
by subsequent and contingent life events. As many researchers are aiming
for some reliable outline of wiat it is like to have a mystical experience,
I presume we require some 'policeman's notebook' picture of events; the
sequence, the contents, the quasi=physical feelingss and such like though
this is by no means 211 that we might be after. Others would certainly
prefer the longer view for the effects of a mystical experience do not
end with these short experiences but, in terms of beliefs and behaviour,
often last a lifetime enriching it with meanings and simificance that
almost certainly are not initially apparent. Je Trevor snoke for meny,
'these moments ..o stand out today as the most real experiences ol my

life ees their sigmificance became ever more clear and evident' (7).

TTowever, though I do not believe this biorrapher's perspective should be
9 & 4 B +
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ignored = if there is a comparison with childhood exﬁerience, the events
of which remembered may be understood so much better later in lifey it
should not be ignored = as my own subject matter is the brief experience
individuals have of God, I too would prefer an earlier rather than a later
recollectione It is a matter of individuality how long the memory remains
trustworthy and the principdl impulse is simply to record wﬁat occurred
in some detail but though most mystics claim the experience is unforgettable =
a subjective perception only = I doubt whether, for my purposesy, I would wish .
to accept accounts written several or more years after the event without benefit .
of the sort of notes Whitehead, for instance, kepte This brings us to the
first problem, for it would appear, be they responses to questionnaires,
solicited accounts or biographical/autobiographical descriptions, that most
experients wait mény years to record their experiences. It would be
interesting to know, where any indication is given, the average length of
time lapse for the RERU reports say, certainly many were decades after the
evente One suspects a variety of reasons for this, lack of earlier
opportunity, a lessening of inhibition about what others may think of such
experiences with the passing of years and, above all, a simple desire to
record what they have come to see as one of their life's most important
moments for posterity. However, whatever the reason, many of these accounts
must be suspect on the basis that long term memory especially is fallible

for it is selective and has the power to confabulate.

The second problem, which has already been alluded to, is that these
different types of description do not form a common basis for
characterization and whilst it would be interesting to compare perceptions

of the event, say, one week and thirty years on, both at an individual
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and general level - in so many cases we simply do not know what stage
the descriptien 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 mere
about the lives of many medieval. mystics than we do about eontemporary
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 additienally, as with all otherwise
uncorroborable accounts, questions to be asked about the reliability of
the witness. Laski knew her respendents 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
informatien, 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 characterize 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.




68.
2) OBSCURE TERMINOLOGY.
If we suppose that all the accounts we use are simply descriptions, we
may nevertheless fail to show that the events being described are
accessible to us and thus can be characterized 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
expressiens which carry no clear meaning., I would not like to say what
proportion of cases is made imaccessible en account of these two
difficulties but it would be a bad practice to ignore the ebscure and
set about comparing the remaindeg’for it would be to distort our overall
impression of mystieal 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 ccherently described. If, on the other
hand, we include cases which in varying degrees are ebscure, we cannot
legitimately claim we are comparing like with like or Jjustify any selection
ef features, for we would not know whether or not these were evident in

all cases,

INACCESSIBILITY.

In the mos? extreme case mystical experiences are declared to be ineffable.
I am rather sceptical ef this claim for, as a point of logic, it would
appear necessary that anything that can be experienced cannot be
inherently incemmunicable 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
sensatiens, 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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much 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 diffieult 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 ‘arid’ ones., We
eould 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 fo;,incogitable or

not, if an experience is said to be ineffable, there is no basis for

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 experients, 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

\
|
comparison with other cases or characterization. However, though a
of terms to cover inner sensations however uncommon and rarely repeated
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in the life of an individual they may be, for given sufficient predication,
we might adopt these as labels for our own experience as and when it
occurréd,y just as we have done in the case of emotions. The only difference
between an emotional and a mystical vocabulary would be the frequency of
occurrence. Some sects appear to have moved in this direction,coining
terms for their most favoured experiences which are comprehensible at
least to their own members = one thinks perhaps of the 'rapture' or 'being
saved'! experiences of the fundamentalist Christian groups = but in the
absence of a vocabulary which has a common currency, even these are
obscure and the private coinage wholly impenetrable. Others resort to
metaphor, paradox and the use of negative definitions which, for all the
evocativeness of the imagery, are rarely reduciblee It may be thet in some
cultures these phrases have & conventiongl meaning despite their form and
if so can be subsumed in the discussion of religious terms below but in
most cases we can only treat the expression as idiosyncratic leaving the
experience so described inaccessibley beyond comparison with other cases
and uncharacterizable.s There is, for example, a phrase 'the white' or
'brilliant darkness' which crops up quite regularly and one might wish to
typify these ceses much as one would do those in which a more recognizable
common term is used but it really would not seem legitimate to do so. Perhaps,
with empathy, I can conceive what such an experience would be like
and argue that the experients who use the phrase must each have had some
such experience which could only be described in these terms. However, not
only is my own conception inaccessible and thus the basis for my characteriz-
ation incorrigibley I would really have no right to assume that the similarity
of terms used denoted a similarity of experience in each casee It may be
unlikely that each of these experients uses this phrase by chance, but in

the absence of a conventional meaning we cannot establish their common identity.




There are a variety of other problems vhich rendexr descriptions - if that
v & P

is what the;” are - obscure. There is incoherence, the use of arcane
lanpuace, (which appears to have a lascination for mystics), noetic or
other allegorical formats and above all the use of anproximation. 'As
it were/it was like' etc. like metaphors, may have some value in
pointing us in the right direction if the experient has a good I.0. and
Judgment but, depending on the analog made, we could rarely say that ve
are being offered 2 precise identification, for we could not know which
features the experient wished to emphasise. A veriety of different
experiences which do not even show a family resemblance ms;r be saicd

47

"to be like x' if x has a variety of aspects and without further

{ en;-y the experiences,

v

predication we would not kn-w which features, i

wiich were grouped under coumo- concepts, shared in conmone Vhilst one

[

appreciates the difficulties mystics face in giving us cleazr descriptions

2

of what they experience, for our descriptive purposes many of the accounts
we have are all but useless either becavcse they have departed from th
conventions ci langvage or becsuse tiie terms used may be read in nore than
one way. Perhaps I am meking too much of the need for clarit; and that,
as it were, 'the medium is the messape'! which fellow myctics et least

o

ould recognize by reference to their own experience, but is it possible

to undertake a corrigitle characterization on such a besis as this?

RULIGIOUS LANGUAGT.

The second area of linguistic difficulty is the use of religious
expressions which, though perhaps intended by experients to be descrintive,
Tarely convey any clear meaning to use. The problem is less one of out-
richt inaccessibility as of deciding in each case how the experient is

using a terme
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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 whieh 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 conventionél and quite
precise meanings. In the orthodox Christian sense God was a qualified
concept - the omnipotent, ,the creator, the father of Jesus ete. 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 ne:distinetion:
-between creator and created in the deity he experienced and, without
explaining his me;hing 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 connotaticns 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 mgny
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 Catholie to refer to the Virgin Mary descriptively

without his intending to convey a variety of cenventionally 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 preblem 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 fer,
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 comparisen

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.,




T4.
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 @f 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 ef 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 dazzling cloud of light. The
three persons are d;stinct from one another .. All the three persons
here communicate themselves to the Soul'.(12) Had Teresa meant to say
God she would, as elsewhere, presumably have done so and it seems
reasonable to suppose that her distinctive terwinology 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 en the experients ability to expleit 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.




T5.
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 - éxpansion/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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and argue that in each case we are unable to eliminate interpretation

or reduce accounts to comparability at any level,

|. 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 concepis
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

*] say much the same, for in the next chapter I introduce two
hypothetical processes affecting our consciousness of sensory events,
enhancement and seleetive 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.
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different concepts according to the best constructicns individuals
with different backzrounds can place upon then. (It isy in fact, quite
possible the primitive will say 'like & thunderins bird' recognizing
that wvhilst it is like a bird it is unlike any other he has previously
seen)s In this example we might, dissimilarities of conception
notwithstanding, feel justified in reducing both accounts to one or
other of the comparable levels but the problem in mystical experience
is that we have no idea what the comparable level of description is

and thus can only compare the conceptions.

Assuming some hypothetical level at which mystical experience would
present a common picture, my arsument here is that we are unzble to
reduce the accounts to recover and typify this level because the
various factors which determine the wa; we will conceive of things

\
are incalculable. Osis and Ilarraldsson made 'allowances' for the
cultural input in the naming of firsures in 'near=death' experience
as we might for children whose fanciful descriptions we recornize, but
I would suggest the problem goes & ¢reat deal deeper in most cases.
hs T see it we are not dealing with a few identifiable and discrete
religio=-cultural conceptions, such as names, tut with a complex of
culturel and idiosyncratic factors - for which the term ideclogical
seens appropriate = that have an incalculable effect on the way guasi=-
physical events, even identical quasi-physcial events, will be construed.
There are broad cultural factors. Society can be religious or
secular, scientific or prerational, though few societies were ever

homogeneous and none ever statice There are particular cultural factors
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not only the type of religion that may predominate but the local
peculiarities it has developed and one may talk about fashions in this
respecte Most complex of 21l @re the personal factors which shape
the experient's conceptionse Tverything from agey, I.Q., state of
health, acquaintance with specific religious or scientific knowledge,

sub-cultural influences to simply idiosyncracy, affect the way we

thinke In combination with the broader factors it seems impossible )
to discount all of these influences on the way we will interpret, :
and it would seem that, as many psychologists have noted, at the

conceptual level we each live in a world of our owne It is possible :

to pick out some of the bhroader factors which share an exverient's
thinking, by redaction or by studying the 'school' to which he belongs,
to identify the peéuliarities of his acquired conceptions, but never
to say we know precisely how a subject will conceive of eventse
Perhaps, through some exhsustive biozraphical study such as Von Iugel's
Iife of-Catherine of Genoa, we will f2in an insight into the way in
vhich cultural and perscnal factors mix to shape concentions but,
not only are such works on a larce scale beyond our resources, most
authors of the reports we have = perhaps especiall;” the modern ones =
are shrouded in anonymitye The first nroblem *hen ig that we cannot
discount or bracket out hecause we simply de not know how to oélculate
the concentions each experient brings to his exneriences T T am

-

ricght to give weight to the idiosyncratic factors it would not even

be adventageous to analise cases on a cultural or sociological bhzsise

Tt mey be argcued nonetheless that where conceptions are comparable,

either hecause the;r are “ormulated in the same way or hecatse they
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embody some highest common factor cross=culturally as Boeing and
thundering bird both denoted flight/noise etc., we ma; assume that

we have recovered a common descriptione However, I do not see it as

the phenomenologist's aim to typify conceptions = a function of
psychology or sociology - but rather to describe the experience in
value=free terms and to point out the comparability of some conceptions
does not allow us to assume that this is what we are doinge One central
question which raises this problem in an acute form is whether or not-
unless we wish to make it a matter of definition = mystical experience
must be interpfeted in religious terms. Though the great majority of cases
are conceived of in broadly religious terms, we cannot say that 'God'

is part of some basic level of description at which cases are comparable,
for some cases which we might wish to include are not conceived of in
this waye For instance, Capra described an experience he had solely

in terms of high-energy physics, 'atoms' and 'cascades of energy' (13),
and others have used the conceptions of Jungian psychology. Unless

we adopt the complex solution of saying that there are religious
experiences, experiences of physics etc. it might be argued that God

is simply an interpretation which we commonly encounter because hitherto
religion has universally been the language of all that is stirring and
inexplicable in human experiences I am not suggesting that high-energy
physics does give us any more 'objective! or clearer picture of the
experience than that given by deity or super-naturalism but only that

a feature common to most conceptions may, at a hypothetical descriptive
level, have no validitye Is God another ideological interpretation
that should be bracketed out to allow for the comparison of all the

cases we might wish to characterize or not?
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The answer to this question, if there is one, is perhaps of less

importance for us than the fact that we d@ not know whether 'deity!

forms a part of some basic description of mystical experience or not,

even though most experients conceive of their experience in this waye
However, it raises a point of interest which is perhaps worth mentioning
here. It could be argued that, just as when experients report simple
quasi=-physical feelings, heat, tingling and so forth, deity is a

natural and ineluctable concept for which no alternative conception

is possible, Capra et al notwithstandinge. Even many non=-religious
individuals appear to find it necessary to conceive of their experiences

in religious terms and many claim that thelr certeinty that it is 'God!

that they are experiencing = vhatever exactly this means = is beyond doubt,
something known 'by secret intuitions too strongs to be misunderstood!

(Teresa of Avila)e It could then be that God = though somewlat unpredicated -
is 2 simply descriptive term much es 'burning'y is for fever, Ior we

night use this exnression and only this expression even though we knew

we were not on fire. I shall look at natural concepts = those forced

upon us, whether or not, like 'deity', the;” are also at another level
culturally shaned conceptions = elsewhere, the noint here being only
that we do not know how to take all but the simplest expressions used

and cannot look to a cross-cultural comparison of conceptions to enlighten use
Another form of comparison of conceptions, which I believe is equally
unhelpful, is their reduvction to lowest common denominators. Iacgki,

save her respondents & range of simple and contrasting

&

for example,
terms such as ‘height/depth', 'expansion/contraction' so that recardless

of the higher-order interpretations of the events, at the most basic
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level caczos might be comrared. Assuning that there is a hypothetical
Cistinction hatwezn interpretation and experience at a quasi-physical
level, this would cartainly apnear to get round the difficulty of
ideology. However, my critieism of this approach is that the
descrintion of the experiencs wiaich emerges is so characterless that
we have little idea what the result revresents and, since we have no
tyvifyying or defining charactaristics, 45 not kmow if fundamentally
dissimiliar cases are not being grouped together, for even 2t tials
levsl gsome quite mundane experiences might be so described. It is
nossible, by using this technique, to show that there are sub=-types -
grouns of cases wiich may share many common quasi=-physical features =
but it seems no basig for a descriptive characterization of the class

23 a waoles

M- 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 dascription is,
in each casey construed. a2 have nd way of knowing how much of the
descrivption is ideological and cannot set aside what is interpretative,
for the factors involved in concentualizationare too complex and
idiogyncratic to compute. Neither cen we hope to recover the bacic
or valuefree level through a comparison of concepts or & 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 vhat it is = unless medics can give us 2

phisiologieal description and the one or two attenpts in this direction

will be discussed later = because the ideologies in which this level

iz emeshed are impenetratable.



82,
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 so6 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 gquite 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. Ve all imow 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
caseis %o rander 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 hGypothetical level though, there
remains a distinction for only some concepts are appropriate, which is
not the case in the third model I look ats It is possible to say of
the 'flu' feeling that you may feel hot, c¢old or both but not that you are
being stabbed or possessed or whatever, just as we might say of the
'duck/rabbit' testy you can see it as one or other but not as an
elephants 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/voth, 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 note.

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 withe One night I felt the cat settle
down on the bed as usual by my 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. or a time I was convinced of the existence of a
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phantom cat until it emerged that the cause was a locéliaed stimulation of
calf musclese Since then I have been able to conceive of such feelings both
in terms of the cat and in physiological terms the legitimacy of each concept-
ion depending only on whether the cat is present or note The sheer incompat-
ibility of my conceptions of one and the same type of stimuli suggests that,
1f ambiguity is a problem in the case of mystical experience; we could never ;
recover a value free description nor even judge when one case had a resémblance ‘

to another. Possibly there are degrees of difficulty heres In some cases it \

may be appropriate to offer wholly incompatible conceptions whilst in others,
the sense of presence perhaps, the interpretation must be set within narrow
limits such that it is legitimate to describe this feeling in terms of x or y
and only in such terms. I do not know whether this model is relevant or not
but only that, if it isy there would be no possibility of determining when
cases were comparable or grounds for believing that we could ever distil a
value free description from the various ideological construction of events

we are being offerede

iii. FEXPERTENCE MAY BE PARASTTIC ON IDECLOGY.

The third model, favoured by such psychologists as Sunden and hard
contextualists such as Katlz, envisages no hypothetical distinction between
what we experience and the way we experience ite I groun together with

these authors another, Bharati, for though his 'zero experience!, 'tasteless
and colourless', offers & slightly different conception of what is taking
vlace, the effect of both views is that at all levels there is only an
ideologically constructed experience and not even the theoreticel

possibility of recovering some value free residuum. I will consider this model
carefully in the next chapter but here it is sufficient to note that, though on

this view-if we ignore personal factors-we may typify conceptions in terms
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of their common cultural origins and the like, it makes no sense
at all to characterize 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,

eonceptually, in common, are beyond comparison also,.

It has been my argument that, whatever view we take of mystical
experience, in practiee it will never be possible to recover a
comparable level of description from the various conceptions we are
offered either because ideology is incalculable, 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—
ization 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. (14) - 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 insolutvle 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 '#cstasy' or Paffard's
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'Tnattended lMoment' are each the product of preselections It is not
that one would not recoscnize these but that, as seems to be in the
case of llargolis! 'mystical/psychotic' dichotomy, our recogmition
has a basis in preconception rather than in a value free character=
ization of our data. laski's groupings and everaging of her cases
with prechosen religious and 1itersry texts mekes her characterization
especially doubtful and its only justification could be that she
wanted to describe a sub=type, 'ecstacy'y as a preliminary to
establishing that it had an empirical identity. Perhaps there is
no solution to this problem until such time as we have acknowled ed
criteria for the identification of mystical experience. Tntil then
me;be all we can do is Juscle between valuative selection and an
open-mindedness about which cases to include in our data base though
this can give us little confidence that we are being prezented with
a neutral and ‘'objective' description even if we believed that, in

itselfy this was worth havinge

I do not wish however to rule out entirely the possibility that wve
nay note features that sugrest genuine descriptive sub-types as
distinct from the artificial creations of some authors who have
selected their material and ordered it in valuative ways. I such
existy, it might be difficult to show that, as distinct forms of
experience, they have even a 'family resemblance' with other types
and the concept of mystical experience as a class might well break
down into a loosely related group of experiences each of which could
be shovm to have some descriptive validity. There are, for example,
a group of quasi-physical features, heat, tingling, light etc. that

so often appear together in conjunction with a sense of presence of
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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
Jjustified., 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 classifications, even more so than -the others, appear to
have no theoretical relevance whatsoever unless one introduces a
'contextual' 'model of the experience and demonstrates empirically
that such experiences, and only such experiences, follow from
holding the requisite setloef:beliefs. I would not then rule out
the possibility that common features might be identified in some
cases and that, if there were sufficient simply reported quasi-physical
feelings - which if not quantifiable nevertheless appear more
reliable identifications - that a sub-typology of mystical experience
might be justified descriptively. However, by and large, I would
"still argue that very little can be achieved in this way because
of the difficulties mentioned. More to the point, even if we could
Justify a descriptive characterization or typology, it would remain
no more than that. For a scientific classification, if the common
element in the material or the distinctions are not quantifiable,
it is necessary that these be made to serve some theoretical purpose
and it is hard to see what theoretical purpose the few features we

might justify selecting descriptively could be made to serve,

In view of the foregoing discussion it is my intention to make a
case, albeit neither completed nor confirmed in this work, that two
aspects of the phenomena of mystical experience have a central
importance for any understanding of what it is that constitutes the
common identity of the class as a whole. My task is made easier by
the fact that, simply at the descriptive level, the selection of
'reality' and meaningfulness could be supported in all the cases

we would wish to include and excludes only those cases about which

many mystics and researchers have already expressed reservations.
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The justification of their use as defining charaéteristics of
mystical experience - though not in themselves a definition of
mystical experience - will be made later in this work, principally
in chapters 3 and 6,:but 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 theqretical inéight 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 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.
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The first of these is that the identification of such a descriptive

feature - apparent realness = is not new. Amongst researchers Stace gave
'sense of objectivity or reality! as the first common feature in his list,
Deikman 'intense realness' (17), Pahnke and Richards 'objectivity and

reality!' (18) and Margolis the perception of 'higher or greater reality' (1%).
Some mystics too have concentrated on this point as in the example of

Trevor above or as Teresa of Avila did when she rejected 'imaginal visions'
precisely because they did not have this quality = 'I do not believe it

is a vision but rather some overmastering idea which causes the imagination
to fancy it sees somethings but this illusion is only like a dead image

in comparison with the living reality of the other case' {20 )y

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 downe 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 empiriéal 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 qualiti2s  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, c&smic

void or 'unitive'insight so long as the experience has the quality

* Tt 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 ontelogical 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'"presence" ... 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
"1 know what I saw'" even if we also accept we were deluded. Does it
make a difference if we think the eonjuror 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
tobjectivity' and especially ‘validity' of the mystical perception
mentioned by some authors does, as in the example of the sceptics
above, appear contingent for there s 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 course 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 worlde I can only describe it by saying

that the "lights go up",y as if & kind of switch were turned in my
psycho-physical systeme Everything seems different, somehow brighter
and clearer - it is quite easily recognizable and bitter experience
hes taught me that I should teke 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
apparente 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-
veridicaly none seems able to discern anything counterfeit about the
experience itself and I take it that a continuing assertion, perhaps
over & 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' (24) whilst
others speak of the experience as 'leaving no room for doubt',
'concrete'y, 'unmistakably real' etce I wish here to attempt to
anelyse 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 perceptione 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 terme.

A) LUCIDITY OR CILARITY. 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 woculd not
appear to depend on heightened perception or intensity. In a case such as
'T seemed to feel rather than see ¢eeo I had no doubt that this was & vision
of heavene 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 ebout 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 brandinge 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,should 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 mor¢real 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 o0ld home ..
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e Jjust listened and then wras pulled or such
ote Tield +.. somethins emersed fron a siranse starlike 1iht on
a plant etc. etc.' {26)e Such 2 descriniion would do for any tyres of
hallvecination, dreamings {thouslh: not 'lucic dreaming'), hyp
and so forth wiich involve ever=-chansing and kaleidoscopic netterns of
ideation end mood which are presumabl; associative in nzture. Compar

this with 'I was in a field, a large empty field and it had hi-h rolden
grass that was very softy, so brighite 1 was reall; very hanpy in that

SRR

place, wherever it vas ... soft,y silly ver;” brilliant gold. The grass

¥

swvayed it was very peacelitl, ver; quiet. The frass was so outstandingly
beautiful that T will never forget i%' (27). In this second case the

wiole exmerience comprised an awareness of this field and
flux or fluidity of ideation

s B swgrdd v -~
case of nystical experience
v b

tleaven -~ an Lmward state o

initsense, accommanied witi a cense of “eing hathed in a wvern ~lowr of
. L) . k) 1 ) =] - .- S roif £
light eee this deep enotion lasted, only sradually pessing awar! (22).

Some mystical experiences ma;” be sequential, as are our nerceptions of
the world, but d2 not seem to inveolwve this inherent instabliity which

wve are familiar with in dreamse. The comparability of mistical exmerience

and sense nerccption in this respect is irportant for it is the derend=-
ability or stability of the mundene world that must give it much of that

gir of reality we escribe to it.

C) COHERENCE. This third point of similarity with everyday percertion
and dissimilarity with some other types of non-veridical exmerience

na;” be related to stability 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 celour 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-
izable 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 emly be technologicélly 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. Experienpes
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 stimumlatien 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 distinect 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 explored. in the following chapter, .
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2) MEANINGFULNESS.
The second characteristic of mystical experience I wish to draw
attention to is the meaning it has for the mystic and a wider
audiences TFor 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 y mundane, experience. The
peculiarity here is the emphasis mystics lay on the significance their
experience has, and continues to have,y 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 & continuing subjective significance =
which is unlikely = they remain essentielly private experiences beyond
discussion and analysise 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 ite 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-ordainedlbut reject this view on several
groundse Howevery, I nonetheless find meaningfulness to be highly suégestive
for I do not believe it is chance that we find 'supernatural' experience
meaningful both at the subjective and cultural levele In the final chapter
I will try to develop some ideas, thet will scarcely merit being called
e hypothesisy on the theme that our ability to recognize & 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 runs in conjunction with

the one we are more familiar withe 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 eiperience,
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 aimm

' 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 ali 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 cair attach no meaning at all, though his intellectual
capacities remain unimpairede More commonly we are aware of sundry images,
es in the hypnagogic state, to which we attach no significance and it
would not appear to be an analytic requirement that we must make all
experience intelligible by construing it and structuring it in meaningful
wayse I do not suggest that in itself intentionality distinguishes mystical

experience from 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 religiovsor 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 =
es for a motorist a red traffic signal means stop, something alogically
related to it or something illogically invested in ite 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 reporte There are two further arguments against
treating the sense a mystic finds in his experience as having been
logically derived from what he perceivese In the first place there is no
logical connection in many cases nory in some, is there even a possibility

of thise In 'I knew without any doubt whatever, that if I could only hold



105.
on to that moment, I should know and understand everything in the world'(31),
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 place' logically leais 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 'gzero 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 é

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 3., 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 experiencae was part of the reality/validity/objectivity
their experience had -~ for it ummistakably 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).
Alogical relationships would account for the claim that the experience

was real/valid, instentaneous recognition and for the fact that often no
logical connection can be discernede I am not here thinking of conditioned
or idiosyncratic connections which are essentially illogical hut rather the
'sun makes us happy' typee 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
sublininal 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 but 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 imeginstion. The final possibility is that there
is a logical relationship between expsrience and gignificance 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 unmistekably and instantaneously and

in a completely real/sensory way yet not alweys 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 siages during which there are no discrete identities but

only objects fused, unfocussedy from which we cen 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
definitione 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'e. 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 ite
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The second feature of the immediate experience worth drawing attention
to ig 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 cepital
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 unutterable importance' that often excludes an
awareness of all else - God's love, for instance, is sometimes fel?t

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
'Tureka' after a long search for a solution when all else is momentarily
Griven from our minds. There is almost certainly a relationship with
the lucidity or clerity mentioned above as part of the apparent realness
of the experience for we focus on the mystical insight which captures
our attentione 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 its And this feeling of being surrounded with
truths which I cannot grasp amounts to injescribable 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 numinogity 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 shock,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 gquickly
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 ﬁundane existence.
It appears to the individuals concerned that the meaning or significance
of the mystical event is ever unfolding, strengthening them in adversity -
‘if IT1ive to be 100, I shall never forget, I knew I would never be alone
again'(38) - re-inforcing or bringing a new positive approach to life -
'T 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
experient: 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 bf experience, the subject invariably has the
perception that ié 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
knowleége increased aSa result of a mystical experiencelbut 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 thése 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 tﬁe 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
significanée, 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 dimimuation-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. Psychoiogical and physiological explanations aside, one might
argue that there is a logical connection between the intrusion of a
seemingly real non-qatural experience and the subzequent 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 éfedictable 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, ik is
one which- has no intrinsic meaning long-term but only that which is
subsequently invested in it. This might be the caselbut 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 mjstical 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 te provide
sufficient reason and motivation to embark on a new life, despite the
scepticism of the modern 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 refsonable 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 sham 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 existlbut 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.

lgNHSTICAL 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 1long 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 - 'fhe
presence of the Holy Trinity' requires specific religious knowledge -

and, as noted above, we rapidly run into problems when mystics use
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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 whicéh

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 Quincey’
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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,

Tt 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 apocryphial, 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, "O 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. 1 would
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not wish to argue that there is any conventional way to understand such
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 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 entirelylprivate 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 of,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 thoughasny 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, - feelingsj peace, quasi-physical feelingsj 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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if an analysis of the experience susgested anyihings else as well. One
misht mention transience, though not all mystical experiences are
momentary, for 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
wnolly experiential terms, is often said to be immeasurable. One might
finally mention 'imner subjective quality', a phrase borrowed from Hood.
Thatever it is tiie mystic is aware ofy it is never a lifeless state,
but in some sense vibrant and living. Berenson's experience of carvings
illustrates this quality as well as any; 'suddenly stem, tendril and
foliage became alive e.ee I felt as one illumined, and beheld a world
where every outline, every edge and every surface was in a living
relation to me and not, as hitherto, in a merely cosmitive one'. (41)
Tven self-annihilation or the 'void' is not perceived in wholl;” negative
terms for 'this is the brishtly pure', 'the teeming emptiness' etce I
do not doubt that this well typifies mystical experience and distinguishes
it as a class from mundane experience and other non-natural ones as well
which can be dead/'flat' etce buty whilst it may be related both to
reality and meaningfulness, I cannot see a theoretical use for it and
would not wish to argue either that it defines the experience for it is

not unequivocally reported in ever; cases

SUMIARY.

I have argued:

1. That there are two limitations on analysing the mystical experience

from the reports we are given of ite Firstly, that any characterization

we make has in itself no empirical validity and, since it is unquantifiable,
mist be made to serve some theoretical purpose which can be tested. Secondly,

in the case of mystical experience, there are formidable problems in the
P
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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 constructiony or even whether there is such a thing
as a 'basic' mystical experience. For these two reasons, if one
is to ana.lyse the accounts, one must select features which are
quite unequivocally present and further demonstrate that they are
relevant to the explanation of what is taking place. Without doing
this 1t could never be shown that the selection of cases is other
than arbitrary for it cemnot be said that mystical experience
manifestly constitutes an identifiable and-self-defining class at

the + descriptive level.

2+ In view of these limitations I believe it is possible to pick out
only two characteristics which I treat as defining, though far from
typifying what we understand by mystical experience. A.lystical
experience invariably appears real and because it shares features

in common =~ clarity, stability and coherence =~ I suggest the reason
for this is that, like ovR everyday, waking experience, it is a sensory
or quasi=sensory phenomenon. It may be unclear what we mean by a
sensory phenomenon but that we mean something by it, and distinguish
it from other experiences of imagination etc.s is certaine 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
distinction has, it seems likely that it will provide an empirical
basis for the identification of mystical experience as & classe.

Be Mystical experience is invariably found by the subject to be
meaningful both in the short and long term and has & wider significance

as welle Taken together as one characteristic, meaningfulness also
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appears to distinguish mystical experience a&s a class. There are a
variety of uncertainties here. Is the meaning arbitarily invested
in his experience by the subject on ideological grounds alone or
might there be a logical or alogical connection with the meaning
found in it? Do others find mysticism significant because it is
about factors relevant to the human condition which most can recognize
or is it simply an accident that we find it significant because we
happen to have a history of supernatural beliefs in terms of which
mystical claims can be construed? Clearly any theoretical move
from the fact that mystical experience is found to be meaningful
will be contentious but, taken in conjunction with apparent reality
and some other features of the class still to be discussed, I believe
it will be possible to make some observations from it that will
suggest that it relates to a factor which could give the class an

empirical as well as a descriptive identitye.

I then offer these two characteristics not merely because they
characterize an arbitarily selected group but because it is possible
they will be found to give this group a theoretical identitye. If
one day this is established it will show up the shortsightedness of
many empiricists, such as Moehle, who have dismissed any analysis ef
mystical cleims in favour of church attendance and other more
quantifiable factors but I accept there is a long:-way to-go before
it can be shown that any analysis of the subjective claims can
contribute to our understanding of what it is that is really taking
place. Certainly, apart from apparent reality and meaningfulness,
there is very little more we can say about the subjective experience

ors if we could, that there is any conceivable point in saying ite
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CHAPTER 3

A MENTALISTIC EXPLANATION?

'Nature is a dull affair, soundless, scentless, colourless, merely the
hurrying of material endlessly, meaninglessly' - A.N. Whitehead.

© 000000000000 000000000000000

'There is no such order as "Now see this leaf green" - Wittgenstein.

I wish now to address the epistemological issue that surfaced in the

last chapter which plays a central role in any understanding of mystical
experience. Though I will elucidate it further below, at its simplest
the question is this. Are the experiences we have, mystical and

mundane, the product of a mentalistic or, in its true sense, psychological
structuring of an otherwise 'soundless, scentless, colourless' world or
is it that the world of 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 of
whether the structures which make experience possible are acquired and
mitable, i.e. psychological or innate. Our whole explanatory approach
hangs upon this single question. Influential authors such as Katz and
Sunden take a mentalistic line derived from S-H-R psychology and argue
that mystical experience can only be understood in terms of 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, reject 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 effect on sense perception which, I shall argue, constitutes

a distinct category of experience. If my arguments are persuasive neither
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sensory stimuli nor our subjective experience of these can be accounted
for in terms of '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 religious
traditions and other ideological factors which may mould only our

psychological experience.

In this chapter there are in fact two principal arguments. Firstly that
sense perception is not much affected by psychological processes and,
secondly, that mystical experience is a form of sense perception. The
second argument is necessary for, whilst the first may be accepted, this
does not entail that we treat mystical experience as a sub-species of
sense perception:for it could be treated as are a number of other quasi-
experiential phenomena which may be accounted for wholly in mentalistic
terms. Though I believe both arguments to be interesting in their own
right, I shall endeavour to treat the first as concisely as possible
for, whilst this epistemological question is of fundamental importance
to all that follows, 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 of marginal interest to us. Before beginning
my discussion of the mehtalistic argument it is perhaps advisable to
enter here a series of caveats and explanations which will deal with
some extraneous issues and more fully define the line of argument I

shall be taking.

1) In arguing that mystical experience is a sensory phenomenon, I am
not attemptingto reopen the ontological question, as it were, by the

back door. There is not even an implication of existence for reasons
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discussed in chapter 1, if the experience of God is found to arise from
innate sensory processes rather than from psychological ones. As, for
example, in the case of the 'phantom limb' syndrome, all existence claims
arising from mystical perceptions as a class may be falseo My position
is not then one of naive realism and indeed it makes no difference to
my argument whether our sensory experience, mystical and mundane alike,
is veridical or note Since I include sensory experience arising from
sensory damage, e.g. tinnitus, within the class of sense perception,
there can be no implication concerning the ontological status of this
class. However, conversely, it also neeés to be said that as I do not
use the phrase sense perception to imply existence but only to refer
to a particular type of experience exhibiting certain characteristics
the lack of empirical evidence to support mystical claims-is no reason
to adopt a mentalistic rather than a physiological account in this case.
Certainly there is nothing in the concept of sense perception that rules
out thg possibility that the claims arising from a particular sub-class
of sense experience are in every instance false. I suspect that part
of the reason that mentalistic explanations have been so readily adopted
in the case of mystical experience at the expense of naturalistic accounts
is due to the fact that there is no empirical evidence for mystical claimse
Mainstream psychology has always been constrained by physical and
biological factors and it is only in cases such as mystical experience
that wholly mentalistic accounts could seem plausible at all though T
shall argue that this plausibility is achieved only by ignoring the
biological parameters implicit in the sensory form mystical experience

takese.

2) Though the first section is devoted to explaining why sense
perception should not be accounted for in terms of structures which

are variable and tend to abstraction, I wish here to give my reasons
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for distinguishing sense perception from a more general and all-
embracing notion of 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 reject the notion that many
of the structures involved in thought and awareness are acquired rather
than innate or rigidly fixed responses. In the previous chapter I
accepted the role of ideology, a notion which encompasses acquired
religio-cultural conceptions, creativity etc.in the matrix of higher
order conceptualization through which we recognize, interpret and
explain the world and find in it meanings, associations and personal
significance., It is not clear how far this matrix is free from physical
constraints - for example, it seems that our recognition of kinship
is chemical, see also the discussion of the 'visual cliff' below - but
it is evident enough that we learn, compute and that our memory edits
and confabulates past experienece to such a degree that an account of
consciousness must include a psychological dimension., Accepting this,
however, is not to say that mentalistic structures explain or are relevant

to everything we are conscious of.

Wittgenstein drew attention to the distinction between sense experience
and other, psychological, forms of experience: 'seeing as .. is not part
of perception. And for that reason it is like seeing and again not.like ..
the flashing of an aspect (i.e. a psychological construction) on us

seems half visual experience, half thought' (1). I believe he is correct
to point out that there is a qualitative difference between sense
perceptions and other aspects of our experience. The ink blot or
Rorschach tests embody this distinction for at the level of sense
perception these are merely disordered patches of shading - which we

can see as sueh - 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 distinction - at the level of 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 of reality, whereas the latter forms no part
of the 'objective' reality our senses present us with, Seeing you 'as'
my friend, for example, is not at all the same as seeing that you are
white or black, tall or short., Whatever the reason I have for my
conception of your status, your friendship is not something 'forced
upon me' as your size is for it is a non-concrete perception whieh, at
most, has some intangible effect on my concrete impressions. 1 do not
rule out the possibility that psychological factors may influence our
sense perceptions, it is possible that two processes - in partieular-
selective attention and enhancement, discussed below - both have some
impact on the concrete reality 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 of my argument, have different
characteristics which are not easily explained in terms of a mentalistie
account alone, In particular I will argue that sense perceptions are
immutable and universal quite unlike psychological conceptions which
are mutable and idiosyncratic. We, I will argue, must all agree, if
our attention is drawn to it, that you are white or black and we cannot
see you now as one colour now as another whereas the question of whether
you are likeable is a matter of individual preference and it is quite

feasible for me to like you one moment and dislike you the next.

It will be my contention that 'experience' requires a more complex




analysis than is usually given. On the one hand there are concrete

impressions which, I shall argue, are immutable and universal and on the .

other a wider consciousness that is malleable, idiosyncratic and contains
no necessary contents, We may lose universality of explaration by
giving these distinctions a theoretical basis but I believe. any altempt
to describe consciousness solely in terms of idiosyncratic abstractions
on the one hand or 'formalistie' constraints on the other is bound to
fail in view of the tensions between the different types of experience
we have, Rather than try to wed the two schools of thought to produce
a compromise that might explain all ocur experience as a mixture of
biology and mentalistic structures, I prefer simply to argue that
biology explains one type and psychology the other for I find few
reasons to believe that mentalistic abstrections play any role in

sense perception. The epistemological framework from which we work

is central to our understanding of 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 of the world and if the latter

are best understood in biological terms, so are the former which is to
reduce mentalistic structures and the social influences upon them to a
marginal role in.the explanatioa of what is taking place., Two examples
of 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

of the divine there is no direct, concreste experience of 'God': 'the
entire bone-dry earth was living then, covered by new vshootis green ...
I was greatly moved and felt God's hand behind everytﬁing' (2). wnereas
in 'the Holy Spirit descended upon me in a manner that seemed to go

through me, body and soul. I could feel the impression like a wave
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of electricity going through and throush me eee in waves of liquid love eee
I can recollect distinctly that it seemed to fan me like immense wings' (5),
the perception of divinity has & concrete directness sbout it which is
fully analogous to our sense impressions of the physical enviromment.
v argument is then that sense perceptions require a quite different

exrlenation to that given other forms of awareness and that mystical

experience can be defined as a sub-species of sense perception.

It is perhans worthwhile, in passing, to mention here that throughout

T use vision as my paradigm of sense experiences Vhilst I believe that
the other senses have analogies with vision to a greater or lesser
decreey I am not suggesting that the points I make about vision are
equally relevant to 21l five senses though the share in its concrete
and universal nzture. Ior example, I shall argue that we cannot see
red as blue for any ps:chological reason whatsoever whereas one could
conceivably teke the burning sensations of extreme cold to be heat.
llevertheless there seem to be sufficient analogies between the senses

for me to discuss sense perception rather than vision alone.

%) In the previous chapter I accepted that, in the case of mrstical
experience, we can get no more than a general idea of what the sensory

or quasi-sensory experience = and if my arguments are persuasive we

can use this term - is like for, lacking objective reference or even an
appeal to common experience, we cen only get at the 'experience itself!
or 'raw data' through the ideological constructions and language in which
mystics report them and this layer can never be wholly discounted or

peeled backe 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 of
their experience eee no scholar can get behind the autobiographical
fragment to the putative "vpure experience" whatever one holds that to be'o(4}
Howevery it does not follow that 'these (accounts) are therefore the
data for study and analysis'. (5) Simply because we only have culturally
conditioned reports to work with it is not necessarily valiéd to attempt
to explain mystical experience in terms of correlations between religious
traditions amd the claims made or even analyse mystical reports in any
detaile The only validity such procedures have is if, as Katz does, one
believes that socially acquired concepts 'preform', 'structure' and 'limit'
the sensory or quasi-sensory experience mystics have as well as the terms
in which they report these. If one does not believe this the 'conservative'
nature of mystical reports, say, is without significance for it is entirely
predictable that mystics will use the concepts that are available to them
in order to describe their experience but this is all but irrelevant to
any causal account of the experience or even to any clear understanding
of what it felt like to have such an experience. The fact that the only
record we have of these experiences is in terms of socially acguired
concepts does not enieil that we adopt a mentalistic approach nor does
it give validity to forms of analysis suggested by such an approach for
such methods are only worthwhile if the epistemological model which under-
pins them is justified and are not valid regardless of 'whatever one
holds that to be's I am therefore arguing that one can take a view on
the epistemological question and posit a distinction between the experience
mystics have and their report of it, for the reasons given in this chapter,

even though we cannot get a clear picture of what this experience is like.

4) I use the terms mentalistic, psichological and contextual interchangeably
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to refer to structures or concepts which are acquired, mutable and
which are not a necessary factor in human consciousness, though no

doubt in many cultures certain acquired concepts are difficult to avoide.

I should also make clear that I am not much concerned with the mentalistic=-

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 mentalistic structures affect physical processes

when, as Hyland puts it, this breaks the rule that 'causal relationships
cannot exist between hypothetical constructs of differing ontological
status' (6) i.es how can an acguired idea or belief lead to physical

or even quasi=-physical experience? It is something contextualists

might wish to explain though for my part I do not see this as a major
criticism of tiie mentalistic position as acgquisition does not rule out
a physiological explanatione If we use Searle's image of a footprint

on wet sand to describe the way we coume to recognize things, there is no
reason why acquired concepts should not make some physiological impact
which in turn has an effect on the way we experience and recognize the
world for there are undoubtedly similarities between mentalistic and
physical input when both are reduced to electrical or neuro-chemical
impulsese Wnatever the explanation of psycho-somatic conditions, I am
only using terms such as mentalistic to distinguish those structures we
acquire and which may, however difficult it is, be changed from those

which appear to be ineluctable.

5) In defining mentalistic structures or concepts as those which are not
necessary factors in human consciousness, I am in fact grouping together
two distinct psychological positionse On the one hand these concepts

mey be acquired from our social environment and on the other may be
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generated throu:h creativity and computation. Perhaps much of our
ideology is a mixture of the two. However, it is with acquired concepts
that T am principally concerned here for, whilst it is credible to
argue that mystical experiences are the product of various widespread
religious traditions, it 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 commone I shall discuss
creativity as formulated by Batson and Ventis, Horne and others later
in this chapter but, whilst it obviously forms part of the mentalistic
account, it appears to me that this account stands or falls on an
analysis of the argument that culture shapes experience and thus creativity,

computation, restructuring etc. are secondary to this claime.

€) T also use the terms natural concept/innzte structures interchangeably.
As this is not a treatise on neurology, I make no attempt here to explain
what these processes might be but only meke the point that various
structures or processes governing sensory experience appear inescapable
and appear to be part of the human condition regardless of the social
concepts with which we have been inculcated. It is worth pointing out
however that, whilst I believe such structures to be inescapable, they
are not necessarily unchanginge 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 social environment exerts any
controles As developrment and decay are so much a part of the human
conditiony I, at least, find no difficulty in accepting that, if innate
structures determine what it is we experience, these too may undergo
change with time or may even be changed through injury, such processes

as trepanning or chemical intervention and, whilst the latter brings in
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the question of volition there appears to me a fundamental distinction
between affecting the operation of innate processes with wholly
predictable consequences and acquiring particular cognitive structures

fortuitously or even at wille

7) Finally it is worth answering here any student of 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 reguiring no
intermediary processes. It is perhaps worthwhile giving here my reasons
why T believe the central argument to be about what kind of structures
are involved in mystical experience rather than whether any structures

are involved at alle

Some mystics who claim to know the divine by acquaintance have reported
that it is not through bodily senses that they know Him but in spirit

and in this their beliefs accord with the understanding of some
theologians. It is hard to assess whether the theological argument
persuaded some mystics that they 'saw' whatever they saw in the 'spirit!
or whether it was the experiential evidence (it would be interesting

to know if modern mystics ignorant of the theological niceties 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'Avila, exhibiting
both the influence of theology and experience, describes her 'spiritual
marrigge' thus: 'l helieve no door is required to enter ... the innermost
centre of the soul where God Himself must dwell «.. I say, no door is

required, for all I have hitherto described seems to come through the
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senses or faculties eee but what passes in the Union is very different.
Here God appears in the soul's cenire ... reveals to it His own heavenly
glory in a far more subtle way than by any vision or spiritual delighte.
As far as can be understood, the soul, I mean the spirit of the soul,
is made one with God who is Himself a spirit' (7). Teresa uses the
analogy of light from two windows that meet to describe a union with God

that seems to the experient to taxke place in a wholly non~physical waye

The theological argument that if God can be conjoined at all it is only
through the medium of love or otherwise in 'spirit to spirit' contact -
the 'divine spark' argument - appears to have grown out of the meta=
physical schema of body=-souir=-spirii which was useful in preserving such
distinctions —s creature and creator. In our rational age, tu 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 infinity be encompassed by our finite senses, is a procedure
that carries little weight, for it is the very existence of a divinity
about which anything can be predicated that is in question. Equally,

the religious schema of body-soul=-spirit has little intellectual
justification in the poste=Humeian era, for it lacks parsimony; far
simpler to argue that everything we experience arises through the medium
of psycho=physiologye. The complexity of her explanation may not havé
struck Teresa in an age when body=soul=-spirit represented received wisdom
but epistemological dualism nowadays eppears extravagant to explain a
sub=type of a rare experience (only some mystical experiences appear to be
non-corporeal). It is true that Stace appears to accept this metaphysical
extravagance when distinguishing the 'unmediated' from the obviously

corporeal visionary experiences etce but whilst it is true that the former
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are more hichly prized by mystics and differ experientially, this is no
reason to suppose that they have different aetiologies. This is not to

say that seemingly ummediated experience can be explained in psycho=
physiological terms, only that until the possibility of such an explanation
is exhausted, it is simpler to hypothesize that all experience comes
through the medium of psycho=physiological structures, especially as

Teresa admits that even some mystical experience does. (It might of

£

course be argued that mystical experience apart, there are reasons for
positing the existence of a non-corporeal identity. In sub=-atomic physics
there is a continued common identity of particles which have been
separated and between which there is no possibility of material connections
Groups of humans and animals both appear to acquire skills which have

been discovered elsewhere independently without the usual forms of
commmunication which suggests that memory and knowledge are common property
amongst species yet such examples do not actually demand the hypothesis

of a non-material entity). Another difficulty with the body-spirit schema
is that it is not easy to comprehend how constructs of differing ontological
status can influence each other, yet it is clear from the 'swoons',
'overmastering feelings','amorous exclamations', feelings of 'sweetness!'
or 'aridity' mentioned by Teresa that the 'spiritual' produces bodily
effectse Ilany theologians have treated the spirit-body relationship

like a one=way valve that allows love, for instance, to permeate fron

God who, for His part, cannot be corrupted by physicel influences (though
the devil, a spiritual being, was said to have been corrupted and fallen
to earth). Yety, if this is soy given their differing status, there will
be very great difficulty in explaining how spirit and body are linked, far

simpler to ascribe & somatic origin to the 'spiritual experience!
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end the bodily effects which accompany ite If the epistemological
du..lism of some theologies is correcty, it would follow that no natural

factors thrown up by research would be relevant to the explanation of

a spiritual experiencee. Howevery, whilst t..e scientific/religious debate

was more fully discussed in chapter 1, there seems little reason to accept
the theological analysis that in mystical exp.rience we are dealing with a
wholly different category of experience unmediated by physiology for, as
a starting point, it leads to complexity and difficulties of explanation

that can quite simply be avoidede.

The second argument, that from experience, is not a satisfactory basis for
a physical=spiritual dichotomy eithere If one feels that one's

experience is not bodily and does not come through the senses, this may be
the basis for an idiosyncratic belief in bodily and spiritual experiences
but is not & grounds for an epistemological argument, though the very
feeling is samething that needs to be explaineds The subjective viewpoint
of some mystics in this respect is further undermined by the claim that
only some mystical experiences are 'spiritual! = 'all I have hitherto

described seems to come “hrough the senses! = and a simpler explanation

is needed if it is said that God can be experienced both bodily and
spiritually. The 'non=-sensory' nature of mystical experience is quite
widely reported both in and outside of the context of 'divine union' and

it is perhaps worthwhile considering whether this can be viewed in rational
terms without the need to posit the existence of a spiritual entity that

is capable of experience independ€nt of the bodye

An out-of-the-body experience is undeniably a good experiential ground for
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accepting an epistemological dualism, St. Paul, for example, reported
that he was often out-of-the-body when his experiences of God and his
revelations occurred. However, I wish to ignore this type of experience,
for autoscopy is very rarely assoclated with perceptions of the divine
and though it is unlikely to be explained in simple naturalistic terms,
it is not a compelling reason to accept the body-spirit thesis eithere
In Teresa's case and in that of most other mystics who believe their
experience to have been non-corporeal, there is no perceived separation
of soul.and body; rather their experience appears to them to be unlike
their usual sensory experience in that there are none of the usual points
of reference - time, space, subject/object distinction and so forth.
Without seeking to explain the phenomenon, the fact that there is no
sense of identity end reference does not demonstrate that some other
entity, the spirit, is the subject of the experience or that what is
taking place is non-physiologicale A variety of quite common examples
show that awareness is not dependent on a sense of personal identity,
physical feelings, sense of time etc. The psychological phenomenon of

dissociation, various meditational mind states and chemically induced
ones, 'peak' and 'ecstatic' experience all show, in a non-mystical context,
that it is possible to be aware of whatever it is that one is aware of
in an egoless, often timeless, waye I recall, when having taken a
sleeping pill, that my apprehensions became contained in a diminishing
circle surrounded by a total darknesse It was as if my mental imagery
was taking place within a void for it was divorced from physical feeling
or sense of identity or time. It 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 of us though both are readily
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explicable in psycho-physiological terms.* I do not wish to suggest

that any of this demonstrates that there is not an egoless, timeless
'spirit'y, merely that one does not need to posit such an entity to
explain a certain mode of awarenesse. Perhaps 'spirit of the soul' should
be read as a descriptive metaphor, though it was clearly not intended

to be such, for it seems plausible to argue that the loss of ego in some
mystical experiences is evidence of an unusual but natural form of mental

functioninge

Taken togethery, I find that neither the theological argument nor the
experiential one is persuasive that we are dealing with a 'spiritual'
experience that is unaffected by psycho=physiological findingse. The

lack of parsimony, the difficulties of linking spirit with bodily effects,
the precedent offered by disassociation , meditation etc. are all reasons
not to posit the existence of a spirit capable of awareness over and
above the sufficiently mysterious minde It would however be & dull mind

that would pretend that the spirit and its activities which are the very

* Benoit expands on this pointe 'Man is conscious of this dualism which
reveals itself in him by the belief that he is composed of two autonomous

parts which he either calls 'body' and 'soul', 'matter' and 'spirit'y

'instinct! and 'reason'e The belief in this bipartite composition expresses

itself in all sorts of common sayings: 'I am master of myself', 'I cannot
prevent myself from' etce o.. there are not in man two distinct parts, but
only two distinct aspects of a single being ... the error of our dualistic
conception does not lie in the discrimination between two aspects of us =
for there are indeed two aspects = but in concluding that these two aspects
are two different entities'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 it worthwhile pursuing the argument as to what type

of structure might possibly be involvede

In meking these seven points I hope to have removed a number of

extraneous issues from the discussion which followse The question T

will address first is whether or not mentalistic explanations can be
treated as a satisfactory account of that qualitstively distinct sub=-

type of experience - sense perception. If they are satisfactory then
those influences on mentalistic structures, notably religio=-cultural
conceptions in the case of mystical experience, have a primary role in
explaining the form the experience tekes and other factors, such as peer
group pressure, will explain the occurrence. If, however, as I will argue,
sense perception and its analpgies can only be understood in terms of
innate and necessary structures, then a wholly different type of explanation

will be required for this form of experience whenever it occurse.

Te

CAN A MENTAILISTIC ACCOUNT BE USED TO EXPIATN SENSE PERCEPTIONS?

The mentalistic account of experience developed fram the work of Piaget
and others can take a variety of formss For my purposes,however, there
are no important differences between the types as. each explains all 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 wayse. There is nothing fixed or necessitated
about our experience for these cognitive structures develop from the

contingencies of socially acquired conceptions, individual creativity
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and past experience. There is one point of difference though that affects
the sufficiency of the explanation being offered and whilst not directly
relevant to my argument is worth mentioning since it points up difficulties
that throw doubt on the credibility of mentalistic accounts or, otherwise,

shows them not to be self=sufficiente

STRUCTURING AND OBJECTIVE REALITY.

To give it a name,y hard contextualism offers the explanation of schemas

as a total account of all 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 of
mystical experience there is no speciel probiem with this line since
mystical claims do not appear to have to do with existence, theié is a
general problem in accepting it as a universal explanation of experience.
This difficulty is that, if human reality is structured in non=-necessary
ways and the ‘'‘participants actually live in different worlds', then the
world revealed by our senses has no ontological status other than that
each of us chose to ascribe to ite If the world is merely a 'booming,
buzzing confusion'! which we each mould into subjective experience without
biological constraint, any resemblance the physical world has to our
experience of it is wholly accidental. We cannot therefore have any
experience of an objective reality for we may only know the world relative
to the concepts we bring to ite At issue is whether material science is an
account of the way things are or only an account of the way things appear
to us to bes One may suspect that in sub~atomic physics scientists do
find what they are looking for and it is clear that scientific thedries

are at best approximations to the truth ever liable to change but none of
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this shows that observations of the world, repeatedly and universally
demonstrated, are merely psychological factse The Berkelian notion that
211 these bodies which compose the mighty frame of the world have not
any subsistence without a mind' (8) gives no weight to observations of
the world however well attested for, on this view, all we are studying
is our own perceptions of the world and not facts about the world itself.
Despite attempts in phenomenalism and, latterly, the anthropic principle
to justify such an approach, in the face of science's success in utilizing
its observations I cannot believe that it is acceptable for psychologists
to deny the possibility of an objective description of reality. The problem
is then - one of squaring'objective'reality, to which most of us would
attesty, with the notion that all reality is a human constructe. Whether
or not it is relevant to the restricted case of mystical experience it
would be difficult to contend that hard contextualism is a credible
universal explanation of experiencee However, if treated as a restricted
explanation only it would need to be shown why the model is relevant to
mysticism even though its wider application is doubtful and how it is
that mystical experience differs from mundane experience in anything other
than verification which does‘not show, that as experiences, they differ at .

all.

Soft contextuglism, on the other hand, not only fails to avoid the above
objection but in trying to solve it suffers from unnecessary complexity,
for its mentalistic account of experience is not self=-sufficient. In
this position not only are our schemas said@ to be moulded by acquired
concepts and other psychological influences but by our past experience
of interaction with the physical enviromment as well so that 'no

biological or envirommental constraints fully determine human thought,
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but n=ither does any schema or cognitive structure'. (9) If this
formulation only means that biology determines our impressions of the
physical world, as I believe, and psychological constructs the rest of
our experience, there is no need for a mentalistic account of sense
perception and the problem of squaring structuring and the world is
solved. However, this does not appear to be what is meant, rather it
is said that all experience is mediated by schemas and all schemas are
noulded both by physical and psychological influences which leads us back
to0 the problem that we can never make an observation of the physical world
undistorted by the idiosyncratic conceptions we bring to and which
fashion our sense perceptions. A less extreme position than totally
denying the world but still one which denies human observers any role
in material science. More importantly perhaps it gives us two explanatory
principles to account for experience, menialistic structuvres and
envirommental and biological constrainis. To describe experience
one needs to describe these physical influences and spell out precicsely
what role they play in shaping schemas in addition to detailing
psychological influences yet it is noteworthy that the physiological
aspect of soft contextual explanations is almost inveriably ignored
and novhere more so than in the case of mystical experience where I

would have thought the 'raw data', that avppears to represent a

biological constraint, would have been of particular intereste.

The tension between the physical and biological on the one hand and the
notion that human experience is shaped by abstractions on the other
provides grounds for strong objections to mentalistic models which even
in their modified, soft, form cannot avoid the difficulties this tension

posess Since it is no part of my argument that mystical experience has
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to do with existence, the criticism has only a backsround importance
vety 1f mentalistic explanations are not credible as universal accounts
of experience, I wonder why the; should have had such an influence on
our fielde TIn mainstream psychology there is no consensus gbout the
mentalistic model and many researchers have been put off for just such
reasons as those outlined above. Despite a greet many experiments its
application, even to a restricted type of experience, is widely thought
to be problematic and many psychologists, perhaps the majority, would
agree that the question of applying a mentalistic framework to sense

perception 'simply becomes muddier and muddier ... part of an ever-

increasing pile of issues which we weary of but never really settle'. (1

THE IMENTALTSTTIC ARGUMENT.

0)

The point at which all mentalistic arguments converge is in the contention

that all human experience is structured by the 'schemas' we each have
evolvede Schemas - and I adapt this long-established Kantian term as
representative of a variety of names these hypothetical structures are
given = 'are the conceptual dimensions on which we scale our experience
eeethis ability to classify and differentiate experience enables us to
construct a reality'. (11) There can be no experience without schemas
and even though past experience is one factor in the development of
schemas there is no direct experience of the sensory world for all
present experience is mediated by past experience as well as by derived
preconceptions about the way reality should appear to us to be.
Psychological influences = acquired concepts, creativity etc. = apart,
it could still not be argued that our experience of the world comes
down to a time-lapse i.e. the red T see today is in fact the red T 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 of
psychological influencese. Schemas therefore develop through learning =
'all perception involves prior learning' (12) = from past experience
and from our social environment as well as through computation and
creativity to form an increasingly complex set of structures which do
not merely determine what our impressions of the world will be like but
interlink these giving them meanings and associations, determining our
reactions and so forthe It is perhaps important to underline here that
these interlinked cognitive structures are said to be as responsible
for our sensory impressions as for our higher order conceptualizationse.
'Adults structure colour experiences along dimensions of hue, brightness
and saturation ... we employ even more cognitive structures in our
perceptions of other people = intelligence, attractiveness etce The
point that reality is constructed often seems unimportant because, at
the level of simple direct experience, we have few difficulties in
acreeing what reality ise The heat of the fire and the chill of ice
are as real for you as they are for us. But the importance of the point
becomes apparent when one considers meore complex experiences's (13)
The mentalistic account was developed to explain why our experience -
a term to be understcod in the widest sense of embracing all conscious
contents = seems to be something muteble and idiosyncratice Children,
it is pointed out, go through stages in which their view of the world
evolves whilst all of us have idiosyncratic approaches to the things we
take note of, find meaningful, associations etc. that may change from
time to time for wholly contingent reasons. In general I find the

language of mentalism when applied to higher order experience quite
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unexceptionable but, if my skelch is a fair one, I find the dbfficulties
arise when we consider the case of sense perception. The problem is not
the mind=body one, though it is never explained how it is these schemas
structure physical processes, nor is it the denial of any direct
experience of the physical world but that sense perceptions, those
qualitatively distinct concrete impressions which have about them the
appearance of giving us real and valid information about our enviromment,
appear neither to evolve nor to be idiosyncratic as is required by any

form of mentalistic explanatione.

Ixponents of the mentalistic position generally give five pieces of
experimental evidence to show that sense experience, as much as any

other element of consciousness, is something shaped and structured by

the abstractions we each, uniquely, develope These are 1) selective
aﬁmﬁkm,2)pacqﬁmlcmmmmq33)G%hﬂtsﬁi$,4)ch&meam

5) misperceptions I wish to exemine these but before doing so wish first
to take a general look at the acceptability of mentalistic accounts of
sense perception for if, 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 ite. As will be
seen, I do not wholly deny a role for psychology in sense perception, two
processes~ selective attention and enhancement - in particular appeaf
relevant though each has only & peripheral role. However, I wish to
concentrate on the three propositions that form the basis of any
mentalistic account: a) that our sensory capacitiesidevelop, b) that
sense perception is idiosyncratic and c) that it is mutable and argue
that the first gives no reasoﬁ to adopt a mentalistic account and that
the latter two are patently falses If, as I believe, there is no

general reason to adopt mentalistic accounts as there is no evidence
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that they are relevant to sense perception we me; find that the
experiments have insuificient weight to carry conviction and can be

best understood in other wayse

A) The development of sense perceptione

Mentalistic arguments from development appear to presume that development
involves psychological factors - described in the language of mentalisnm
as learning, acquisition of schemas etce = but I wish to argue that there
is no reason why in the rare cases development is manifest it should

be understood in this way at alle Three points appear relevant tc this
discussion: I) that development of sense perception is most uncommon,

II) that where it does occur it is more simply explained in the language
of fulfilling innate potential and III) that the notion of innate

potential is confirmed by the rigid limits set on the development of

sensory capacities.

T) There seems little scope for using arguments from the develorment

of sense perception in the case of most of our sensory experience. There
never was a time, say, when I had partially developed colour vision.
Though some individuals cannct perceive some colours for biological
reasons or injury, I cannot imagine what would be meant by "he's Jjust
now starting to see green'. Colours have been integral parts of my
experience since I first became conscious of the world and, though I

only have memory to rely on, apples have not become more green in the
intervening years nor pillar 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 different for a child than for an adult. ls with colour so
with much else that gives us concrete impressions of our environmente.
There is therefore no need to introduce arguments from cevelopment into

an account of most elements of sense perception.

II) In the literature of development a curious example is frequently
given which concerns e pigmy who, it is said, 'did not interpret his
sensory information as a distant herd of buffelo e.e.s rather he believed
them to be nearby insects «se- in other words, the usual image was
interpreted according to his own conceptual expectations. Since his
ordinary enviromment did not include this much depth (out on the pleins)
he did not have a set to perceive it'. (14) It is just as well for
those who wish to argue from development that we have better examples
of this phenomenon from studies of newly-sighted adults who, for & short
time, have little appreciation of 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
let alcne for sense perception in generale. There are two gquestions I
would like to ask about the pigmy's case. TFirstly did his perception
of distance still differ in any way at all from that of his companiogs
after a few weeks? Secondly, if it did not, could it have developed

in any other form than it in fact did? We know from studies of the
newly=-sighted that they soon develop an entirely normal appreciation of
depth so the question really is not whether depth perception develops

but whether thereare any varisbles in the way that it will develope.
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Since only those with brain damage will misjudge distance in normal
circumstances = if it 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 idiosyncratic wayse. In this case there
are simpler ways of understanding development than introducing the notion
of abstractions to account for the way the development takes place. One
may argue that the development of depth perception follows a wholly
immate and predetermined patterns It 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 it may be that only repeated exposure to stimulation will
develop these channels and bring them into operation. As there is no
indication of variables playing a part in the way depth perception
developsy one might use the analogy of the way river systems in &
natural envirorment develope If we know all the relevant factors,
gravity, hardness of rocks, amount of rainwgter etce we find that the
development and evolution of catchment areas is entirely necessitated
and predetermineds If this is reasonable, given that all human
physiology is the samey we might talk of an entirely innate potential

for depth perception that exposure to the appropriate stimuli will fulfill.

III) The development of an innate potential through the appropriate
stimulation appears to be confirmed by the fact that there are strict
limits to the possibilities of developmente. As the abilities of hunters
showy, many of us may operate without realizing our full sensory potential

in those areas where development seems possible at all = depth, hearing
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etce = but none of us can go berond the constraints of stimulation
and biology which one would expect if abstractions played a part in
shaping the concrete perceptions we may have. TFor example, though T
have watched television for many years, I have not been able to give
the characters on it a concrete three=dimentiocnability such as the
objects in the 'real' world have. I have an awareness of the spatial
relationships of the characters but this does not result in & visual
perception of their discrete identities,y of space, and the only way I
can achieve this is by using the once fashionable '3D glasses' which
alter the innate processes which convert stimuli into conscious awareness.
If it were simply a matter of imposing structure on stimuli, there is
no reason why I should not have developed, like the pigmy, a concrete
depth perception in this cases As I have noty I can only conclude that
TV images cannot be processed in the way envirommental ones can be and
thus that I am constrained by biolcgy and stimuli in what I can and

cannot experience in a concrete and sensory waye

Taken together these points seem to offer us no compelling reason to
adopt a mentalistic account simply becsuse in a few cases we find that

a sense develops in response to exposure to the appropriate stimulation.

B) Sense perception is not idiosymcratic.

Unless sense perception is thought to vary from individual to individual
for reasons other than failing faculties or injury, there is little

need to postulate a theory in terms of which variations may occure. It is
relevant therefore that neither scientific accounts nor human society :

recognize any such general idiosyncracy. If one takes the standard account

of
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colour perception there eprears to be no room for variablese for
example, a wavelength of visible light, say at 48011, triggers a
certain group of sensors and we periorce experience the surface
reflecting this wavelength as blue whereas at 520! different 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 it suggested that in the presence of a wavelength of 480ITI
one stands, say, only a 60ﬁ chance of seeing blue, it is bluve end only
blue that we see. Society too works on the principle that at the level of
'simple direct experience, reality is the same for you as it is for us'.
I have mentioned already that if our depth perception were not the same
we could not drive and equally, if we did not all see red in response to
the appropriate stimuli, traffic lights would be redundant. The fact that
an identifiable group = the colour blind= cannot see all colours or
repeatedly get the wrong impression from specified stimuli, presumably
for biological and even possibly genetic reasons,y only serves tc high=-
light the point that for most of mankind there is no such problem. The
colour blind are not at the extreme eni of some spectrum of veriation,
one is colour blind or one is note In all other spheres of 1life the
assumrtion is made that the world of sense experience is something
shared by all those who have a common physiology and a common exposure
to stimuli and until T learn of the tribe who, though having certain
stimli in their environment, have nontheless failed 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 of ity a case could be made for
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idiosyncracy or in other words that we each live in a-sensory world of
our owne Vitnesses to crime, sporting events = did the ball cross the
line? = and such like occasions notoriously offer different descriptions
of what they saw ﬁhich cannot be wholly explained in terms of failing
faculties, angle of visionletc. On the principle that "hard cases make
bad law', I would not wish to argue that, on this basis alone, we must
adopt a mentalistic position and then find reasons why, in the normal )
course of events, sense perception seemg so standardized. Though
comprehensive, such an approach to explanation is extraordinarily complex
and without apparent relevance in all but this small group of casese It
appears simpler to argue that the events in question constitute a special
case. Disagreement about what it is that happened sppears only to occur
when the event people witness is momentary. It appears to me that we
do not really SEE that momentary event, the 'L.B.W.' or the traffic
accidenty, at a2ll or at least not in the same way that we SFEL, given a
long, cpol look, that this rose is reds It is not so much a question of
excitement or shock affecting our perception, tbough this may enter it,
but that witnesses who briefly glimpse something often seem so unsure,
readily changing their minds as to what it is they did or did not seee.
I would take a lot of convincing that the rose I gaze at is not red but
1ittle persuasion that the face I glimpsed in the crowd today was not
in fact someone I knew. There is more than a little 'half vision - half
thought' about momentary perceptions for these impressions do not anpear
to have taken on the gqualities of reality, hardening into a concrete
awareness which seems only to develop wiien we have had tiﬁe 'to take it in'.
One might suggest a parallel between sense perception and an old TV set
that takes time to 'warm up', certainly it is questionable whether we
can have instantaneous sensory awareness - perhaps we need to 'tune in'

and if the stimuli are so brief, 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.' disputes have both yet there is still doubt, it 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 'real',
concrete, indisputably the case, is not to invite a mentalistic explanation
at all for we may simply say the sensory machine is not focussed and running
smoothly which seems sufficient explanation for other cases in which our
sensory world lacks concreteness, definition etce. as in illness and tiredness.
In fact, since being imaginitive, we may, for example, glimpse an overcoat
in the half-light of the hall and for a moment believe that a burglar has
got in yet find it quickly forced upon us that this is no burglar, the
time~lag before concrete perception takes place betokens a Characteristic
of the way an innate system works for, in such cases, sensory reality
comes to take precedence over contrary impressions clearly shaped by
imagination. Whatever the explanation it seems more reasonable to take
the agreement of those who are fresh, have sufficient time etc. that they
share a common world of sense experience to represent the true position
rather than to attemnt to make & case from those who disagree under

exceptional circumstancese.

C) Sense perception is not mutable.
The final possibility for showing a general need to explain sense perception

o

in mentalistic terms is if it could be shown tha't sense perceptions,
fully-developed ond occurring under optimum conditions, are nevertheless
malleable. If, through volition or brain~washing, we could teach our=-
selves vo STE red as blue, say, there would be good reason to argue that
sense perceptions are shared by, and develop in line with, our psychological

abstractions. Vet I do not believe hypnosis, 'will power' or education

are offered as cures for colour blindness and there is precious little
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other evidence that our sensory world conforms to our icdeas o hopes
about ite Certainly, closing our eyes we mey imagine a colour, &
fevourite training device for novices of the supernatural - or indeed
imagine anything we like but, whilst in the absence of sensory stimull
we could conceivably believe the object in our mind's eye to be real,
its inauthenticity becomes quickly apparent when sense perception returnse
If the reader is unsure he might try it for himself but, wvhilst he may
make himself unaware of some feature of his vision = selective attention,
discussed below = he cannot alter the share, colour etc. of what he does
see and, at the same time, retain a concrete impressione As Vittgenstein
pointed out there is 'no such order as "now see this leaf green'', one
simply does and no decision involving short or long term training will
make the slightest difference to thise Of course sense perceptions
can be changed by drusgs, injury, disease or other interference with
innate processes and one mirht even imagine the machine which at the
flick of a switch could turn green to blue by activeting the appropriate
sencsors and suppressing the others but none of this suggests a
mentalistic account though it does introduce in another way the possibility
of volitione I simply cannot SEF 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 'hysterics' to demonstirate that
through training or bribery that I coulde By contrast you may show me
how to see my enemy as a friend end reverse the perception again or
how to appreciate the beauty of the countryside but this only serves
to underline the fundamental difference between concrete impressions
of the world on the one hand and our psychological experience on the

othere.




154.
Many of the examples in psychological literature such as the- Gestalt
shift which will be discussed below, turn on the point that some sense
perceptions appear to be mutable. All else aside, T would return to
the maxim that "hard cases make bad lew" for, if such a creature as the

T

malleable sense perception exists, he is indeed a rarity. T would not
deny that some non-visual sensations are inherently ambiguars. Vhen
hendling some super-chilled object one may indeed feel it as cold or
burning hot or alternate from one perception to another. Nor would

I deny the possibility that some visual perceptions are insufficiently
detailed as to be ambiguous as when a distant object is too far away
for us to be sure whether it is square or round or what colour it is.
In such cases as this however, it seems only that our perception is
deficient in detail due to the limitations of our senses rather than
inherently ambiguous for, whilst we may imagine that it is a bird or

a plane in the absence of the requisite stimuli, we will not SIEL it

in all its concrete reality as either. However, my argument for the
varticular cases to be discussed is that none of them shows reason to

adopt a mentalistic explenation universal in its application, or even

erhaps as a restricted account for svecial circumstances as each is more

g

simply explained if we do not start with the proposition that reality
is shaped by variables and there seems no reason to do so for the

general run of sense perceptions we have.

In making these observations I have simply wished to point out that there
is nothing in the general run of sense vperceptions to show that these are
tied to acquired and mutable mentalistic structures. Neither development,
idiosyncracy nor mutability, at first sight, give any reason to adopt

the more complex explanation that our sense perception of the world

is mediated by psychological structures, on the contrary, an account




155,
in terms of innate processes more closely conforms to our experience
of sense perception and is simpler. Without expanding on it further,
it seems to me that there is nothing in our basic experience of the
world that cannot be accounted for in terms of the workings of innate,
necessary and predetermined structures operating under exposure to the
appropriate stimulie. (Since the stimuli may be provided by damaged
physiological systems there is no suggestion here that our sensory
experiences are veridical of anything.) Any differences between your
perceptions and mine, say, as between witnesses to momentary events
can be equally well explained in terms of the way the sensory machine
operates, it takes time to get going - indeed length of exposure appears
to be-a key factor in all the operations of sense perception. There
may be borderline areas, as in exhaustion, when the distinction between
sense perception and psychological experience = i.e. 'half vision half
thought' - is less than clear cut but I would only say that when our
sensory processes are operating, as it were, to full capacity the
difference is quite unmistakable. Moreover, given that sense perceptions
are neither mutable nor idiosyncratic, this difference is rot simply
qualitative for it seems likely that these special and defining
characteristics could be empirically confirmed. If so, we really
should be thinking in terms of dividing experience between the psychological
and the innate, giving each a quite different sort of explanation.
Whatever is the best way to understand this dichotomy, there is no general
reason to suppose that mentalistic explanations involving non-necessary
and idiosyncratic abstractions are relevant to the case of sense

perceptiile
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SPECIFIC EVIDENCE OFFERED IN SUPPORT OF MENTALISTIC ACCOUNTS.
It is, by and largey poor practice to induct general laws from a very
few pieces of experimental evidence when the bulk of our observations
lend no credence to such interpretation. There are, for example, bits
of evidence from the continued common identity of split 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 all other possible explanations for these
particular cases and their special circumstances had first been exhausted
and their correspondence with other, more general, situations demonstrated.
Yet, it appears, S=H-R psychology has built its whole doubtful edifice
by induction froma few experi.ments without attempting to see whether
the particular circumstances of these experiments allow for a restricted
explanation for these cases nor has it attempted to show the relevance
of the resulting universal, mentalistic theory for the general run of
subject mattere The evidence offered for the theory that sense
perception is structured in idiosymeratierand non-necessary ways falls
into five groups each of which is worth discussing in the context of
how far it lends weight to a universal mentalistic explanation. I do
not question the experimental evidence, it is the conclusions drawn
from this that I find so doubtfules The first group of experiments
relates to SELECTIVE ATTENTION showing” that our perceptions are to
some extent regulated by expectation, need and other contingent factorse
The second group, PERCEPTUAL CONSTAIICY, shows that the perceptions we
have are not completely tieé to changes in stimulation. The third,
GESTALT SHIIT, suggests that sense data is inherently ambiguous and

that the perceptions we have are directly linked to the contexts we
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impose upon this datae The fourth, CLOSTRE, on the evidence of our
experience of incomplete data, purports to show that our perceptions
are completed or filled in in line with the schemas we are usinge

The fifth, MISPLRCEZPTION, seeks to show that 'much of what we perceive

is due to our expectations about what we are likely to perceive's

1) SELECTIVE ATTENTION.

Various experiments hsve demonstrated that our consciousness of sense
data is to some degree regulated by variable and idiosyncratic factors
such as need, training, personal preference etce Tor example, it has
been ghown empirically that 'if we are hungry we are more likely to

notice food items than non-food items' (15) whilst it is also cleax

that professionals, such as hunters, have an "eye for detail" and it is
a2 truism that "we listen only to what we want to hear". Such observations

&

demons trate clearly enough that psychological structures have a bearing™

* T say a bearing for, leaving aside the particular issues considered

o)

below, selection on psychological grounds appears to be something of a
blunt instrument. It would not seem, for example, that we can isolate
just those sense impressions we wish to concentrate on or are skilled at
recognizing. Unlike the smile of the Cheshire Cat, I cannot divorce the
paper before me entirely from its wider set of relationships of which I
must at least be peripherally aware or select just those of its
characteristics which are most important to me - its size verhaps rather
than its colour. It is said that people can be so captivated by a smile
or a tone of voice that they concentrate on these to the exclusion of
all else yet I doubt whether one could see the eyes, say, without also
being aware of the nose or face more generally however focussed one's
attention wase If this is so we at most select packaces of sensation

4

only part of which relates to what we wish to be aware of.
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on the sense data we will each usually be conscious of but the central
question is whether or not this shows, as mentalistic authors claim,
that selection demonstrates that sense experience is a product of
psychological factorse I will look at the three types of evidence
usuelly given to support the view that selective attention is part of a
wider picture in which all sense perception is shaped and constrained
by psychological factors but at the outset I wish to meke it clear that
there is no logical connection between simply showing that we are
psychologically motivated to be more conscious of same sense data then
of others and showing that whatever sense perceptions we do in fact have
are psychologically structureds If, as I have argued above, it is the
case that should you and I Loth have sense impressions of x, our impressions
will, in all important respects, be the same, there is no reason to
suppose on grounds of idiosyncracy or mutability that these impressions
are structured psychologicallye. The most that may be said on the basis
of selective attention alcne is that there is some idiosyncracy regarding
which packets of sense data we are each conscious ofe It is not after
all claimed that the food items the hungry men is so aware of will
appear different to him than they would to anybody else who also happens
to notice theme Though I believe none of the examples discussed below
do show selective attention to be the tip of an iceberg for none shows
that consciousness of sensation is wholly constrained by psychological
factorsy it is perhaps nevertheless worth pointing out also that even
if it were demonstrated that consciousness wes entirely structured by
schemas this would still not show that sense experience was structured
in terms of these schemas. It is one thing to show that psychological
factors are a necessary condition for sense perception, quite another

to show that they are a sufficient conditione I cannot see a film
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without a projector but vhilst the limitations of the projector are
relevant to what I see, it tells me nothin~ else about the filme In
fact it seems quite reasonable to take the view that sensory processes
are entirely autonomous whether or not psychological factors are a
necessary condition for our perception of sense data. ''he police use
of hypnosis shows that we each have sublimingl impressions of the
environment and whilst training or need may mezke us more conscious of
these there is no evidence thet conscious impressions differ from
subliminal ones. The 'visual cliff' experiment (Cibson & Valk, 1960)
showing that the youngest infant avoids what appears to be & long drop
long before an are when it could be conscious of such sifmals or c~uld
have learnt to recormize the pattern = let zlone its import - also
suzcests that sensation is quite distinct from consciousness and even
that action ma; be teken solely on the basis of subliminal cense inpute
sntalistic authors do not make this distinction but if the three
exannles the” offer were persuasive it would assume some importance,
for showing consciousness to be wholly constrained would still not

<L

finally settle the epistemological igsue 1 am consideringe

The mentalistic argument is that selective attention is part of the
evidence which shows that all our perceptions are constrained by
psycholozical factorse Whereas I would trecat selective attention on

its own merits, mentalistic authors introduce three other examples in
an attempt to show that it is part of a wider pattern. These examples
are Ae that sense awareness can be developed by training and experience,
Be that particular perceptions are denied those who lack the requisite
structures and C. the case of encryption which purports to show the role

of recosnition in sense perception. I these examples were convincing
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we would accept that psychological factors constrain consciousness
and that selective ettention - the evidence for which I do not dispute =
should be seen in this wider contexte This would have implications for
the epistemological issue but need not, for reasons outlined sbove, prove
decisive. However, none of these examples persuades me that consciousness
is wholly constrained by vpsychological factors and therefore I see no
reason to do other than accept selective attention simply for what it
does show and maintein that this in itself has no implications for the

sensory-mentalistic dichotomy which I advocatee

L. The first argument for the case that selective attention should not

be treated in isolation but should be seen as part of a wider control

of consciousness by psychological factors is the claim that training
enables one to be aware of a much greater range of sense data than we
otherwise could be conscious ofe I consider the obverse side of this
argument - that we are not conscious until taught - below in By but a
typical example of the cleim that sense awareness develops in line with
our cognitive structures is given by Batson and Ventis. They cite the
case of an engineer who, they say, has a quite different perception of
a bridge than that of the layman not trained to see the structure in
terms of load, stresses etc. Such claims appear to arise from a
confusion of the distinction made by Wittgenstein between conceptual
'half visual .. half thought' awareness and concrete impressions of
reality for, whilst I accept that engineers recognize the structure in
different terms as a result of their training, I do not believe it
could be shown that their sense perceptions of it are markedly different
from ours or that these develop in line with their knowledge. I have

never heard it said that engineers, undergoing training, find that their
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concrete impressions of the wo:rld come to resemble & blue p-inte. There
appears only one possible argument for showing that sense awareness is
likely to change with changing conceptions and this is in the area of
awareness of sensory details which have only a conceptual significance.
It is quite possible that professionals are more conscious of the minutiae
of sense data that relates to their own speciality, engineers may indeed
note those cracks and sagging supvorts which laymen may not ordineriliy
observe. The question is however not whether the; are more aware of
these details = selective attention alone suggests ther will be = but
whether these details can only be apparent to those for whom they have
a conceptual importance? Given that our faculties are equally efficient
it seems to me that in theory we could all notice the minutiae of sense data
whether or not the images had any significance for use I find it hard
to believe that we could not notice a crack, a bolt or that the building
is leaning slightly whether or not we 9xdinarily would do so. There was
recently featured a severely retarded child who nevertheless had a great
artistic gifte Taken briefly to any new surroundings he could sketch
all the visual information to be found there - styles of architecture
proportions, technical defects, however slight, antennae etc. = thogh
he had no comprehension of their function or meanin~ at alle Agnosia
victims are conscious of all the sensory stimuli around them though, as
when my own cat closely examines patterns and marks on the carpet, suéh
sensory information is entirely without significance for them. The point
is thaty if we all may notice even detailed sense data that has no
relevance for us and that in seeing these objects etce they do not appear
differently to us than to the professional, sense perception is not
constrained by psychological factors even peripherally and therefore

tliere is no evidence that schemas are g necessary condition for sense
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percertion let alone a sulficient one. That professionzals may more
quickly and regulerly observe that which has a conceptual importance
for them only raises the separate question of whether recognition or
merely attention better accounts for their increased awareness, an issue
discussed below in Ce but either way there is no evidence from their
ability that recognition is a precondition for consciousness and thus

that perception of sense datae is to be explained in mentalistic termse

Be. The obverse way of arguing that consciousness of sensation is
determined by schemas would be to demonstrate that we cannot be conscious
at all of some sense data without prior instructione Since I do not believe
that we must necessarily remain unaware of sensory deteils that have only
a technical significancey, I am not inclined to accept that whole

sections of sensory information must ellide our consciousness if we have
not been vsycholozgically prepared to be aware of theme Indeed the
evidence for this view is minimal ané a peculiarly unsatisfying example

is often given in the literature. First reported in The Cornhill
lagazine, it is said that the fishermen of Terra del Fuego could not see
Darwin's Beagle on account of its unaccustomed size. If, as is likely,
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 difficulties.
As there is no evidence thet the perception of magnitude, unlike that

of depth=perception, can be developed - though it was not even reported
that the natives saw the Beagle as canoe-sized, a size with which they
were certainly familiar - the argument from this example appearsito be
that if the sensory information is larger, brighter, louder than we

have had previous experience of we will have no consciousness of it

at alle Can there really be a noise too loud to be heard or a mountain
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too large to be seen? Do we have technological evidence that there are
massive phenomena in the visible or audible wavelengths that no one who
might have noticed had noticed? The notion flies in the face of all

human experiences 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 skill Yogins are expecially
adept in, but even they are initiglly disturbed by intrusive stimuli as

has been empirically confirmed.Gontrary to the arguments of those who use
the example of the Beagle, I suggest it is just the unusual or unexpected
phenomenon that we are all most likely to be conscious ofy, our preconceptions
and level of conceptual develomment notwithstanding, for new sights and
sounds have a way of forcing themselves upon our attention. It would take
more than The Cornhill's anecdote to persuade me that we cannot be

conscious of sense data without prior psychologicel prevaration.

Ce The final argument that consciousness is wholly determined by
psychological factors arises from the ver) special circumstances of
encryption or camoufilgge. latural examples of this are rare, a stick-insect

amongst twigs, sz2y, but a number of two-dimensional tests have been devised

4]

in which an image, say of a face, has been concealed amongst much
extraneous visual information - coloured dots or montage etc. It is said
thatyif one moment I see nothing in the jem Jjar but twigs and the next
moment I see the stick=insect there amongst them, my subsequent perception
is to be accounted for in terms of recognition. Noting that my latter
perception may be triggered if someone points out the shape of the insect
to me, the mentalistB: argue that T am matching the minute discontinuities
of coloury texture etcs to a model and only when this complex procedure

involving prior learning and computation has been completed will the image

take shave. If I did not know about stick-insects or even that images
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mey be encrypted I would presumebly never be ablc to see one. There are

two noints to be made at the outsete In the first place, as noted above,
even if it is shown that there are psycholosical preconditions for
conscinus awareness in this case, this does not establicsh that ithe sease
perception, should I have one, is to be explained mentalistically. Schemas
or noty if as in our usual run of sense percepticns I am entirely
constrained in what I can possibly see = if anything et all, T see a
stick=insect and nothing else = there is no evidence of idiosyncracy in
the perception of encrypted objects and hence it is simpler to believe
that even in these cases the form the sense perception can take is
predetermined by innate and necessary facitors. If this were not so, given
that the visual sense date is so subtley, T would be surprised that
everyone who does report anything only reports a stick-insect or a face

or whatever rather than other objects which might fit equally well the
stinmuli presented to us. FCince we do not see and cannot be persuaded”

to see some creature, half insect - half twig, there is no basis for the
susgestion that our perception is to be explained by modellins or schemas,
for all sorts of models could fit such complex date yet no such
idiosyncratic perceptions are ever reported. If this is so, unlike an
ink blot test where any imape ma) be 'seen'y, even the subtlest sensory
information must be perceived in entirely necessary ways. In the second
place, even if we accept that in this case psychological factors explain

the switch from non-awareness - if indeed we are not immediately aware =

* Hystericsy it is known, can be persuaded to have idiosyncratic
perceptions but there is no reason to believe that their case has

any 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 of sense data - it
is not likely that we could look into a small paddock and see it empty
one minute and the next pereeive horses to be grazing there as we might
in the case of the stick=-insect, and on the basis that hard cases make
bad law recognition would remain rélevant only to the restricted case of

encryption until its wider relevance was established.

I see no reason why in fact we should not simply explain our occasional
perception of encrypted objects in terms of attention or close scrutiny

of the images presented to us rather than in terms of recognition though
perhaps the two processes are not incompatible. It would certainly be
relevant if tests included sensory images that were not at all recognizable
as anything rather than using faces and the like which are compatible

witn a theory of mental models. 1If it transpired that subjects = suitably
motiveted - could notice an encrypted random line, shape or patch of
discolouration as easily as they could a face, it would be clear that

one could be conscious of meaningless sense data quite as much as one

is conscious of what one:ecan-recognize. I know of no such test though

it would be an elementary way of falsifying the mentalistic hypothesis

in this case. T have found that when my "mind is empty" all sorts of
wholly irrelevant sense data take my attention, the striae in rocks,

a colour etce. that I would not usually be aware of and occasionally have
never been aware of before. In the absence of other tests, this mekes

it seem more likely that sense perceptions only require leisure and, quite
possibly, sufficient exposure to stimuli rather than that sensory stimuli

need to be recognizable as something before we can be conscious of theme
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Tither way the issue would seem -0 be a peripheral one but even in this
case there is no clear reason to believe that awareness necescitates
a mentalistic explanation since there is no evidence from encryption
that psychological factors constrain the extent of our awareness of
sense data or plays any part in structuring such perceptions as we may

have.

None of 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
of sense data to some degree reflects what we need,y are taught or want to
be aware ofs By itselfy selective attention does not invite a mentalistic
explanation of whatever sense perception we ma;” heve since it does not
even show that psychological factors are a necessary condition - for sense
experience = for it is not said that you must be hungry before you can
see food = let alone a sufficient ones That our awareness can to some
degree be influenced, regulated or filtered is of course an interesting
finding but since it is only relevant to an account of why we are
conscious of smme sensory data, as distinct from being a causal account

of sense perception - rather as a tuner accounts for which pictures T

watch but offers no causal explanztion for the stream of signals transmitted,

any of which might have been received = it would not seem to have any
bearing on the issue being addressed in this chapter. The contention that
sensation and conception are two distinct categories does not rule out
the possibility that 4 in consciousness,y biology and environment are made
to serve individuality but this is not at all the same as arguing that

the biological is a reflection of individualitye.




2) PERCEPTUAL CONSTANCY.

This line of research seeks to show that the perceptions we do in Iact

have are structured in accordence with our psychologicel models from

'the fact that we perceive a consistent world in spite of incomplete,
ambiguous and potentially confusing sensory information's (16) Ixperiments
have varied from those of Stratton (1897) and Kohler (1962) who both

wore special goggles that reversed the visual field and found that, after
a transition veriod, to some extent their perceptions of the world

adapted to such commonplace observations that a man in the distance is

not perceived as insect-sized and doors, when the swing. epen, are not
seen changing shape from rectangular to trapezoidale. Changes in the
retinal image, it is said, are interpreted by an organizational process

so that we perceive a stable and constant enviromment so that 'snow in
dark shadow is perceived as white and coal in bright sunlizht is seen as
blacky even though the amounts of light they reflect are similar under
these conditions's Such examples underline the point that T have been
neking, that our perceptions of the vhysical are stable but the assumntion,
and it is no more than that, that the explanation is that these vpercevtions
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 challengede In facty there is no good reason not to

treat the process in these cases as one of a high degree of biological

0

sophistications The binoculars I use do not compute what the landscape
looks like at 10x8, it just looks like that through them and one could
imagine a variety of back=-up biological machinery that cames into play

if light conditions are poor or perspectives alter. If it is not so why
canmmot I see the rose as red at night if this is a 'computer' image which

would be to say it looks like this if such and such factors are taken
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into account? liomentary blindness, when walking from light into derk,
could be explained as & 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 enhancemente If we do compute, we certainly
do ot learn to do so for there is no stage of infancy when we inhabit
a cartoon=like world where perceptions of doors are fluid or when we are
unaware of the strange light snow gives off at nighte If we do not learn
to see in this way, what reason is there to treat such perceptions as
modified by conception when all we are talking about is auvtomatic systemse.
One might rarticularly wonder why, if the perceptual process is
computational and we learn that objects keep thelr shape from whatever
angle they are viewed, that the 'railroad' and other illusions occur at alle.
If we have the means to organize our perceptions and we know that rails
stretching into the distance do not in fact meet, why do we not organize
our perception bettery if we can do so in other cases? It is simpler to
treat this and other illusions as evidence only tnat we lack the right
kind of equipment to help us see in a more adaptive way in these cases
rather than as failures to compute when, it is said, we compute so well
in otherse. Given such considerations, perceptual constancy would seem
only to show that there is flexibility in our sensory apparatus that can
cope with a variety of conditions of sensory in=-put (different systems?,
different modes of a single system?) and there is nothing conceptual or
computational about thise I accept a psychological component in image
enhancement in other casesy discussed below, but there is no need to
introduce such a complex notion for our everyday perceptions of the world

especially since we find our experience of it so similar. A biological
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account which would predict uniformity is to be preferred to a
mentalistic account which would suggest idiosyncracy for which there

is no evidencee.

3) GUSTALT SHIFTS.

Perhaps the best known evidence for a mentalistic account of sense

perception is the Gestelt shift which appears to show that what we

see is & product of the context we give the object. TIxamples 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 th
higher order example of '13' which in context can be read as a numeral
cr as the letter Be Ve can learn or be shown to see such examples now
in one way ard now in another denending on the context in which they are

recarded and this might indicate both that objects are inherently amblguous
and that what we see depends on the context given, presunably to the

extent that, 1f we could not give an object a context, we could not

see it at alle It has to be said at the outset that, like so much other

2
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evidence for the mentalistic theory, these exemples are so restr

£

that they appear to have no universal relevances It is not without
significance that 2ll the examples given are two=dimensional abstractions
lacking most of the sensory cues which give us real information atout

the world. Try mistaeking two real heads for a vase, it cannot ve done.

There is no reason therefore tc assume that, in everyda; cases, objects

of perception have any ambiguity and, in rare cases where Gestalt shifits
mey occury it is perhaps better to talk of the objects of perception as

having a genuine double identity or aspect rather than some inherent

ambiguity which is resolved only by our giving it & perspective. Rather

as electricity can be treated as a wave or a particle without any
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distortion of the data so some drawings = giving us very little evidence
either way - may be legitimately described as & face or a vase. If the
context we give the image determines which perception we will have, there
is nevertheless nothing idiosymcratic about either perception, we cannot
see anything but a fece or a vase as we might if, like the ink blot test,
these were truely psychological impressions. Given that there is nothing
idiosyncratic about our Gestelt perceptions that we see one and not the
other cen be most simply understood as an example of selective attention.
Like need, context and expectation no doubt influence which aspect of

the dual image we are most likely to see but this does not mean that

we could not make out the outline of the other image even if we could

not recognize it given that it is genuinely therees I do not see either
that anything can be deduced from the fact that we carnnot see both images
at the same time. Whilst this mey point to our perceptions being tied

to quite different models or schemas, it may simply show that, like an ol
telephone exchange, we cannot handle more than one call at a time. If th
utomatic 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 wve may trigger the alternate perception is no reason to suppose
that the process that gives rise to the alternate perception is other
than innate and autcmatic also. In Gestalt shift, I would argue, the
sense data may be processed in alternative ways but in seeing vne.ohgjec¢t
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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This and allied examples are said to demonstrate the role of the model

or schema in the perception we have. It is said that an incomplete

image such as a dotted outline or an ambiguous one is perceived as what

it is thought to represent and not merely as a series of dots or some .
other incomplete image - 'we fill 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 exemple is the ascription of figures end shapes to the
stars eo.ge the constellation of the bear. Apart from the rarity of these
cases my principle objection to the argument from 'closure! is that it
does not appear to relate to sense perception at alle If you take a
dotted outline to represent a dog, say, the image you visualize is not

at all the same as having a sense percevtion of a dog anymore than the
constellationof the bear is like STIIING a real bear or even like seeing

e bear in a poor photogravh. This is surely a case to which Wittgenstein's
distinction, on which this whole chapter rests, between 'the half-visual ...
half-thought' experience arising from concertualization and concrete
perception appliess In our 'mind's eye' we may visualize some incomplete
abstraction in whatever form we like, filling in and connecting up, but
this is not to say we are hzving a sense percertion. Ve may imagine the
rzincoat 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 fill in concrete perceptions and it is
entirely relevant that closure can be demonstrated only in the case of

abstractions which give scope for imagination. You can no more SFE Iy
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legs when 1T em stending behind & fence = though you know they are there =
than you can SEF¥ the face of the phantom burglare In the case of an
unclear image, a distant -blob in the sky, you may imagine it to be a bird
or a plane but you do not SIE it as either until it resolves itself quite
necessarily into a distinct objecte There are no doubt some analogies
between SELING amd visualizing or ‘'‘seeing as' but, given that there are
various good grounds for this distinction, by showing that closure is
relevant to the latter case gives us no reason to believe it is

relevant to an explanation of the former also.

5) MISPERCTPTION.

In this case and this case only ig there some evidence that mentalistic
factors have a tearing on the form semnse perceptions take. T exclude
from consideration all illusions such as the ponzo effect and the mirage
whick do not indicate idiosymcracy. It would be odd, for example, to
explain the perception of a straight stick as btent when it is placed in
water in psychological terms when we know it is straight and everyone

of us sees it as benty far simpler, as in other cases, to explain it in
terms of a vhysiological limifation when dealing with certain sorts of
stimuli or certain sorts of environmental conditions. If some situation
is a sufficient condition for mispercertion, it is a certain sign that
psychological factors play no parte The types of case T have in mind
are the idiosyncratic misperceptions caused by exvectation and other
overtly psychological factorse 'Children from poor homes over-estimate
the size of coins' (Bruner & Goodman), fear makes an intruder look larger

than he is, we might mistake & stranger for the person we are anxiously

looking out for etce It seems reasonable to suppose that most of these




exanples are of sense perceptions and since they are both unadantive
and idiosyncratic that they arise from psychological rather than

biological causese

Tt may be possitble to understand the penny example and that of the
intruder in terms of two processes already accepted, selective attention
and image enhancement. Focussing on one particular object, for
psychological reasons, perhaps we can also magnify it, for psychological
reasons, to the limit that our automatic processes of intensification
and mecnification allow - there is no evidence that the object can

appear enlarged beyond a certain size however great the fear or need.

If 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 sitructured or shaped the perception simply
that they could set in motion a process which operates automatically
nost of the time. It is perhaps sig¢nificant in this respect that there

is no evidence to show that we diminish tie size of objects onlry that we
enlarge them in instances varying from pennies to 'pop idols'e The fact
t.at a perception is unsdaptive is not alone sufficient to demonstrace
that it is psychologically structured for, apart from our owvn experience
of automatic reaction to changing stimuli, within preset limits, it is
known that horses, for example, have a greatly megnified view of the
worlde The case of the mistaken stranger, often momenitary and perhaps
based on the kind of recognition of salient features or likeness to be
found in closure examples, me) well be dismissed as not really a cense
perception at alle Ve do not after all persist in our misteke as it

quickly becomes apparent that we have made one. I would not rule out

the possibility that here too, by focussing on points of likeness, we do
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see something of our :riend in the stranger's face but wonder whether
we actually SEZE our friend in him even for a moment? Thez

cases of habituation where we do not notice perhaps that some familier
object is no longer there but these are too closely tied to selective
attention and suppression for us to be certain whether they tell us
anything about the involvement of psychological factors in the forms

our sense perceptions take or are merely relevant to why it is we are

conscious or not conscious of some datae.

These thoughts are merely aimed at showing that it is possible to explain

reholoqi

cases of misperception in which ps; cical factors obviously play a
part within the fremework of two distinct processes without having to
introduce the more complex explanation that schemas structure all our
sense perceptions when this hes no obvious relevance to almost all other
casese 1t is 2 case of the teil wazging the dog to provide an explenation
for all sense vperceptions that is designed cnly to meet the peculiarities
of a few isolated examnles. 1 do not profess to know how fear and need,
for exampley = which are i@iosyncratic -~ if not normally thought of es
mentalistic factors - could affect the innate processes I claim uncerlie
all sense perceptions but in the framework I have offered it is not
unreascnable to assume that they mighte. Certainly there seems no necessity

to adopt a universal mentalistic explanation simply because poor children

see vennies larger than they are.

The five types of empiricel evidence usually put forward for the
mentalistic view that our sense perceptions ere fashioned from abstract
models and schemas do little to persuade me that the sensorye conceptuzl

dichotomy is at most a qualitative distinctione Certain refinements need
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to be introduced in the light of thie evidence but thése do not radically
alter the model I have advocated throughoute 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 immate even if it is possible that it can occasionally be triggered
by idiosyncratic factors. There are clear grounds to believe that which
sense data we will be conscious of is to some extent a matter of individual
need, preference etc. but this neither shows that the perceptions we do
have are psychologically modelled nor that consciousness is entirely
constrained by idiosyncratic factorse That there is a class of fabricated
imeges that have a dual identity or double aspect, however, whilst adding
to the range of our possible experience, seems to tell us nothing about
the basic epistemoiogical igsues 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
arees where the simple perception of sensory stimuli is sometimes
subordinated to the requirements of individuality. I find this use of
the evidence more acceptable than arguing, on the basis of examples that
are both rare and of restricted application, that we must apply mentalistic
theories to sense perception universally in order to account for them.
Since the mentalistic interpretations of several examples appear to fail
to recognize the distinction between the sensory ané the conceptual and
no attempt is made to show the relevance of the example for the sensory,
T cannot but believe that the hypothesis of a universal and comprehensive
mentalistic theory, on such a basis as these examples offer, is

fundamentally unsound.

Though this discussion of a psychological issue has been regrettably long,
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the epistemological question T have addressed is of such fundamental
importance to ell that follows that it was unavoidalble. To summarize
the arguments so far:
1e There is & qualitative distinction 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 mentalistic theory fails to account for the unique characteristics
of sense perception and in addition to being unnecessarily complex and
vithout obvious relevance leads to problems concerning the relationship
of our exverience to the world. This being so it would make sense to
treat sense perception and ccncentual experience as reflecting two quite
different processes, one innzte, necessery, biological, the other non-
necessary, acquired.and psychological. This theoretical distinction
accords with our common experience and, I do not doubt, one day will be

enrirically confirmede

The point is thise Ify as I intend to argue in part 2, mysticel experience
is a sensory or guasi-sensory experiencey those sensations and feelings
construed as the presence of God owe little or nothing to the subject's
beliefs but are presented to him by physiology, enviromment or some other
source that cannot be explained in terms of his acquired conceptionse.
Whatever the experience is that he has, at a higher level it will be
interpreted in the light of his ideology but an account of his ideology
cannot be accepted as a causal account of his experience or the form it
tekese. It is perhaps not necessary for the reader to be convinced

of the fundeamental distinction I make between sensation and conceptuval-
ization but simply accepting that it is a ecwredible line of argument
changes all the presuppositions which have come to dominate the
explanations of mystical experience = in addition to our mundane

experience = in recent years. If we come to look at mystical




experience from outside of the hermeneutical framework S-H-R authors
have imposed, all sorts of new possibilities emerge. In making these
comments I do not wish to give the impression that psychology has not
benefitted the study of religion. Freud, Pumke and Frikson have, from
a psycho-analytical standpoint, pointed to a range of factors from fear
of death to 'basic trust' which motivate religion. Others have
highlighted the importance of milieu and computation in the religious
outlook whilst others still, the differences in patterns of religious
motivation and behaviour = e.ge 'extrinsic‘/'intrinsic'/'quest' - but
none of this is relevant to the case of mystical experience if 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

f individuelity and sutjectivity.
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2) MYSTICAL EXPERITNCT AMD MENTALISTIC EXPLANATICNS.
Having made the case for a clear distinction between sensory and other
forms of experience and having argued that mentalistic accounts are

+1

inapplicable to the former, the question I now wish to address is whether
or not we caﬁ treat mystical experience as being analogous to mundane
sense experience. 1f we can, though ideology will be relevant to the way
these experiences are understood and reported, ideology and other
mentalistic factors will offer no causal explanation of why these
experiences occur or why they take the form which they doe The question
needs to be gone into at length for it is not at all self-evident that
sensory and mystical experience have much in common and, for this reason,
whatever view they take about sense perception, meny researchers might
still believe that mystical experience, like 'half vision .. half

thought' experience and other forms of experience which are unlike sense
perception is best exvlained in psychological terms. I adopt two lines

of argumente. TIirstly, 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 failure

of mentalistic explanations to explain the occurrence and form mystical
experience takes. I shall look at various theories inspired by S-H~D
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, if anything
the contrary is indicated. These two srguments persuade me that we have

no more reason to apply mentalistic 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 of explanation in terms of a common process are indicated.




THE AITALOGY BETWEEN IYSTICAL EXPERIENCE AND SENSE PERCEPTION.

177 hypothesis, based on two types of consideration, is that mystical

and sensory experience arise from very similar, if not identical,
processes and this gives them a generic identity which does not lend
itselfl to explanation in mentalistic termse Since I can offer no
physiological account of this process, T can only point to the

imilarities which indicate a common process and argue that, if there is
no reason to adopt a mentalistic account of sense percepticn, tucre is no
more reason to do so in the case of mystical experience. The indications
that a single process is at work in both cases are twofolde TFirstly, there
are the qualitative indications, introduced in chapter 2, which show tiat
mysticael experience, subjectively, is perceived to be on a var with sense
exnerience and, secondly, there are a number of other common character-
istics indicative of a2 common aetiology which T shall discuss in the
context of the failure of mentalistic explanations. T shall defend th
importance I place on both these types of consideration tut first wish to
discuss more fully whet it is T mean by indications of analogous processes
for I am not suggesting that anyone could misteke a mystical exverience
for a mundane sense percevtion.

Tt is quite clear, whatever their aetiology, that one could not eguate
mystical and mundane perceptionse liystical claims are, almost invariably,
beyond verification having to do with non=-natural objects and, in many
casesy relate to no clearly defined object of percevtion at all - one cdoes
not see God in the way one might a colour, shape etc.s Fqually importantly,
unlike mundane sense perceptions where all similarly placed will agree,

nystical experiences are rarely shared and thrrefore cannot be explained

in terms of identifiable stimuli to which we all have egual access. Lovever,
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though in content they appear so different and one could not apply

the same type of explanation in each case, it does not follow that the

same process is not involved with all the implications this has for the

epistemological issue under consideration. If, say, milk and apples are

fermented one does not expect the end-products = yoghurt and cider - to

bear much relationship nor does the use of this process in one controlled

and clearly defined situation, brewing say, preclude it as an explanation

in an apparently spontaneous and seemingly dissimilar case such as the

breakdown of the compost heapo

In the same way I do not find it surprising

if an innate process, when linked to envirommental stimuli, gives rise to

the particular and predictable type of experience we call sense perception

whereas, when linked to another set of non-psychological factors, it

produces a wholly different and, apparently, inexplicable experience.

In subsequent chapters T shall

look at some of these factors but it will

be my contention that in recognizing the process and the factors linked

to 1t in the mystic's case, we will find that his perception is not - for

all its rarity - idiosyncratic but a necessary and predictable consequence

of a process operating under

peculiar circumstances. lany who might accept

that enviromment and innate processes between them account for sense

perception, might, nevertheless, assume that because no one else around

him sees what the mystic sees,

mystical experience is unlike sense

perception and that the singularity of the mystic's claim is best

explained in terms of mentelistic factorse. This does not necessarily

follow for it may be the case

that the apparent idiosyncracy of the

mystical claim can best be explained by the unusual combination of factors

which trigger the perception in entirely predetermined ways i.e. all truly

in the same position as the mystic will see what he dide It is relevant

here that, whilst in any particular casé the mystic's claim is singular,




the long history and wide spread of these claims gives them a context

in which they appesr lezs idiosyncratice Since the occurrence of mystical
experience seems fairly constant from age to age and culture to culture,

it has not notably declined in our atheistic society - though the
reporting of it may be affected by its social acceptability = the

pattern fits in with the notion that the concatenation of factors necessary
to trigger the process is rare just as well as it does with any

sychological theory. If this is the case, a comparison of mystics

3

with especial regard to the circumstances of their experiences will
prove more informative than & comparison of mystics with the non-mystics
around them with the appearance this gives that in its isolation the
nystical claim can be explained psychologically. Since there is much
circumstantial evidence that the same process is at work in both sensory
and mystical exverience and mentalistic explanations do not cover what
few facts we have in the case of mystical exverience T believe it is
reasonable to argue that both arise fronm the workings of the same inreie

1

ané inelucteble process even though, when harnessed to differen

circumstances, this same process gives rise tc such different sorts of

exnerience. Just as by noting the generation of heat etc.we may determine
that fermentation is teking place in bread and beer, by noting their

hallmarks we might reascnably theorize that the same or a closely allied
process i1s responsible for both mystical and sense percention. The
rroof that mystical experience is as predetermined, given the right
conditions, as I believe sense perception to be which is the central
roint and the proof that the process involved does closely resemble

that of sense perception is & long way offe I would oanl; argue thav it

is a reasonable hypothesis given the information we presently have.
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My selection of certain qualities inherent in both mystical and sense
perception alomg with a few other shared cheracteristics as evidence of
a common process may strike some readers as arbitrary. They might argue
that it is a coincidence that mystical and sense perceptions share certain
qualities and furthermore that in any event we could deduce little about
the nature of the underlying process from a study of the form that our
perception takes in any given instance. Whilst I accept that my argument
is tenuous, in the absence of a detailed naturalistic account, T do not
think it 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. ifferences in clarity, colour and
much else that is instantly recognizable show that certain qualities are
tied to the procesg and as, in the case of 'Technicolour', may be unique
to a particular process. I do not wish to take too mechanistic a view
of human experience but there is no reason why we should not think of
the typical qualitative differences between waking perceptions and
dreams, say, in such terms because the differences are qui te as
characteristic as they are in the case of different forms of filminge
If one accepts the possibility that qualitative differences can be
indicative of process, my selection begins to appear less arbitarye
Quite what it is we mean by sense perception, being wide awake etce,is
not easy to elucidate but central to the concept is concreteness and
apparent reality which above, I suggested, might in part be explained
by the coherence, stability and lucidity of such perceptions. If this
is the hallmark of sense perception - and many a common saying €ege. 'L
didn't imagine it, I saw him as lerge as life just as T see you

standing there" indicates that it is ~ I find it hard to believe that
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it is an accidental feature of our waking experience of the world
especially as it is not characteristically found in any other common
form of experience. It is worth mentioning here that, since there is
no evidence that things seem real/concrete to us only because in fact
they arc real/conorete, if anything, this quality is a hallmark of process
and is not related to the particular envirommental circumstances in which
this process is most commonly found to operates If then we can reasonably
assume that concreteness and all that goes with it evidences the
operation of a particular process , it would be unnecessarily complex
to argue that in the case of mystical experience it was however
accidentally present.Far simpler, until evidence is produced to the
contrary, to accept that in both cases the presence of these qualities
is significant as a guide to the processes which give rise to both

P ;
verceptionse If precise criteria could be found it may be empirically
confirmed that just these two types of experience exhibited these
qualities, and always did so,-* thus backing the long-established
distinctions we all make-awake/dreaming/daydreaming etc. = and making.
it seem more likely, as I believe, that these qualities have a theoretical
relevance as well as simply & descriptive one. It is not conclusive
that,because sensory and mystical perceptions have major qualitative
analogies, that the same process is at work in both cases but it is
nonetheless very suggestive especially, as I will later discuss, the

two types of perception have other points in cormon.

with

H

The major part of the qualitative analogy is that mystics, familie
both forms of experience, use the language of sense perception for what
they claim to have experienced. Be it God, a timeless, speceless void

or whatever, the terms in which their experience is described always
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portray the perception as something direct, immediate, concrete, real,
about which they could not be mistaken and so common and manifest is
this that I earlier argued it shculd be treated as a defining character-
istic of mystical experience. ILeaving to one side the implications
of the cormonly encountered claim that mystical experience seems more
real, concrete etc. than everyday sense perception, I cannot believe
that this feature is either of marginal significance or merely a
contingent, even accidental, feature of their claims - rather there

appears every reason to think that it is not merely descriptive but has

e theoretical significance.

Teresa of Avila's 'a person who was unexpectedly plunged into water
coculd not fail to be aware of it, here the case ig the same but even
more evident' (16) sums up as well as any that quality of mystical
experience which gives it such a close resemblance to sense perceptione
Otiier examples, taken at random, equally underline the point that in
nystical exverience we are not discussing 'half vision eee half thought',
imagination, dreaming and the like but perceptions which are directly
analogous to those sense perceptions which heve the strongest impact
upon our awereness. 'Flashes of consciousness which have compelled me
t0 exclaim with surprise - God is here' (19), 'it was not imagination,

I really felt a divine power'y, 'l neither saw nor heard Him but there

He was and I had no doubt about it (20) etc. all suggest an overwhelming
impression that whatever is being experienced is as much a part of
'reglity'as the enviromment our senses normally present us with, each
seeming to have an objective validity, an unmistakeable and concrete

quality etce In chepter 2 I considered some of the qualities which might

play a part in producing this impression - coherence, stability and
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lucidity = but whatever part these play 'reality' seems to be something
that is either present or not, a quality inherent only in certain sorts

of experience, rather than something we read into it or deduce from certain
sensory cuess. All that really needs tc be said here is that mystics

are aware of the non-natural in just that way we are all aware of the

natural worlde

It is relevant that experienced mystics themselves make the same
distinction between the 'real' and the psychological as we do,say,
between sense experience and dreaming. Teresa of Avila, for example,
distinguishes between visions sent by God which are said to lead to
rapture etce and the ‘ancies of the imagination: 'when anyone can
contemplate this sight of our Lord for a long time, I do not believe
it is a vision but rather some over=mastering idea which causes the
imagination to fancy it sees somethingj; but this illusion is only like
e dead image in comparison with the living reality of the other case! {21 )
The 'living reality' of mystical and sense perceptions distinguishes
them both from a range of other quasi-experiential phenomena such as

hypnagogic imagery which, in the religious case,y for clarity we might

=

abel religious impressionsy* and this continues the parallel. It would

*Though I believe the qualitative distinction T make = recognized by
experienced mystics = between mystical experience and other impressions
of a religious nature to be quite as clear as that between sense
impressions and dreams, there are two practical difficulties in selecting
just those cases which have the requisite qualities. The first of these
is that, for a variety of reasons, the reports we have may not describe
what the experience actually felt like. DMore interested in describing
the content or meking theological speculations, some mystics do not
actually describe their experience or the way in which they came to know
what they claim to knowe One can do little with "one night I knew" if
we are looking for some mention of the ummistakeability of their impression,
its concreteness, the fact that-what was borne upon them could not be

doubted etce Brevity may not really be a problem if, as seems to be the
continued overleaf
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not appear, given the remarks of mystice on the subjegt, that one can
“be in any more doubt about whether or not one has had a mystical experience
rather than some sundry religious impression than one can be in the

case of 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
upy the mystic has an authentic mystical experience the unreality of

what went before is immediately apparent and is likely to produce a

basis for future discrimination. The recognition of the difference
between a 'real'/concrete type of experience and one lacking its 'living
reality! would appear tied to the intrinsic differences between the two
types rather than to depend on subjective variables. Ve might discuss
whether someone was really in love, say,he might not know himself but

we cannot say "he only thinks he is SERING" if that is what he claims

as we might say "he only thinks he is in love'". If this is so the
distinction between sense~type experience and other types is something
arbitrary which we must all necessarily recognize. Another important

point in this context, one already raised, is that there is a continuing
belief in the veridicality of sense type experience when other impressions

have either been forgotten or have come to be accepted as unreal. Ve may,

casey the mystical experience is so striking that few mystics will forbear
to mention what it felt like or the way in which the content was impressed
upon them but even so many researchers, culling quotes, often omit such
important details. The second problem is that Margolis' study notwith-
standing it may sometimes be difficult to distinguish mystical cases from
the reports of the mentally i1l when these are of a religious nature. The
hyper-suggestible, the psychotic etc. may claim that a notion or some
non-sensory type of impression seems quite real/concrete to them just as
they might claim that a dream they had is, and appeared to them to bhe,
quite reale Without having criteria, suggested by psychiatry, it may not
always be possible, on the basis of written material alcne, to be certain
whether the distinction all sane minds would make is being recognized

or note Douglas=Smith took the unique step in asking his respondents to
take the 'glow-card' test to eliminate any case which had about it the
slightest hint of hyper-suggestibility. Perhape future researchers should
extend the range of such tests and glean other relevan: infomation so
thak in all cases we can be certain that the experience did in fact have
certain qualities.
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when dreaming, believe the dream to be real and even momentarily upon
waking but, unless insanity has robbed us of our powers of discrimination,
we recognize that this type of experience, usually, lacks those concrete
qualities which we associate only with waking experience of our
enviromment. The truth of our belief is unimportant, it is the fact
that we make a distinction between sensory and other types of experience
on this ground and, also, less certainly, on the stronger and more
lasting impression that some sense experience seems to make on us that
is relevant, for this strengthens the analogy between sensory and mystical
experience and further distinguishes both, as a type, from all other

forms of experience.

There is perhaps little point in adding anything further about the
qualitative distinction between sense~type experience and imagination,
hypnagogic imagery, dreams etc. when the reader may more easily refer to
his own experience and recognize that one does not see a tree in a dream,
say, or imagine what something will be like in the same way that one

sees the "real thing'. That mystics compare their experience to sense
experience and similarly distinguish it from other forms of non-sensory
experience would appear undeniable and this, on the face of it, gives

the two a family resemblance which, I wish to argue, stems from the
similarities of the process used in each case. In the discussion
following I look to see, the qualitative analogy notwithstanding, if
there is any reason why we should think of sense and mystical experience
in different terms. If {=H-R accounts did show that the form mystical
experience takes, unlike sense perception, was structured by vnsychological
factors or that the pattern of occurrence could be explained in terms of

cultural or sub-cultural expectation, I would have to accept that the



qualitative anzalogy counted for little. There is however no evidence
to make me change my mind about the importance of the qualitative
analogy or to force me to reexamine the evistemological implications

of sensory and mystical experience having a generic resemblance.

THE FAILURE OF MENTALISTIC EXPIATATIONS OF MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE.
Perhaps Sunden, Katz and Glock and Stark are tae best known exponents
of the view that the mystic's experience is shaped by the expectation
re derives from the presence in society of religious traditions and
sub=cultures.s I do not know whether these authors would apply their
mentalistic accounts to all forms of experience, as Zatson and Ventis
would seem to, and therefore whetner they view mystical experience as
a special case having clear disanalogies witlh sence perception or as
just another example of the universal explenation that all experience

arises from psychological structuri but whichever, I believe it can
fd =4 S 9

o’

e argued on the basis of such evidence as there is that there is no

O}

more reason to explain mystical exverience in contextual terms than
there is sense perceptione If the discussion below is persuasive, the
qualitative analogy remains, prima facie, a factor ol considerable
importance whilst the additionzal similarities discovered only serve

to reinforce the generic resemblance between mystical and sense
experience and meke it implausible to apply a psychological account

to either form of experience. I shall begin by outlining the mentalisti
explanation of mystical experience and then offer two objections which
appear to render the theory as unuseable in this case as it is in the
case of sense perception. Having established that there is no compelling
reason to adopt a psychological explanation in the case of mystical

experience, I will conclude by looking at three other ways, in addition
E J & JE 9
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to the qualitative analegy, in which mysticism resembles sense perception
in the context of the epistemological issue. These supplementary
parallels add weight to the argument that neitner type of experience

lends itself to interpretation in contextual terms and reinforces the

possibility of their sharing a generic identitye

THE MENTALTSTIC ACCOUNT OF MYSTICAL EXPREIENCE.

Sunden's model of religious experience in 1corpora tes both mein elements
of contextualism namely 1. that religious traditions in society supply
the concepts that shape the mystic's experience and 2. that occurrence
is related to commitment - a voint taken up by Glock and Stark - as well

as specifically introducing role playing to account for the form the

oo 5

impression of the divine takes. The main points of Sunden's model, at
least those which are relevant to this argument,* are as follows:

A. Txmerience is determined by various patterns of motivation of the
individual

Be The religious disposition has developed thrcugh learning and been
kert current by practice

Ce The pattern in religious disposition is derived from the religious

Fal

tradition which coniains conceptions of interactions between individuals
and God(s) = the role srstem

De Divine roles in religious traditions function as structuring perceptual

patterns

* T have omitted only one major proposition which is that 'the contents
f the experience are given meaning by the disposition of the individual!'.
This would not appear relevant to the present argument for, as the example
of agnosia shows, sense perception does not entail meaningfulness and it
is only sense experience which is being discussed and not the separate
issue of meaninge There me)y be some sorts of experience in which the
finding of meaning constitutes the whole of the experience but this is not
so in the case of mvstlcal experience where there are concrete perceptions
in addition to whatever meaningfulness is found in theses I will tzke up later
the question of whether the meaning a mystic finds his experience has is
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T. Religious experience arises through the interaction between the
religious disposition of the individual and the situation in which the
individual takes both the human role in the tradition and simulteneously
adopts the divine role (for a fuller account see Inger: On
Experience).
It should be pointed out thet Sunden, like so many other suthors, does not
distinguish between those concrete experiences which alone I would call
mystical and sundry other non-sensory religious impressions to which sone
such contextual theory may reasonably be appliedo It is its application
to the former only to which I object. The model of tradition - adoption
by the individual - a structuring of exverience in terms of acguired
concepts not only requires that all mystics be acquainted, preferably
actively, with a2 recognizable set of religious beliefs but for its
confirmation requires that the exverience a mystic reports reflec
beliefs, and only those beliefs, he is known to have acquired. ZXatz has
exnanded on this predictive asvect of the modeles In 'Ianguage, Tpiste-
mologv-and Iysticism' he writes: 'the forms of consciousness which the
mystic brings to experience set structured and limiting parameters on
whet the experience will be o.. the experience itself as well as the form
is shaped by concepts which the mystic brings to, and which shave his
exnerience eoe the Hindu mystic ..o has a Hindu experience nreformed
anticipated' or, more simply, 'there is a clear causal connection between
the religious and social structure one brings to experience and the nature
of one's actual religious experience'(23). If this is true not only should

one find that mystics stand in a tradition that provides them with clear

something entailed by the form the experience takes or is related to

the conception he has acquired. This issue follows on fram the question
I am considering here about the aetiology of concrete perceptions but
constitutes e separate and far more debatable pointe.
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models of divine - human interaction but that the experience they report
invariably reflects this acquired model. However, I will argue, neither

proposition is borne out by such little evidence as we have.

Glock and Stark have attempted to empirically establish the link between
commitment to a set of beliefs and the freguency of occurrence of the
anticipated type of experience. They set out to test the prediction that
the more involved an individual is with certain beliefs and a peer group
which adheres to such beliefs the more likely he is to have just that
type of experience the group values, encourages and expects. They devised
a test 'arranged along a scale of intimacy, complexit;, freguency and
incitement value according to religious and socizal norms'(24) to see if
the data should, as expected, exhibit a 'developing sequence of felt
encounters between men and the supernatural‘(25) such that the frecuency
of favoured tyves of experience increases with the individual's desree

of commitment whilst deviation from exvectation = defined amongst the
groups the; worked with as increasing complexity of experience - was
marked by decreasing fregency of occurrencee. This study, one of the

few that has attemnted an empirical demonstration of the 'norm=compliance!
theory - apart from lioehle's 'multidimensional scaling' T can think of

no other - did manage to show that committed believers did have a high
incidence of the favoured 'confirming' experience though there vas no
evidence about deviation from the norm as represented by the more complex
types and no attempt to compere the findings about the experience of
church groups wit: that of a sample of the population at large. Putting
aside 811 criticisms of the design of this exveriment = the fourfold
typology representing increasing and deviant 'intimacy/complexity' does
not provide a clear cut basis for scaling the data nor was the extent

to which the attitudes ol these subjects might have affected their claims
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to such experience assccsed = the experiment seemec 1o show
and the occurrence and form of the exverience were correlated. Iilowevery
telow I shall argue that nothing at all can be established in a
pluralistic society on the basis of the experiences of groups which hold
homogenous beliefls but whether or not I am right to argue this, CGlock

and Stark typify contextualism and the way contextualists expect such

data as we have to beliaveo

There have been other worke based on the premises of contextualism,
analysing the continuity of concepts in ucge in mystical 'schools' or

particular

o]

raditions, say, or tracing the intellectual backsrocund o
nyetics but it is unnecessary to elesborete on these for, in terms of
he mentalistic explanation of nystical

experience siands or falls in relation to two, in principle, empirical

N gl v Prxem Ml ~ . - S K] & g 8 o & P — P
questions onlye. The firsi of these ig can it be shown thet all mysvics

secondly, is it the czse that all those v

arcuey, it cannot be sihiown that prior learning and exrteciation do »nlal a

causal role in mystical experience, then the impression that i1t has some
role may be more easily explained in other ways.

™IC CBJECTIOHS TO THZ ACCEPTANCE OF THE LIENPAITSTIC IVPOTEZSIS IH Yol

A. Can Acquired Beliefs Be Shown To Play A Causal E
Tn contextualist theory the acquisition of an arpropriate set of
religious beliefs is & necessary condition for mystical experience tut,

T shall argue, it cannot be shown that in all or even the mejority of
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cases this condition is met. Ieaving aside the problems that not all
religious faiths offer & clear divine role which the believer may anticipate
and that it is difficult, church attendance notwithstanding, to measure
the commitment any individvual has to the faith he practices, I wish to
concentrate on the problems inherent in the two dif-'erent ways that
might be used to show the causal role of acquired belief. The first
of these is that there is no evidence that all mystics have a faith prior
to their mystical experience, still less could all be thought of as
having some clearcut expectation about divine roles. Either cases in
which no set of religious beliefs or practice is apparent must be
accounted for or contextualism ceases to be & universal explanation of
mystical experience. In this discussion I devote space to the rather
tenuous argument that, in cases where no overt commitment is apparent,
the cause may be in a creative subliminal restructuring schemas feeding
off such general and residusl relirsious concepts that anyone may
encounter in virtually any society but not only do I find thet this
notion cannot be put into a testable formy, I find no reason for believing
that any subliminal creative process is taeking place at alle Vithout

an;

- apparent conmnection with religious tradition in many cases, it

simply cannot be argued that acquired religious beliefs pla; a causal

role and it may prove simpler to explain away in other terms those cases
in which there is, on the face of it, a correlation between beliefl and
experience than try to make all cases conform to a mould which manifestly
is inappropriate to some. The second line of argument, used by Glock

and Stark, seeks to draw conclusions from the apparent correlation between
the beliefs and experiences of those who are clearly identified with
grouns or sub=-cultures. [T argument ageinst this line is that there is

no reason, in a pluralistic scciety, to assume that findings have a wider
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es & mere unsupported contention that
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ting mystical experience in diifferent

experiences

at not all of those reporting a

lves to have had prior religious

but leafing through the reports one

ok

y first experience, as far as I can

ing I saw or heard and came as if from

o,
o

"wonder of the infinite" has GIVEI M

are not at all unconnon.

initial experience esvecially waen

able form of religious helief,

there was some

~

and experience, we might attempt to

propriate background in such cases in

perhaps ~ but a priori we have

nonsense tc say, in the absence

ch and

such an experience is reported,

the mystic must have acguired the appropriate concepticns from somevhere.

Hor is it acceptable to argue, especially in an age of cross~-cultural
fertilization, that as everyone, declared atheist or not, has a minimal
acquaintance with the religious beliefs to be found in a1l societies,

this would account for apparently spontaneous ceses in which no prior
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comni tment to a particular tradition could be traced.s Tven if, &s in
Von Hugel's gtudy of Catherine of Genoa, we exhaustively traced all th
vackground influences in gpparently spontaneous cases we could esteblish
nothing by showing,say, that the experient once or twice attended church
or read an article on Buddhism for on this basis we all stand in a
religious tradition and, perhaps, we all stand in all traditionse On
such a basis as this there is no more reason to think the correlation
with religious tradition is causael then there is to think that lung cancer
is caused by breathing. To demonstrate the causal role of tradition it
is not enough to show that mystics have, or might heve hzad, access tc a
tradition - a near meaningless universel - but that eackh did beleng
uneguivocgbly tc a varticular tradition and this requires criteria for

) i

1 nginge It is by nor whet contextuval authors have in mi
belongin t is by no means clear wi ontextual authors have in mind

when they use phrases such as 'acguired from iradition' but the »nroblem

o

is that if they could suggest criterie it is certein that a good number

s £ - .

tc meet these and without criteria the notion o

~

of mystics would fail

tradition is meaningless and the contextual theory beyond demonstretione

There has been, from James to Batson and Ventis, an attenpt to circumvent
the problem, especially in 'conversion' cases, that there is often no
prior history of beliel or commitment by suggesting that some subliminal
restructuring - problem solving or creativity = is teking place. This
however does not answer the criticism made above as in most cases there
is no evidence at all of such a process taking place. If it is argued
that because someone is converted to & new set of religious ideas and

in the process has some form of mystical experience, then clearly prior
acquaintance with these beliefs is in this case causal = perhaps because

the mystic has existential problems - unless there is clear evidence of
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e mechenism = we are back to the problem of correlatingé'effect}with a
universal 'cause'e The mechanisn suggested is, that faced with some
personal difficulty or problem of identity, subliminal creativity finds
a way to self=transcendence or otherwise solves the problem by adopting
dogmaticelly such religious concepts as are available and which meet the
individual's needs. There has to be a role for religious tradition
otherwise contextualism is heyond demonstration, besides which, as
mentioned earlier, it would be implausible to believe, accept on
theological grounds, that many different individuals come up with the
seme doctrinal solutions through creativity alone. Batson and Ventis
detailed the hypotheticel stages of the creative process which leads to
conversion and religious experience buty whilst I do not doubt that
thiere is a creative process or even that some cases of conversion or
confirmation'in which there is clearly a religious backgrovnd'might
fit the suggested pattern on three grouncs in particular, T doubt that
in most cases we could show that the 'new outlcook' is the end product
of a subliminal restructuring process that begins with the subliminal

adopticn or reworking of religious ideas that form our common inheritance.

The firs+® of these objections is that whilst T accept that mystics
inveriably face personel difficulties prior to their experiences =

see chapter 5 = +these are often not the sort of difficulties to whkich
the adoption of religious concepts could be thought in the least helpful
in solving. ZExistential dilemmas may well require 'problem =solving'
and the sublimingl adoption of religious concepts would te a creative
solution but when the ostensible cause of the mystical experience and
'new outlook' is fatigue, cold, hunger, traume etc., &s indeed the;” so

often are, it is difficult to see wlhy even the subliminal mind should




1

seek a solution for these types of

ol

T

problen in religious concepts or

howr could it be arpved that conversion represents a cognitive solutinn.

In a case such as 'whilst convales

ai ]_T:len't’

for months (there follows an account
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bs

e
outlook") (27), we have a
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I suddenly came ver; weal.

olutely

cing from a long and painful stomach

LGP, St > 1 4
a very licsht diet

Having been on

of a mystical experience and a '"new

10 reason to treat what followed as

solution to the problems of illness, made possible by some unspecified

acquaintence with commonly available religious conceptions, 'blazing!'

into consciousnesse. Placing onese

1f in the context of some wider

metaphysical picture ma;” indeed answer sone existential problems of

neaninslessness, loneliness etce but il we Tind that tlie 'new outlook!
occurs in resyonse in all kinde of problem, we can neither itreat it as

a narticular solution to a particular problem or even as an act of
individual creativit; at alle I chall later argue that the 'new outlook!
is a stereotyped reaction, rather than an Individual solution, apnarent
even in cases where tie experient remaing stheistic alter hie rgetical
exnerience: 'if I were less scentical, T miyfit easily regaxd tiis
experienoe) a5 some sort of contact with 5od eee thics € Trered
in the depths of one's own being eee is another desire or will, so alien

fron t:e everyda; "I'" as to seem another bein cee it is 8 cetriled will

for the 004 ese for the good of tiie universe ooe¢ in some seunse this will

is & potentiality of 2ll minds' (22)e ™ere is one furiher protlem wiih

the cognitive resitructuring theory in this respect ané that is the 'solution!
is often impermanent. I, in the normal course of evenis we have an
intellectval shift, whether or not we leter have another, for a time

our wa; of looking at the world is stalle. Tn the case of conversion

and 'new outlook' this is not however the usval patterne The 'new cutlook!

ney b

(=)
<

lost, thouglh its loss lamented.

c 4 ey - -~
Starbuck's surve;
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despite a zealous devotion to the 'new ouilook' most experients felt
a 'backsliding' even to the point where they lost their religious
outlook altogether. Others lose their 'new outlook! but heve 'renewing
experiences' that mirror their first conversion whilst in other cases
the 'solution' crops un periodically in response to a range of wholly
dissimilar personal crisese. lNone of this is what one would expect if

conceptual restructuring explained the admitted sequence of problem =

mystical experience = 'new outlook'.

he second éifficulty in cases where no long term existential or religiocus
questioning is reported is that often insuificient time elapses for &
creative problem=solving process to have teken places One does not know

how long it takes for a subliminal regiricivring to take place but it

stretches credulity to believe thet a mystical exverience and 'new outlook!

-,’

ollowing immediately on & road accident, say, arise from a process
compvarable to that which produces the solutions oiffered, after a meriod
of vrolongzed and intense stvdr, by 2 mathematician or some other
researchers James recognized this difficulty. 'Beyond all question

&5 47U~y

there are persons in whom, quite infepencently of any exhaustion in the

subject's capacity for feeling or even in the absence of any acute previous

feeling, the higher condition .es bursts through ... these are the most
striking and memorable cases' (29). As in the first objection a back=-
ground of religious concepts would not appear relevant to all cases since
subliminal restructuring is peiently inznvlicable to some. If this is so,
not only is the idea that mystics meke use of concepts universally
gveilable not corrigibley, it is not comprehensive either and the line

of argument that many ceses can be explained by restructuring but some
only by the workings of 'divine CGrace'! is insulficiently comprehensive

to be compellinge
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The third objection to the problem=solving hypothesis is that there is

In the famous

&t
5

usually no evidence of a process of subliminal creativi
case of Hirkule trying to understand the structure of the benzene ring,
the solution to a problem he was consciously working on was prefigured
in & dream but we heve no such indications o subterranean processes

in the case of mystical experience and 'new outlook'e. As James noted
meny cases of conversion experience occur without any warning signs.
Were it to be the case that those who report, say, a vision of Jesus or
'hearing' a biblical quote subsequently become committed Christians, one
might treat the experience as an indication of a creative process but

mystical exneriences are rarely like thet and cannot be said to prefigure

o

N

the subsequent change in outlooke. Tnere is often no logical relationsh

‘d

betireen the experience and the outlook which follows as there is belween
dreaming of benzene in the shave of a ring and uncersianding its molecular
structure in circular terms. Prilliant lights, a sense of presence,

a3

=
Leall

ngs of bliss, loss of ero/individuslity etce. do not directly lead

to a beliefy say, in one's immortality or in the Trinity and therefore

we have no reason o treat mystical experience i1 tre way we can Kirxule's
dream. ior, often, are there any other signs of acute psychological
disturbance which we might expect if mystics were wrestling subconsciously
with a difficult problems. Vhilst some mystics do mention disturbed
behaviour patterns prior to their experience and 'new outlook', many

do not, mentioning instead that the whole episode blew up out of a clear
blue skys Certainly mystical exverience is not normzlly associated with
patterns of disintegrative beheviour or abnormal anxiety etc. though

there undoubtedly have been notzble exceptionse

These three points meke it difficult to arzue that in cases where no prior
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religious beliel is evident a connection might still be made with those
religious concepts so freely disseminated throughout society. Vithou
clear evidence of & subliminal cognitive process linking experience witna
religious traditions, the claim that there is a hidden causal connection
is meaningless, being quite beyond demonstratione. There are then tco
many exceptions to the notion that all mystics stand in some clearly
defined tradition for us to accept the principle tenet of contextualism
and there is nc way in which these exceptions could meaningfully be
explained away.
There is nonetheless a linsering impression that in meny cases there
is some connection between scguired beliel and experience but, since this
does not amount to a necessary connection, it might better be explained
in one of twc wayse The firsti of these, as noted above, is that, unless
the experient wishes to coin a privete language, the only wa; open to

L

most mystics to conceive and report thelr experience is to use such

terms as their culture provides them withe It is often not clear whetlher

the terms adopted heve an; precise meaning or, if they have, that the:-

are being used precisely buty in zny event, I do not believe the use of
such terms in itself makes any kind of case for the contextualiste It

is not at 21l surprising if most mystics in e Christian or residually=-
Christian culture, say, use theistic or even specifically Christian terms
but all this shows is that they have an acquaintance with a language
which is our common inheritance, that can be applied to the experiences
they hade. It does not show that this acquaintance was causal or other=-
wise significantly related to the form their experience took whatever

was in fact like. IMore sigmificent than the common use of names

ct
ja
(%8
n

such as God, Jesus etc. to express a direct experience of power or love




201.
is the fact that some experients equally involved with traditional
concepts go out of their way not to use terms with which we are all
familiar and even practising Christians have been known to report their
experiences in the terms used by nature mystics. The appearance given
by the majority of cascs in which experience is described in familiar
terms proves nothing about the epictemological issue and : may be thoroughly
misleading, certainly it does not show that mystics who use such terms
had knowledge of or commitment to particular beliefs above that which is
normal in any given culture. The second possible reason was identiliec
by James and arises from the historical policy of religious traditions
to collect together just those reports which lend credence to the faith
and wvhich were written by the patently devoute ALs James acknowled:es
'the classic religious mysticism is only a priviled;ed case ... an extract,
kept true to type by the selection of the fittest specimens end their

reservation in schoolse It is carved out from a much larger mass and

if we take the larger mass as seriously as religious mysticism has talken

v

X

itself, we find that the supposed unanimity largely disappears's (30)
Certainly traditions are motivated to select and preserve just those
exemples which exemnlify their beliefs (universities too heve unhappily
fallen into this pattern, studying Buddhist or Christian mysticism,
rather than mysticism in whatever context it occurs) and this gives the
appearance that only Christians, say, have and can have Christian typé
experiences when the wider picture gives the lie to this impression. It
is also perhaps worth mentionins a third possible reasone In view of the
role selective attention plays in what we will be aware of, it is just
possible that our ideology, even if this falls short of any specific

comni tment to traditional beliefs, tends to make us more aware of thoce

experiences which we find most comprehensible, acceptahle, desirable etceo
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If so it would not be entirely surprising if a Christian tended to
ignore thrse sensetions that 2 Hindu might find so rewarding bui which
for him have little or no relevance. Certainly, until recently, the
social acceptability of revporting an exverience which did not fit the
raditional expectation would have been a factor but perhaps both voints
are marginal if, as seems to be the case, the exverience is so over=-
whelming that it could scercely be iznored and demands to- be reported,
acceptable or note I do not know whether these thoughts fully explai
the impression we have that there is a link between belief and the type

£y

of experience one will have but in any event there is no necessary
connection between the two nor cen cases which do not fit the pattern
be easily explained awa;e

2e In the absence of any general evidence that a2ll m mystics do stend in a

recognizable religious tradition considerable efforts have been made to

confirm the contextuelisti theory by showing that all those vho do

stand in a clear tradition have experiences that migsht be explained in
terms of that traditione. Glock end Sterk's study, amonsst others, showing
that commitied Baptists, say, are most likely to have just those
experiences lavoured by their church at first sight anpears to confirm
the contextualist line but whilst T accept the results of such stho1e°
there avpears to me to be a flaw in the deductions made from such figurese.
If we discovered a culture where belief was monolithic and found th

that the expected and only the expected tyve of experience occurred with
g high degree of frequency the contextual view would be amply confirmed
but it does not seem to me that studying the experiences of sub=cultures
in a pluralistic society is at all a satisfactory substitute for this

e

ideal testing grounde. The provlen is that in a pluralistic society
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t? lanations can be found for the correlation between the nature

other ezt
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of belief and type of experience that has been noted in clearly defined
sub=-cultures, srouns, sects etc. Vith supplemenstry questioning it
nicht be simply determined whether or not in this restricted case belief

o

can be shown to affect exverience but at the rresent moment we do not
knowysa;"y, whether those who have certain types of experience become
Bantists,y or become more committed Bapiists, because this church acceptls
their experience and offers relevant explanations for it ratier than that
the church itself induced the experiences its members reporte I suspect
we have much to learn fron figures showings how meny seek out and join a

~

church or move between churches as a result of their 'supernatural'
exnericence. /gain, wiatever peer sroup pressures do for experience

'norm compliance' will certeinly affect the reporting ol experience.

1 Vestern culture, telking about personzl contact with the dead is

Tten felt to be undesireable «ee only rarely were such experiences told

to professional people eee the main reason for not discussing the experience
was fear of ridicule'(31) whereas in a sympathetic situation others,
esneciglly in the younger a/e grouns, may be all too willing

experience that bestows eccepiance. At the ver: leest, man; must be
unsure whether or not the experience the;” had did conform to <
anticipations since even in the homogennus society of Bavtistis, say,
'confirming' experience is difficult to define. Ilor could it be ruled
out that it was the practices rather than the beliefs of groups which
brought about the high frequency of anticipated exrerience. Iasting,
vigilsy drumming etce may well prove to be a relevant factor amongst
some groupss <Since few practices are unique to perticular groups it me;”
be difficult to show the correlsiipn between vractice and the form
mystical experience will take or the freguency of its occurrence but it

is as-well to be reminded that membership olften involves more tha:

i
%
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restricted

away by the

the experience of

case there

Viithout knowing how

at lar-e, we cannot

type of experience

occurrence of this type
selection of

or even theologically

in terms of faithe Certainly one could no more argue that the correlation
in the case of sub=cultures confirms contextual theory universally than
one could inductysa;y 2 theor: of heart disease Irom the stnd;” of the
lifestyle of some small se;ment ol tie porlation in wihich such disease

to occur.

Confirmation reguires that the ‘actor selected

as causal sliould be operative in all cases and, in the case of nrior
commitment to a clearly cdefined set of beliefs, this is Just what is
Ii;7 first objection to the idea that there is a 'clear causal connection
between the religiocus and social structure one brings to exnerience
and the nature of one's actual religious experience'! is tien that there
is no evidence that all mystics do stand in a cles tradition

and nothing can be assumed Ifrom studies oI tlie expe

happen to have a clear set of beliels. ‘/ithout evi

is relevant to the occurrence and form of mystical

t

either as a conscious commitment or in
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experience in ever; case,
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such beliefs has on a subliminal creative process which aims to alleviate

nan's existential problemsy, I cannot see that there are
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there 1s no reason at present to

Be 177 second objection to the contextual theory centres on the protlen
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posed by aberrance. Vhen dealing onl;” with cases in which there is a

clearly defined religious background, not infrequently the form the

experience is reported to have taken fails = desnite the pressures of

norm compliance, the role of ideolosy etce = to reflect the background

to haves I7 the explanation of mys
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the nyevic is known ical experience
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hat there is a necessar; commection hetween

wires et crossed, sO that VWesterners have lindu experiences and Ciinese
see visions of Chrigt's 3.0} This ic scarcel; a satislactor; exnlanation
since it suggesbts either thei a set of keliefs can give rise to experiences
wihich are consonent end disconsonent with it - to predict that both ¥ and

~ the theory ie meanincless - or, that tecause x is exnerienced
x must have been acquired. The latter argument is wholly reductionist

%Y

and, as observed above, is quite incorrigible for, unless the:'e is scme
specific evidence in each casey in & plurelistic world it might be

osed that we all have had scme passing eacquaintance with the beliels
of all faithse If it could be shown that the Vesterner had had a
prolonged contact with Hindu beliefs = criteria? = or that the Chinese
who saw Christ belenged to one or other of the Christian sub=cultures

these cases would only test the rule but there is no evidence that

3
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eze ol mystics stand in a2 clear religious
tradition prior to thelir experience,but it is probably suificiently
large to falsify contextualisms Since it would be quite unparsimonious

te argue that there is a 'classic religious mysticism'y, and, desvite

some of its cases having e religiousgs background, a mysticism in which

religious tradition played no part, counter exeamples assume a significance
out of 211 proportion tc their likely numbers., The cleares® casec are those

wihich lead to a2 conversion fron one faith or church to znother. Janes

mentions the case of Ratisbonne, a2 Jew with anti-clerical feelings, who

gaid of nimeelfl prior to his vision of the Virgin 'if at this time

f o s 5N # 5 . o - .
an; one \haé said, "Alphonse, ir a quarter cf an hour you shall be adcring

Jesus Christ as your God and Saviour .ee you shall lie prostrate at the
foot of a priest ... read; to give your life for the Catholic faith ee.
renounce tre world ...your Ifortune, your hopes ... your betrothed jthe

femily, the ecteem of your friends, and your attachment

to the Jewish people etce." I should nave judged thet only one person

4.

!
{

covld be more mad than he = whosoever, migsht believe ir the possibility
of such senseless folly becoming true'. (55) In tiis cace,y as in others,
there is no reason to surpose thet Ratisbonne had had a sufficiently
close prior acqueintance with catholicism for us to use this as an
explanation of his experience, his background was entirely Jewish and
his contacts with catholicism were no more than were unavoidable in

nineteenth century France, yet one could not get a clearer examprle of g

divine role which did not metch the expectetions raised by the tradition
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in which he had been raised and to which he belonged. Another
interesting case is that of Joel Goldsmith, an Americaf Jew who bveceane
a Christian Scientist before starting on an extraordinarily rich life
of mystical experience in which neither of the main stramds in his
background were represented and as a result of which he abandoned both.
(I refer the reader to any of the numerous books he insyired). There
are quite a number of such examples, both recent and ancient = from
Ruysbrock to any number of outright heretics, 1t is clear that even

when religious belief was a great deal more monolithic than it is toda;,

orthodox divine roles were often not reflected in the exverience of

[eN]

mystics - and & great meny more in which aberrance micsht be suspecte

-

though there is perhaps insufficient tiograprhical information for us

to be certain that

3

rior acquisition of the relevant concepts had not
occurred. I accept that this is a difficult area, mystical experiences
are often ill=defined, by no means &ll faiths svecify what sort of
experience the faithful might exvect, we often lack knowledge of back-
ground or milieu but even so there are sufficient counter examnles to
falsify such claims as 'a Hindu mystic ... has a Iindu experience

preformed, anticipated's The only other way to treat this claim is &s

a meaningless tautology.

£0

Iooking at the little data we have, I find that there are no grounds for
believing that, as Sunden claimed, a8ll mystics do stand in a religious
tradition or that, where they do, their experience always reilects the
anticipated divine, and indeed humen, roles their culture has provided
them with. Looking at the orthodox experience of identifiable groups
establishes nothing and there is little evidence either for the view

that the mystical experience reflects a subliminal, crestive restructuring

of schemas fed by a more general acquaintance with religious ideas.
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The onug of proof is on the contextualist but at present there is no
reason tc believe that prior learning plays any causal part in the

occurrence of mystical experience or the form it takes and any slight

impression we have that it does can easily be explained in other wayse.
T therefore see no compelling reascn to adopt mentalistic accounts in

the case of mystical experience or to abandon my belief in the
signi ficance of the qualitative analcgy with sense perception and the

N

epistemolozical implications this hase.

T REE AFALOGIES WITE SENSE PERCEPTION IF THE COITEXT OF THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL

g 18 g 8 ol

There would appea> to be three weys, in addition to the gqualitative

b

analogy, in which mystical experience resembles sense nerception each
of which mekes it inavpropriate to apnly mentalistic explanations to

either form of experiences The first is that there is no evidence that
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ion of appropriate concerts is a necessary condition

for either experience. The second is that there is no evidence of a
development of experiential capacities in line with an increasing comrlexity
of a mystic's beliefs and the third is that the various forms mystical
experience may take, like our various sensory exveriences, ¢o not appear
correlated or otherwise tied to cultural factors rather both occurrence

and form may be linked to non=psychological factorse Vith respect ©

o

this final point, I shall argue that just as sense perception is related
to enviromment, mystical experience is related to other non=psychological
fectors and mentalistic explanations are redundant in either case. That
they share these three characteristics does not in itself establish that
the same process is at work in both cases but does give grounds for
believing that, in terms of the epistemological question, we can treat
them as comparable and, in view of the qualitative znalogy, mekes it not
unreasonable to think of the resemblance ol the processes involved as

being very close.
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1) The form and occurence of mystical experience does not appear
constrained by the acquisition of appropriate concepts and exvectations.
As noted above, there clearly are aberrant cases in which no appropriczte
background cen be discerned and there ecre many other ceses in which no
clearly religious background at &ll appears to existe Since there is no
nececzsity for prior learning, not only is this a strong objection to
mentalistic theories it is, in the context of the epistemological issue,
an analogy with sense perception which, I have argued, similarly occurs
independently of acguired and non=necessary vsychological structures.
There is no more reason to suppose that we cannot have some form of
nystical experience associated with another culture than that we cannot
see a mountain, say, on account of its unaccustcmed size. I consider
the corcllary = tha® mystical experience, like sense perception, occurs
worldwide independently of cultural constraints = below in 2}y here T
simply wish to make the noint that though mystical and sensory exmerience
both usually occur azsainst some cognitive background, this cennot be
thousht to be causal if it is not a necessary conditione 1In terms cI the
eristemological question both mysticel end sense exverience can only be
thought of as innate and necessitated for it weculd be wholly unparsimonious
to argue that there are types of concrete experiernce whose aetiology is
psychological and others where it is note As in both other pzrallels
to be discussed, there is no reason to trea® mystical exverience differently
in epistemological terms from the way we would treat sensory vercention
since in neither case is prior learning a precondition for experiences
MYSTICAL EXPERTENCES

BESER 1S a5} dLd

s LTKE SENSE PERCTPTIONS, DO IOT DEVELOP IN ILINE WITE
COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENTS

Tt was pointed out above that with one or two exceptions we do not develop
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our capacities for sense perceptiones From our very firsi monment of
consciousness colours, sal, are something given, complete and our
percevtion of them undergoes no change even though we may subsequently
come to give them a psychological significance or learn a great deal
more apout theme Similarly, I believey, it can be argued that there is

no indication of a development in mystical experience amongst those

who have recurring exneriences though, over a lifetime, their religious

beliefs may develop very considerably. The picture we are sometimes
given of the religious progressing from exrerience to experience until

they finally achieve the goal laid down by their tradition - Nirvens

-
1
L

or union or whatever = is wholly misleadinge It is true that many

mystical authors do present us with classifications of increasingly

%

™

complex experience, Terese of Avila's 'seven mansions' for examrle, but

]

claim the' thelr own experiences followed a sitraight-

none anvears 1o

o+ A

forwardly developmentsl pattern from simple to conplex/prcfownd. Cn the
mentalistic model we might expect ITirst exmeriences to simply reflect
acquired siereotypes of divine roles and leter ones to increasingly
elaborate on the initial themes reflecting the growing theological
sophistication that comes with a lifetime oI study and commitment.
One might a2lso expect that, as belief is reinforced by experience, a
pattern of increasing frequency should be apparent as it is in many
paranoid delusions and other obsessional states. Ieither.indication,
however, seems evident in the biogrephies and autobiographies of mystics
who heve had more than one experience. Typicelly, the individual oprone
to mystical experience appears to have a quite motley ccllection of

1

experiences that, in content, have no recurring motifs whilst the-e is

no progressive development in terms of complexity or frequency. Teresa
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of Avila, for example, reports = despite her classificavion - that the,
to her, less important contacts with the divine continued intermittantly
throughout her life and there is no indication that her experiences
culinated in 'marriage! - on the contrary this occurred at intervals
amidst much other, 'lesser', expmerience. It is also noteworthy that
those experiences which mystics hold to be the most profound tend to

be she least stereotyped having in them little if anything that could

be traced back to tradition. Charles Finney's celebrated mystical
experience was preceded by & stereotyped vision of Christ but that which
followed and appeared so real 'arrived without any expectation of it,
witiout any recollection that I had ever heard such a thing mentioned

b~ an;” person in the woxrld'. (34) The 'wordless essencey, & fragrance of
eternity' (35), like Teresa of ivila's 'intellectual vision' vhere
the soul onl; recosmizes (tiis was) the presence cof GCod Dby the (after)
effects ees 50 sublime, mysterious etc. was it' (36) is not the sort of
state in which it is possible to point to stereotypes of divinity. It is
certainl; surprising in contextual terms, if, like Teresa, one is imbued
with a tradition et one's deepest experiences have no recosmizable
Christian content at all. leither, in Teresa's case or i any other

that I heve come across, is there evidence of an increasing frequency

of occurrence with age - though conation and milieu should both, on the
mentalistic model, conspire to make this likely. I the findings of
Iouglas=-Smith are borne out, peak ases for mystical experience in healthy

subjects are late teens (this supported by Paffard in The Ineffable

loment) and the mid-thirties (37) whilst there is no indication at all

of a pattern of increasing frequencye There is then no indication that
mystical experiences develop sny more than sense perceptions do and it

would make no more sense to talk of a half-developed mystical experience
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or a developing sequence of experiences than it would do in the other

case treated solely at the level of concrete impressions. Experiences

may be more or less like the paradigm laid down by a tradition and mystics
may classify them in terms of the traditional paradigm but each, it secems,
is self-sufficient having nb relationship with any other in some

hypothetical developmental sequence.

3) The third way in which mystical experience resembles sense perception
at least in terms of the epistemological question, is that there is no
evidence of a general correlation between culture and the form mystical
experience will take. If it were the case that a large majority of Hindus
say, reporting a mystical experience reported an ifentifigbly Hindu
experience, a form.rare or non-existent outside of that culture, then
there might be some grounds - hsving taken into account the role of
ideology in reporting, the social acceptability of the claim, the
selectivity of recording etc. ~ for accepting a role for culture and

tradition. However, despite appearances which can be explained in other

terms,in addition to aberrpnt cases, there is no evidence of any correlation

between culture and the form mystical experience will take. There has
been little cross~cultural research but one study, into 'near-death
experience', appears extremely significant. Osis and Haroldsson found
that 'in India and the U.S.A. the core phenomens ( of N=D.E's) are the
same ..o an absence of influences by medical and psychological variables
was indicated in all three samples ... religion had a comparably slight
influence on the main phenomens, though it did of course determine the
naming of the religious figures'es (33) Equally importantly, the

percentage reporting this type of experience was the same in both cuvltures.
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Tt is of course a matter of conjecture but in view of +this study and

the many cases of sberrance which are known to occur despite the pressures
of 'norm compliance'! it does not seem unlikely that different forms of
the experience occur worldwide without regard for religious frontiers.

To prove this is quite another matter but Osis and Heroldsson have taken
an apparently distinguishable type and shown that its highest common
factor of characteristics is identifiable cross-~culturally and the
freguency of occurrence is corellated only with the common circumstance
of near-degth or, as I believe, severe trauma more generally. In the
event of a taxonomy of mystical experience ever being achieved, ideally
the occurrence of a type in a culture in which it accorded with orthodox
expectations would be compared with its occurrence in a trecition in which
it clearly did not belong to establish if cultural expectations have any
effect at all on the form or frequency of occurrence, even a study of

the different types occurring within e relatively homogenous background
would helpe The difficulties would be formidable but it might once and
for all settle the, at present, groundless contention that culture shapes
the form of the mystic's experience. Ilowever, [ can see no more reason,
now, to believe that mystics are any more predisposed by culture to have
the type of experience they do than to believe that culture shapes the
sense perceptionc we have. Perhaps, i sclective attention operates in
mystical experience as it does in sensory experience, psychological
factors mey in fact make us more or less aware of certalin date but these
are not absolute varameters and even in tﬁis case the universality of
mystical types wouléd still be apnarent. If there is no evidence that
prior learning is a necessary condition for, or otherwise shaves or
constraing . the types of concrete experience we ma; have whatever factors
are relevant to the occurrence of different types of mystical experience -

oo
£

1f indeed we can talk of different types in anything other than a

0]

descriptive way =~ there is, at present, no reason to suppose that thes



r2 of & peychological nature. TInstead, as in The case of sense
srception the” seem likely to be universel and necessary factors
onparable to the environment in its necessary effect on innate

rocesses and the resulting sense percention.

These three points together, in the absence of &

to accept a mentalistic hypothesis, give good T
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role in the occ ence and form of whatever conc

Talten together with the qualitative analogy, I c

to go further and argue that the processes not m
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in terms of the innate-mentalistic issue
identity. Ls in the
from dreamsy acts of imagination etc.,find only
is memorable and so forth and along with common

both experiences this must be sufficient for us

lypothesis that mystical experience is eitner a
class of sense percention or otherwise is

anelogies to ite I can find no reason to treat

'real' world mystics distinguish

e nrocess with

ny compelling reason
ounds to treat mystical
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experience as comparahle to sense perception in context of epist-
emological issue. Vhatever processes are involved and whatever Ilactors
occurrence and form are related to there is no reason to believe that
non=~necessary nsychological sitructures are involved in the case of
mystical experience amymore than the; are in the case 0Of sensory experience.
Tuture Tindings ma;- change this but, as will later be discissed,y, my own
belief is that some of the factors can be identified and each of these
reinlorces the picture thet we ere dealing with an innate process tiat

ig ectivated under cericin circumstances in wholly necessary and
predeternined wayse T do not of course deny that there is a nsychological
dimension in which individuality makes of the concrete experience 'forced
upon 1t' what it will but only arzue that the cognitive plays no causal
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differently from sense perception and, if the latter is to be explained
wholly in terms of the necessary and the innate, it would be
unparsimonious = in the absence of powerful reasons to the contrary -

to explain analogous phenomena differently.

SUITIARY.
The issue under discussion has becen whether or not that type of experience
which is characteristically conccrete/'real' can be explained in terms of
non-necesszTryy l.es psychological factors, or is better understood in
terms of the innate and necessary. I began by arguing that mundane sense
perception does not require a mentalistic explanation though T accepted
that subjectivity had an influence on what we are in fact aware of through
two hypothetical processes, selective attention and enhancement. I next
arcued that mystical experience appears analogous to sense perceptiion
both qualitatively and in ways which rellect their similarity in the
context of the epistemclogical question and, since there are two clear
objections to applying mentalistic explanations to mystical experience,
concluded that we should treat mystical experience as a form of sense
perception or as a quasi-sense perception. If this view is persuasive,
though it remains to be determined what the factors are which, in the

case of mystical perception, play a role comparable to that which
envirommental stimuli play in triggering and constraining sensory
experience, it appears most likely that these also are innate, having
ineluctable consequences for the concrete experiences mystics have.

For these reasons I utterly reject the contextualist explanations of
mystical experience for there is no evidence that acquired schemzs

play any more causal part in this case than they do in the case of

sense perception. This is not to deny that we each bring to both tjpes
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ol experience a whole ps;chological dimension o meanin; and
interpretation but simply to argue that this is not relevant in any
causal way to an account of the concrete experiences we have. Apart
from meking the case for a particular erproach to the enistemological
question that determines the direction my enquiries take in subseguents
chaptersy I believe this chapter has been helpful in further defining
mrsticael experience. In identifying it with sense verception, distinguishing
it from a variety of other types of experience and disassociating it
from the religious beliefs in terms of which it is usually reported
and understoody I believe we can, at last, begin to examine the phencmenon
entire and in isolation frcm other sorts ol experience and the common

preconcentions which have, T believe, masked the true nature ol whal

is going one

Tor some readers my approach ma; anpear too reductioniste IHowever, I
would »oint out that the chain o environment = innate processes -

4-

sense experience and wviatever is its counterpart in the case of mystical

4

experience is only one part of what we mean by mind or conscilousnesse

ot onl;” does individuality regulste the sensations we are conscious of -
selective attention - and appears to ive rise to a range of other quasi-
experiential phenomena, but all of us have & distinct layer of psychological
or computational contents that sives our concrete exverience the meanin

it hase That oneydefinable, part of our experience appears mechanistic

is not to ar;ue that all mental conients arise from innate and necessary
processes but rather that the acquired and subjective blends with the

given to create the diversity and richness of the human mind. Tt is

though difficult to know precisely where the given and the non-necessary

meete Is it the case that we are presented with sense and mystical data

and left to make of i1t what we can or is it that such data imposes its
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own lower order level of meaning% In the case of the 'visual cliff!
it was demonstrated that not merely were babies aware of perceptual
patterns but associated these, in an apparently necessary way, with
danger (also incidentally showing once more that there is no connection
between the sensory and the ontological.) It is hard to tell how large
a role natural as opposed to acquired concepts play in our understanding
of the concrete data presented to us but I suspect that much of what is
lamely labelled instinctive behaviour could be understood in terms of
the meaning entailed by certain groups of sensory inpute The question
has a particular relevance in the case of mystical experience for it
is odd how many,atheists and religious alike, understand their very
strange sensations in terms of the presence, internal and external,
of an objective spiritual beinge The point is of course a quite separate
one from that made above - i.e. that the occurrence of these sensations
and the Torm they teke is unrelated to ecquired conceptions = and perhaps
ell that needs to be saild here is that the meaning given to these
experiences could either be explained in terms of acquired concepts or
as something entailed, Otto-like, by the sensation itselfe. Perhaps both
are involved and the meaning mystics find in their experience is partly
given and vartly reinforced and expanded upon by acquired religious
conceptionse Iowever, I am not here arguing that because certain stimuli
give rise inelwctably to certain forms of experience, we are therefore

wholly constrained in the meanings and constructions we place upon them.

Having discussed the ontological question and the requirements of
empiricism, the difficulties of drawing more than two conclusions from

an analysis of deseriptive data and having used one of these conclusions
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to make an epistemological point about the aetiology of the experiencey
I now feel able to proceed to an examination of those factors which
are relevant to a causal explanation of mystical experiences I devote
each of the next two chavters to a discussion of a major factor in the

occurrence of mystical experience,.
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21 CYCLE

A Necessary Condition for the Occurrence of

'""his Self, this Person, the Immortal, the free Ifrom

)
D
[\
3
&t
oy
i
n
}_J
m
'é’

rahmane. e is indeed the pure, the

steble, the unmoved, the unflurried, free from desire,
like a spectators The recipient of pious works, he
concezls himself behind a veil woven from the constituents
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'laster, there is surely ancther different selfl wancering
around at the mercy of all manner of dualities? This is

the individual self swept by the currents of HWATURZ, unstable,
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full of desire, re

The combination of the two is called the body' = IAT

UPATTSHAT 112FF.

Tn this and the subsequent clhzpter I wish to examine two lazctors

Lo

related to the occurence of mystical experience which give this
condition clear definition andé, if fully unierstood, are likely to

determine in which framework it is best explained. The Iirst of these
factors and the most problemztic is a background paitern of shifts in
Y

the perception of self=identity &t a given point in which mystical

experience willy if at 811, occure. I call this pattern, which is the
suhject of this chapter, the ego-spiritual cycle = cycle because it
is clear from the autobiographies of those mystics who hzve a number

of mystical experiences thet the shift mey occur time and azain and,

perhaps, typically does soes The second factor is a trigger, trauma in
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a veriety of forms, vhich facilitates and is a necesszry condition
Tor the shift though, by itself, trauma has no integral conrection
with mysticel perception or with personality changese. T consider
traume in chopter 5 and argue there that not only is it the occasicn
of mystical experience but that many of the features which have been
associated with mystical experience by earlier researchers can be
explained in terms of relatively simple physiological reactions to
trauma. These two factors are, on the face of it, quite distinct
elements in the profile of mystical experience that in conjunction
allow us to characterize the conditions under which mysticel perception
+

will take place. Eowever, though in passing I shall look at sone

£

possible explanations of these two factors and of the chain of events

their conjunction gives rise toy T shall leave my own assessment of

UJ

what is happening until the final chapter for there are to0 nany
unanswered questions in respect to the ego=spiritial cycle and we can
only take an overview of its implications in the light of all the

I.L

features mystical experience is knowm to exhibit. therelfore propose

for now only t» describe these factors and show their relevance for

the occurrence of mystical experience thereby completing my definition
f this state and making it readily identifiable even if still ill=-

understoode

In this chapter I intend first to define and characterize the ego and
spiritual stages - a necessary precondition for, unless others can
recognize these and confirm that the stages are discrete and typifiable,
the cycle will not even have a descriptive validity. Secondly, I wish

to show that the shift = typically cycles ~ has a necessary relationship
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with the occurrence of mystical experience before finally considering
and discarding a veriety of explanations for such shifts in the
perception of self=-identitye. Before sterting however it will be

worthvhile clarifying a number of points about this

occurrence of mystical exverience.

1) The ego=-spiritual cycle, as defined below, is a descriptive feature
to be found in accounts of mystical experience in which the subject's
condition and circumstances prior to his experience are reported in
addition to the usuel descriptions of the experience and its aftermath.

It avaits empirical confirmation that such a pattern is recognizable

-

in all cases in which the relevant information is sivene Though T have
come across no counter example should sensory or quasi sensory
exneriences of o non-natural kind be reported ageinst a background

in wvhich this pattern was not identifiable even thoush all relevant

informetion vas given, these would render the ego=spiritual cycle and
my claims for it invalide It is likely that a greater problem will be
the fact that an unknown rrovortion of accounts of mystical experience

omit 21l reference to the subject's state and circumstances prior to
tre onset of the exmerience. Therefore, it simpl;y cannot be confirmed
that this factor characterizes all cases though it may be predicted
that, where the approprizte questions are asked in relation to
experiences of this type, this pattern will be manifested. Since,
with the information we currently have, there is no way to show that
the cycle avpearsy in the wa;” I define ity in all cases of mystical
experience, the simplest metiod to further my analysis is to give a

few examples which I believe typify the patterns Tntil such time that




it is confirmed or falsified there is litile point in listing the
substantial number of cases in which I know this pattern to be manifest
for this establishes nothing though readers ma; wish to check its
general applicability by applying it to cases of which they are awares

o

2) In the absence of a confirmation of the descriptive validity of the
background pettern in order to show that it is not simply an extraction
from the life patterns of one or two mystics I."have chosen to regard as
paradigmaticy, it is necessary to demonstrate experimentally that it has
a relevance for the occurrence of mystical experience. This requires

that an explanatory model be developed which shows in some testatle wa

that the pattern is connected to the occurrence of mystical percepiion.

ol o

2 model in the final chapter btut even i the

v-.

T work towards suc
£

exvlanatory outline I present is testeble it is resrettebly beyond th

scope of my work to experimmnially confirm it. Should my analysis be

thought to justify it this is a job for the future for now I merely
wish to make the case that such data as we have sugrestis that this line

of encuiry is worth pursuing.

3) The ego=spiritual cycle, as I characterize it, is perhaps to some
extent idealized. The difficulty is thaty even if we only use cases

in which the antecedent condition and circumstances are described, the
amount of relevant deteil given varies from case to casee It is natural
that I have drawn my typification from the most extended accounts and
whilst I omit anything that appears idiosyncratic or is contradicted

in other, briefer, descriptions, it still remains the case that not

2ll accounts in which some antecedent description is given explicitly

mention all of the features I list or explicitly confirm the order of




evenis I suggeste Iiowevery this is mzy be established
by future resesrchers or by supplementery questions to recent experients
and though it is possitle that the cycle is in fact an idealization,

T am at present working on the assumption that if all experients had
given an absolutely full account the complete characterization and
specified order would be manifest in each case. TUnlike 'NEAR=-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

stereotyned syndrome from which little deviation is possible in the

event of its manifesting itself at all.

)—-‘)

4) There are difficulties in characterizing the ero and spiritual patterns
of self=identity in such a way as to meke each appear discrete. 1 believe
the shift from one to the other is so sudden, marked and stereotyred

that subjectively the difference between the two orientations in thi

case is unmistekeble yet such is the diversity and fluidity of perceptions
of the self in the ordinary course of evenss that it may be questioned

how far either have a distinguishable and clear cut identity. It is nn
doubt the case that in many individuals elements of both patierns T
describe are present as apparently inseparable aspects of personzlity
wnilst the mixture may very fronm individual to individual and constantly

change in individuals for a variety of reasonse. Shifts in self =-identity
are not at all uncommon in other contexts. IEgo=identity changes with
time, even varies with the time of day and is of course affected by a
range of factors from state of health, intoxication etce Though the
reader will certainly recognize as distinctive the different outlooks,
attitudes and conceptions as to the nature and identity of the self that

T associate with the two different types of personality state, perhaps
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these are clearly distinguisnable only in the context of the shift I
associate with mysticism. Here the change 1s so sudden and dramatic that
many experients report they have become g different person and have a
totally new perception of themselves and their relationship with the
world and perhaps in this cése only are we entitled to talk of the two
orientations as being distinguishable, each having its own clearly

defined set of characteristics.

5) T use the term ego throughout to identify a certain set of perceptions
and attitudes that are distinguishable at least in the context of the
snift I write about,from the spiriiual orientation and not in its usual
psychological sensee I am not.suggesting that in the spirituval state

the experient typiocally loses all sense of the personal and subjective

as he might in sleep or in some extreme mental disorder only that these
undergo change. This is perhaps confusing but, in addition to being

'the subject of all personal acts of consciousness' or the even more complex
and all-embracing concept it is in the freudian system,the term ego is
also commonly used to denote characteristics of personality which ties

in with the concept I am introducing and it is only in the latter, every-

day sense that I am using the terme.

6) The ego and the spiritual orientations are both vatterns of waking
consciousness a term which implies no theory of minde The difference
between them is not, I believe, like that betwecen waking consciousness
and an altered state of consciousness be it a yogic trances the
hyoaopompic state or whatever for thej only represc~t characteristically
different patterns of self-identity, values etce It may be that each

is correlated with distinctive profiles of physiological indicators,
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brain-wave patterns and the like, but I have no-evidence at all that
this is so and for the time bein~, at least, there are no grounds for
distinguishing them on any such basis. I therefore do not intend to
convey any hypothetical status, ontological or psychological, and the
P

importance of their distinctive identities at a descriptive level, if

any, remains to be determineds It is perhaps also worth mentioning

thaty whilst I observe that each orientation may in fact have a distinctive

biological value at different times, my use of the terms ego and
spiritual is not valuative though experients invariably prefer the

latter state and religions extol ite

s vorth noting that neither the ego=-spiritual cycle noxr

ego abandomment in the face o7 trauma = the subject oI the next cha

l(j

is an entirely novel concept Tor in these the reader will notice much

I}

that is faniliar from a veriety of studies ranging from the mystical

'path! or 'way' to 'problem=solving' and 'creativity'e However, whilst

-

freely acknowledging all debts to earlier scholarship, I deliberately

£

avoid using such terms and concepis for the; all convey senses which I
do not intend here to convey. Xor example, whereas Teresa of Avila,
Underhill and others have recognized not dissimilar chances in outlook
to those I shall propose and similarly related these to mystical percep
they depict these in the context of a variety of developing and
progressive stages in the mystical and religious life whereas T treat
the ego=-spiritual cycle as a non-proyressive alternation between two
stereotyped casts of mind. Zgually though there may, on the face of it
appear to be similarities between ego abandonment as a simple reaction
to traums and the 'letting go' we find mentioned in the context of

creativity and problem~-solving, the concents are not comparable at all
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though both interpretations might use one and the same set of descriptions.

Such differences as these make it undesirable for me to adopt tne more
familiar terms these dimly perceived vpetterns misht be known by.

Having made these provisos I first wish to attempt to characterize these
two states, especially the spiritual one, before examining the cycle in
which they are related to the occurrence of mystical experience and,
perhaps, only in the context of which are their distinctive identities
fully apnarente

THE BEGO ORTENTATTON

In the face of human individuality one could not characterize everyday

perceptions of self and its relationship to the world in anything but

the most formal terms yet in the context of the cycle I am writing

about two distinctive patterns are contrasteds I wish here to discuss
o

the ezo pattern which is defined by contrast with the subsequent

piritual pattern and identify just those points which distinguish it
in this particular circumsiance and, further, examine some of the
problems which this pattern of selfeidentity cheracteristically gives
rise to. An exanple which evitomises the differences T aim to
chaacterize would bej 'I suddenly was aware that my own personality
had been transformed. I was no longer a separate, isolated unit.
Although I had not lost my identity - indeed for the first time in my
life T had really experienced the identity of a whole person - T was
in union with all creation and m- identity was added to it, giving of

its essence to the created whole' (1). In this case and, I will venture

tc suggest, in a2ll cases in which a mystical perception is reported,
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we e presented with an abrupt shift from am acute a:xd often oppressive
view of the self as markedly individuated -~ 'a separate, isolated unit'! =
to one in which the individuel feels himeelf to be vart of some recter

7 - s 4 9 Aeas N Evemmn i &
wiioley a new state that is accommanied b cheracteristic set o

and,y seemingly,

I could not sa; wiethery in the context of this cycle, the percevtion

of self as isolated and hishls individuaied is more acute than is normal

in the population at large or whether it is only made to zmnpear so by
comparison with the new percerption which follows but i+t is certainly
in no gue to this crcle. heve
a 'body inese' of ourselves es a
perception reinf every time we look in the mirror and it might be
arcved that ego-identity is no more than e nabtizel reflection of the
vayeical facts of our existonces Yety, in the ordinary course of events,
our sence of sepz—aieness is often mitigeted by the percepntion of our-
celves as to some wider group as many would taeiap
identityy at lezst in part, in terms of family or other comrmngl tiese.
it is also noteworthy that the keenness of the individnal's verception

Tem A > A dqy 2 T LN 42 £ A -
from a2 e and state ol health to time of daye.

being e discrete identit

muach é¢iminished whilst it seems reasonable to suggest tliat young children

[S1S)

are usually less conscious of the gulf which separates t..em fron the rest

of creation than thelr perents are likel; to be. Though T would not

wish to say that there was anything unadeptive about tiie sense of

isolation mystics feel prior tc tneir exveriences, perhsvns the intensity

Lol S 1Y PO B L = <+ a3 - s
o7 this percention is lLe tened to = ch borders on the
i -~ - - i 7 b b | N - T g <4 ~— 5 P .
gbhnormale Temerks such as 'IT had reached o point wiiere cseemed to me
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that men were alonenesses together. I believed our condition was
essentially meaningless' (2) or 'during a period of dreadful alone-ness
T became ill! (5) indicate that mystics have an acute and unmitigated
perception of their own isolation and autonomy to a degree which is not
shared by the population at large. The first phase of the cycle is then
marked by a, perhaps, umusally intense awareness of the self as a being
apart, discrete and independeént, a perception which, if adaptive, none=
theless is one which is often accompanied by difficultiese |
THE PROBLELIS }fKQ{@BmHTZ
fmough ego strength which, as it is used by psychiatrists, implies a

arded as a
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cleerly delimitated sense of self=identity is of
cardinal virtue en2bling the subject to achieve his individual goals
in the case of mystices at least a strong sense of individuality is not
without its drawbacks. These mey be divided into two different tyves

both of which appear relevant to my subsequent argumentse.

Te The first vroblem is that in the case of mystics and other religious
and quite possibly more commonly amongst those who have a keen awareness
of themselves as isolated, finite and delimitated beings, this ego
consciousness is accompanied by deep feelings of alienation, depression,
anxiety, inadequacy and so forthe Alline's 'I was wandering in the
fields lamenting my miserable lost and undone condition, and almost

B

ready to sink under my burden! (4) is not untynical of the feelings
that accompany the exaggerated sense of isolation in the first phase
of the cycle. Tiese feelings can be even mcre traumatic for thess who
have experienced a spiritual sense of inter=-relatedness and lost it,
returning to the 'desert' and the 'aridity' of a perception of self

as a finite and isolated identity. T shell later argue that this sense
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of being trapped alone, in a futile individuality may itself in some
cases generate sufficient stress to trigger the subsequent shift in
personality though there are many other possible triggers and a
perception of one's own isolation is not always as distressing as in

the case of Allines It is tempting to think of this type of response

to the perception of isolation as neurotic, best dealt with by 'positive
thirking' or some such remedy but this is by no means certaine. Though

I do not wish to examine explanations here, these problems could well

be thought of as syndromic symptoms of a state whose main characteristic
is an exsggerated sense of personal isolation which would invite a
wholly physiological account rather than the charge that mystics lack
sufficient 'ego strensth' to deal with the vicissitudes of life when
they come face to face with the reality of their situation. As almost
all religions point out, a sense of identification with and belonging
to, & greater scheme of things is the solution or salvation for the
individual beset by meaninglessness, insecurity and death but we have

no reason per se = I shall argue = to think of the shift in terms of
decision making, problem solving or flight from the physical realities
of existence and it may be that 'aridity' is an integral part of this

phase of the mystic's conditione.

2+ The second area of difficulty is discussed more fully in chapter 5
and I shall simply outline it here. It is relevant to my hypothesis
to observe that in some situations ego-identity is either ill=-equipped
or superfluous and may actually - in terms of physical survival - be

a handicaps There are & range of problems that cannot be dealt with
in a self=conscious and rational manner but only by abandoning oneself
to 'instinctive' responseses Rather as we must sinply 'fall'! asleep

when overcome by tiredness, it appears in other situations in which



there are no rationzl courses tc pursue, that by losing or diminishing
our self-awareness we can bring into play deep seated biological
processes sometimes with remarkable results. TFaliire and Yogins testi
to some of the remarkable cepacities of the body that ma;” be unleashed
in trance which are usually beyond consciocus control. Various survivors
of drowning in icy water, for examples kept up their body temperature

r 'letting go's The point here is that in a wide variety of
cases from life=-threatening sitvations to & housewife's inability to

cope with a harassing day, ego=identity is found tc be inadeguate to

the demands made vpon it and it is & commonplace tc observe that, in
such situationsy we only become more strecsed if we try to deal with

the situation frecm the siance of .ego-identity rather than that of 'lettins
go' in fevour of biological responses which are wholly beyond conscious
controls Iy argument will be that the spiritval orientation is just

such an autonamic responsey albeit & very peculiar one, and that lhe
prelude to mystical exverience will not only charscteristically exhibit

lso a situation with which

1\1

an intense awareness of ego-identity but

go-identity cannot cove. This situation may be the very concomitant

]

problems that an ense awareness of self=isolgtion is typically

-
d

correlated with but there are meny other poscsible threats to well=being
for which ego~identity provides no solutione There is nothing inherently
'religious' about this model as for most of us there are, or cculd be,
situations to which we react by dirminished ego-identity and conscious
responsibility be it an emotional outburst, shock, sleep, perhaps even
schizophrenia, by which we cope or restore ourselves to effective
functioning. Nor, even in the case of the spiritual response, is there
necessarily anytrhing 'religious' about the precipitating crisis for,

whilst some may show a long term concern with religious or existiential
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349

Questionsyfrom the examples we have it is clear the

s 4.9 ~TA ~ ~r
t the p-oblem ma;

just as easily be short term and of an everyday type ranging from

harassment or exertion to illness cr accidente

Tt is therefore my contention that accounts of mysticel perception,
if they give any relevant information at all, distinctl; show

entecedently botl. an exaggerated sense of self-isolation usually high-

B

lighted by problems such as anxiety and alienation and & marked threat

to well-being for which a rational and self-conscious response is

B

inappropriate. Taken in the context of the cycle as a whole, ego-identity

-+

constitutes a distinctive phase, the more so whken contires

ted with the

alrupt shift to spiritval orientation, a sequence in which, alone,

F75 £

mvstical perception apoears to occure Therefore, though there is nothing
v o< - - - O L&

3
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intrinsically mystical about the ego state, i ome form or other 1

'

is a common human perception anéd even in its marked form is no

it appears to be & starting point - even a necessary condition - for

a chain of events that will occur given the right conditionse.

In the case of mystics the perception of self as isolated and alone
gives way, abruptly, to a wholly new perception of self-identity as
something related to or part of some greater whole. The sequence of
events leading to this shift and the trigger for it will be discussed
in the following chapter but, for now, I merely wish to characterize

the very distinctive state I call the spiritual orientation. It is

not only that the new perception of an extended identity contrasts

with the sense of isolation which preceded it but that it is accompanied

by a characteristic set of feelings and attitudes which together make
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the state recognizebly different from any other in waking consciousness.
Tf this is so the descriptive validity of the spiritual orientation
should te amenable to empirical confirmation ity using methods similax
to those employed by lMargolis in his 'An Impirical Typology! Perhans
none of the characteristic feelinss or even the perception of self as
an entity extended beyond the 'bod;” image' is state specific and each
may” be evident to a greater or lesser degree in the population at

large but, taken together, I believe, they cheracterize and distinguish

o)

state that is sufficiently stereotyped to be recognized as syndromic
rather than as simply an extraction from the infinite individuality

eand variability of humen personzlitye T shall begin my discussion

a2 a

by examining extended identity and the features associated with i
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in this state before turning to the cyclic nature of these shifts

and their relationship to the occurrence of mystical

X

vercenti One

Before starting, howevery, it is well worth making one I{inzal introductory

remark about the spiritual orientatione Thoug

exverience only occurs in the context of a shift from ego to spiritual
identity, such shiits can be apparent without mystical experience
occurring. _or Iils reason the shift and the subseguent spiritual
identity is reported far more widely then in the context of mysticism
zlone and is a feature of many religious lives and religious conversions
in which no explicitly 'supernatural' experience is reported. I am
aiming here, however, only to characterize the svirituval syndrome and
not a religious outlook in general with which it ma;” be associated
but with which it is certainly not synonymouse I consider this
distinction more thoroushly in appendix B but its besis, in brief, is
thaty whilst all those with a spiritval cast of mind ma; be recognized

as religious, not all religious have such a spiritual cast of mind es
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I define 1t heres For this reason I refrain from calling the spiritual
orientation simply a religious state or complex and also because
such an identification would bring to this syndrome conceptions which
a priori, at least, may be inappropriate and disguise rather than

clarify what it is that is taking placee

IXTZIDED IDENTITY.

'T suddenly knew without any doubts that I was part of a "whole". ot

an isolated part but an integral part - I felt a sense of "onement".

I knew that I belonged and that nothing could change that. The loss

of my farm and livlihood didn't matter any more. I was an important

part of the wholeness of things and transient ambitions were secondary'.(B)
'Tt was as though the great value in every living thing was not so much
here and now in ourselves as somewhere else ... certainly that unspeakable
importance had to do with our relationship to the great whole .. I did
indeed love my neighbour as mycself. Nay, more, of myself I was hardly
conscious vhile with my neighbour in every form, I was madly in love' (6).
Such examples as these are typical of the wholly ohanged perception of
personal identity and its place in the scheme of things following the
shift to spiritual orientation whether or not a mystical perception

has occurred. I'rom an acute and often distressing sense of isolation,
experients move to a new perception of the self as something more
extensive than the 'body imace', something which has a common identity

with other entities and which is part of some greater whole.

However, the strength of this feeling of shared identity and the precise
nature of the perception varies from individual to individual and thouch
formally extended identity is ummistelable = especially in the context
o7 the shift - for these reasons cannot, by itself, be used to

characterize the sviritual orientatione. Vithout further definition,
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which is difficult to ;ive, kin or class ties, segy, would also

4

indicate a spi:itual orienteation if extended identity was the sole

criterion of the states The problem is twofolde.

whereas some, sayy feel themselves to be in 'living relations' with a
4=

named religious figure, others may simply perceive themselves to stand

&
within a benificent universe in which they »lay a part but which need
ence in any personal sense at alle In
both cases personal identity is no longer seen as something self=
contained or wholly autonomous yet, so diverse are they, that they bear

little more than a generic relationship whichy if it were not for the

common circunstance of the shift, might seem to be no more than an

JREyare

extraction from the infinite variety of human perceptions. In pessing,
it is vperheps worth mentioning that I tresi as refleciins
4T P8 oy S e S Uy g 4 J 5 Thes 7 s A T

the contingencies of ideology and interpretetion but believe that the

underl;ing generic “eature these cases share cannot be explained in
het it can be shovm that all

3 . N+ = - .
this waye 3Briefly, a)l dc not bhelieve

who suddenly find themselves with a perception of this

internalised relirsious or otier relevant models, end b) it is siranze
how some indi-iduals, consciously devoted ito & relisious belief sev

~

2nd desirons of the sense of inter-relatednecs, nonetieless often lose

6]

<

o discover it grain in circunstances which appear to

ct

it perkhens onl;

owe nothing to acguired conceptions.e In the second place there is a

ion in the degree to which subjectivity is preserved in this

o

41

state. Some 'lose'! themselves in a greater whole whilst others retain

a full measure of subjectivity and autonomy merely feeling, nonetheless,

1

that a new dimension has been added which places self in a wider context=
'one felt at one with all and yet reteined ones individuality' (7)e

Teresa of Avila observes that 'duri the actuzal moment of divine union

the soul feels nothing, all its powers hLeing entirely los

>

t as at first, or it is at
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times when God renews this favour, otherwise the recipient could
not possibly attend to anything else nor live in society'(8)e If
Teresa is correct the spirituel orientation is compatible with a
continuum of degrees of personal identity that not only varies from
individual to individual but in individuals from time to time. Total
loss of individuality, which presumably greatly impairs personal
efficiency, is consonant with Hood's 'loss of sense of self' but is
not typical of the spiritual state and, if it occurs a2t all, lasts only
& brief time. DNeither the actual nature of the new extended identity
nor the degree to which individuality is lost therefore lends itself
to typification. However, it is sufficient for my purposes to note
that self=-identity shifts abruptly from a perception of self as isolated,
finite and delimitated to one of inter-relatedness with something
greater than the 'body image' and that this involves a diminuation of

the sense of individual autonomy and responsibili tye.

OTHER PRINCIPAL FEATURES OF TIIE SFIRITUAL CRIENTATION

Though a sudden shift to extended identity is the most obvious hall=-
mark of the spiritual orientation, this occurs in conjunction with
other changes in personality which together make spirituality a
distinctive and identifiable state. As mentioned above, none of these
features characterisitic of the state are necessarily state-specific
nor am I certain that all need to be manifest before we can identify
the spiritual syndrome. Recognition, however, depends on most of

them, at least, being reported* in conjunction with extended identity

* As throughout we are hampered by the fact that only those changes

in personality which the experient finds remarkable are mentioned and

we are left wondering whether much has been omitted or whether we are
working with a paradigm which bears little resemblance to any given casee
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in the context of & sudden shift from ego=identity at a time when

this is faced with pressures with which 1t cannot deal effectively.
These features eare: A) IITAPIYSICAL OULOOK, B) DIEVILOPHTIT
OF A PERSOMAL MORALITY, C) 'BASIC TRUST', D) ALTRUTIS

07 LIVING and F) Three characteristic mood and sensory changess

By the use of this phrase T aim to depict a very striking outlook

which commonly accompanies the change in self=identity., It is composed
of two main aspectse The first of these is a seemingly irrational
esoterism, 'T know that everything involved in this process is God,

is love eeo that everything is in micration towards the great awelkening
to that whichy in essence evarything ise Hothing is excluded from the
redemptive process eee men and rocks and stars and trees are brothers'’9)
'T could see in that light, that the goodness (of God) must be
hidéden life of every humen teinge The 1li~ht poscsessed me for years
after eee I lived in It and with It pervading 21l these varied relation=-
ships! (10) The second is the perception of an esoteric life purpose

£

and meaning wnich often leads experients to find immense personal
significance and meaning in even the most mundane and, apparently,
chance eventse. The feeling that all 1life is teeming with some hidden
meaning, whether or not the experient claims to know what this is,

and that ones own life is intimately tied up with this and can only be
Judged in terms of ity has g profound effect on the goals, values and
responses to evenis of the spiritual and gives their lives a character=-
istic sense of meaningfulness and belonging which contrasts markedly
with their previous state of glienation. There are many questions to

be asked gbout this mindset which,y if it varies in content from one
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individual to another, nonethelecs can readily be recognized es a
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distinctive approach to the world and ones place in it.

shall examine the two aspects in greater cdetail.

THE HIDDEN DIMENSIOHN

PRI

T am not here drawing attention to any specific esoteric doctrine,
a belief in which, in some cultures at least, may simply be rational
and logical in the light of prevailing knowledge but to the common

claim, in the context of the shift, that one 'feels' in some 'zut!
b b o
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han intellectual way, that 1life events and discrete entities

inked a2t some deeper level = 'there is always a sense that all
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happenings are right and in accordance with a plan' (11)e The cleims

£

made about the true nature of the world are very diverse. Come rellect
a recognizable form of gnosticism, some a preoccupation with esoveric

systems such as numerology which, as systems, would rarely be czlled

religious at all whilst others appear to be wholly idiosymcratic
conceptions but in each case the automon;” of objects in the world as
nresented to us by our senses is considered to be misleadinge Cometimes
objects and events are linked in teleological terms, sometimes their
relationship comes closer to an aesthetic vision of inner harmony -
'ordinary objects like a kettle, spoon, cigarette end was perfect in
itself and in its relation to everything else in the roome It simply
wase 1t was thougha dimension had been added - timelessness' (1?).
YThis sense of inner workings and relationships has bequeathed spirituality
some of its most recognizable imagery and forms of exnpression.
Symbolism, allegory and paradox and the choice of art and poetry have

often been used to convey or evoke this feeling thaCthere is some under=-
J O

lying meaning in terms of which discrete otjects and events have
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significance and value -.'all those that serve relate to me a thousand
graces of thee, and all wound me the more. And something they are
stammering leaves me dying' (13). Though attempts have often been made
to systemize the meaningfulness so keenly sensed in the world around
them - John of the Cross wrote volumes of exegesis for his brief poems -~
many do not feel the need to explain or make explicit the fesling
that even trivial things have & profound significance and perhaps these
doctrines are best treated as syaptoms of a condition rather as
conspiracy theories are symptomatic of paranoia. Though this is an
age which recognizes inter=-connections between that which is apparently
discretey, the food-chain for example, or evolution theory, the hidden

dimension is not comparable with these at all, for being unfalsiiable,

metaphysical speculations are, nowadays, scarcely compelling and
besides which they add an extraordinary and unnecessary coplexity

to the perception of what life is.

SUBJECTIVE SIGNIFICAINCE-

t is not only that the world appears, in some way, to be pregnant with
inner meaning and purpose but that the subject perceives his own life
to be bound up with this. This produces twc effectse In the first
place, vhether or not they find for themselves & clear role in life,
the spiritual are able to see that their lives have a profound meaning
and value in terms of the greater scheme of things which is reflected
in an oft noted increased optimism, fortitude and such like. Treating
the vicissitudes of life as part of a greater and, usually, ultimately
beneficient plan brings the spiritual comfort and resiliance - 'the
knowledge that though disaster was moving unavoidably towards me yet
in the end "All would be well ... All manner of things would be well"
did much to help me over the following bitterly difficult years' (14).

'T knew now that as long as I lived I would never be alone again and
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this certainty gave me a great peace of mind' - and may lead towards
greater creativity and achievements There are cases in which God or
the great pattern of life is conceived as ordering events in a way
injurious to the individual but more commonly there is little doubt
of the psychologicel benefits, the integrative effects, of perceiving
one's life in terms of a greater whole especially after the angst of the
ego stage even if the fulfillment of the design is thought to be outside
of space and time. The second product of this new-found meaningfulness
and significance is the very distinctive belief that all life events stand
in some personal relationship to the subject in the context of the
esoteric meaning he believes his life to havee The most trivial events
may be thought of as tests, or fortuitous encounters as providential
interventions to meet needs, further development or even as warnings
and it may be true to say that, in the spiritual orientation, little
or nothing can be construed as chance andy certainly, in this frame
of mind, experients are highly sensitized to happenings in the world
around them. Vhatever their provenance, Castenada's stories give a
marvellous insight into this mentality. As, for instance, when a
rabbit in g trap is there only 'because the power fhat guides rabbits
had led that particular one into the trap ee. the rabbit's death had
been a gift for me' (Journey to Ixtlan ch.9)s Thus a mundane happening
has an esoteric significance andy it transpires, an even deeper
personal meaning also. This may be no more that an exaggerated form
of a common human propensity, most readily discerned in children, to
subjectify all life events and order them in terms of the private
significance they have for us. Everything from dreams to world
affairs may be placed in a subjective framework that gives these
phenomena an order and inter-relatedness that they extrinsically lack

yet this order is not necessarily esoteric and it is the irrationality
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of the interpretations that the spirimwal place upon rhenomens ond,

above all, the scale of this activity which ig so sitrikinge.

The meanins which the spiritual find in their lives and the significznce

ttach to life events, I believe, presenis us with one
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very great difficulties we come to when attempting te explain the
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spiritual orientations To the rational mind the hidden dynamic and

14y

the way the individual telieves this manifests itself in ca

livingy at first sight ma; avpear to be an unnecessarily complex vay
to view the world, whether or not it brings psychological well-beinge

It is not a truly rationzl view of tie world desvite certain oddities

in quantum mechanics, the curious way in wilch discrete groups of men

and animals appear, simultaneously, to acquire new techiniques, some

statistical evidence for .S.Te and so forth which each might give

3.

some slight basis for the view that all things are linked at some non=

me terial levels I considered tie question in chepter 1 and believe,

5

as argued there, that one coulé not logically justify cosmologicel

e spiritual orientation. Ilowever, time and again,

theories typical of
one is struck by the claim thaty in this f{reme of mind, the world
itself does changey provicdential happenings abounde As I wrotle in

chapter 1y empirical methods cannot deal witii such cleimns as the 1ife

circumstances in which the miraculous events are supposed to have occurred
are unrepeatable yet the sheer volume of such claims and the undoubted
integrity ané sanity of most of the experients make these difficult to
dismiss as self=declusione This brings me to the speculation thet in

this cast of mind there is an active vrinciple rather than an insight

nto a whole new level of cosmology which science hes not yet uncovered

e

+1,

or oute=and=out delusiones This third course would treat the miraculous

and providentiel eventis so widel: reported not as most psrchologists
JS ¢ » Doy S}




would, s interpretations of strai, itiorwserd phenonena ir lighs oOf
a peculizr and esoteric ideclogy but as products of a peculiar form of
peycho-phrsiological functioning whick, in come obscure we; ", does

actuzlly share eventse ‘ere this to be the case, ruch as religions

protected, provided for etce. ic the product

of mind et it is conscnent also with the scient:
as unselfconscious and only obeyin: certair laws for it merely opens

un +h Hossibility nwhwat certain form of oneciousness are themselves
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sene individuals who claim that their religious beliefls are pra matic

being re-inforced continuslly by life events. I meke this vpoint for,
as in so many other ways, the spirituval orientation is associated with
peculiarities that it would be simply bigoted t~ dismiss as self=
deception or fairy teles even though it is equally hard to accept

the theories the spiritual themselves offer for these and it is these

peculiarities, attested to by thousanis over countless years, wiich

O

eportance and wider

[’L ve

significancey I believe, 1t hase




- the case that the metaphrsical or esoteric cutlook gives
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the spiritual state one of its most striking and characteristic featn
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whichy in generaly would contrast markedly with the beliefs of the

boundariess It accounts for the many renoris of a newly=discovered
awe and interest in the world as it injects beavty, meaning and a
personal signilicance and interest - more generally of a sense of
belonging and involvement -~ into even the most humdrum sitvations and
in part explains some of the goals, values and styles of life the
religious typicall

r set themselvess. Though the precise nature of this

outlook me;” very widelyy, T view 1 * a stereotyped mind
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it mey also be lozically linked to the feeling of
extvended identity -rather than as a creztive responzes I shall later
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cases at
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leacty the have no ccnceivable relevance. 7 itsel:

feature ma; not be definins for in some cultures, perheons some a/e Jrouns
also, it is vossi:le to find that sucih: beliefs about the cosmos and th
nore intense subjectivisation of the world represent a norme /LS with

the other fectures T lis is onl; when tgken as a sroup that ther
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anpear so distinctive esnecially so in tle contex®t of a shilt from some

wholly different perception of self-identity, outlook, values etc.

B) THE MARKFD DEVELCPIENT OF A PTESOIRL MORALITY

!

The spiritual state is marked by a morel transformztion that borders

=

on an obsessive concern with sell=transcendence. It is usual to find
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such remarks as
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'm- character and lifestyle beczn to chanre'(15),

transformed her lifey her character and
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ethicse If individuels in this state are not already aware of one or
other of the religiouvc systems which usually contain such models,y it

feelings of extended

is likely ther will quickly become sc given their
r and the crester design the; now discern in liTes On the other
nand it night be that this impulse owes nothing to the acquisition of

e model and indeed to 'problem=~solving' but isy as I believe, an intrincic

P

feature of the states The two views are not wholly incompatible for,

vhilet man mey contain within himeself & drive to self=improvement and
celf=*transcendence,y thie nzriticular form this tekes ma be governed

and re=inforced by one or other of the conceptual models on offer.
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to moral develomment and regeneration in this condext is sometiing
inextriczble from the wider pattern that Tthe spirituel s;ndrome Tresenise.

These reasons are:

1. That in many cases, vwhether moral change is congclousc or unconscious,
there is no evidence of a concern wita etiics prior to the chaage in
self=identity. Tnder a esian theory of a sub-conscious maturetion

one night expect in all cases some mediun term evidence of dissatisfaciion
with lifestyle, inner conilict and interest in aliernative models Tut

some cases appear quite spontaneous. Thig is not to say thaet 'conversion!

cases are not typically preceded by a growing sense of gullt,

wortalessness =tc. and these

J\ L-.

not a characteristic pattern in all cases in which a sviritual identit]




occurs and noral chan~e takes pnlacees ‘Lssuming that there are cases in

o

wiich experients heve shown little or no prior interest in personal

morelity and that the change to an inherently moral outlook tekes place

ol some culturally acquired nattern as there
is simply no indicavtion of a meturation process or tine in which it
e

night occur,

o

2. The moral concerns of the spiritual (T do not wish to give the

impression of 2 narrow concern with blatant personelity cefects but

ol & concern with the intesrit: ol the cheracter in ite widest sense)
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28 more merked in some cases thzn in others but in a good proportion

~ persongl stendards i1s so extreme and

of casec the concern wit
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cultural ethicse. Tor those anproaching asceticism ever new visions of

J )

rectitude are onened up and these individuels gtrizile with '"temniotions!

and 'versonglity failinms! wiich almost any culture would find
insigniicent or incomnreizensible.s Throughout the Philokelia, sa,

one can find evidence o en obsessive concern with 'prrity' that appears

to be seli=denial and mortifi Tor its own szke. Such authors as

John of Harpethos would not have thought of their moral strivings and

end acute awvareness of perceived personal failings as morbid for they
rationalized their feelings theologically = sometinmes with difficulty =-
anéd believed such efforts were conducive to the state of grace. 3But

it is also interesting that this acute concern is more troublesome at

O

imes than at others, 'there are times when trials eand

B

from the true petha' (21). Thoush these ascetics mey reprecent an




extreme form of tle spiritual concern with personal morali ‘"/11 ecrity,

any account of wvhat is iteking place which ignored them and their highly

individualistic concerns would be incomplete for, in many spontaneous
ceses of spirituality and regeneration following on from mystical
perception, much the same pattern and sometimes a similar intensity

can be discernede. 'This ma;” seem a silly reaction to youe. To match

the radiant joy of this Living Lignt, T just had to take on what seemed

3. A third, and perhaps minor observation is that fewy, if any, sviritual

unders tand thelr new=Iound concern with moralit

metier of intellect or the adoption of cultuvrall;=trensmiited ethics
end morelse There ig near unaninity that the exverient comes into

contact with God or some living imare of truth, purity etce and tiat

these forces are 'external' of the personalit; and hzre some ontological
status of taeir own. It may be that the exmerience ol some divirne Iforce

begides which the humen selfl appears unvorthy and corrunt, is mislead:

hough the unimanity in this resnect must count for something.

here are then reasons - spontaneity, the sonstimes extreme and

individualistic nature of moral re; eAe*at1 ony and the feeling that

<4

the moral impulse is not acquired through cultural contact = which
tozether give the impression that regeneration stems from, or is a
reaction to, certain impulses which typicelly occur in the spiritual
states If this is so, the moral drive is best understood, despite the

individuality of the search for intezrity, as a stereotyped pattern,

which at most runs parallel with social and religious models of nersonal
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ethicse It will not be easy to explain this often obsessive drive for
personal integrity and purity in terms of a psycho=-physiological reaction
but the sufgestion here is that the spiritual orientation is bound up
with moral development and other forms of maturation which link it with
the very core of human identity. It is perhaps sufficient here to note
however that this concern with personal morality is & central feature
of this outlook and dominstes many spiritual and religious writings.
In facty it appears, that the moral demanis which the individual feels
are made of him are often the most concrete feelings in this orientation
whichy, more than any other, shape the way in which the divine or greater
whole is conceived of, allowing a rationalization of the universe in
terms of moral goals, whilst at the same time involving the individual
both in his own and a wider destiny. It is interesting to observe that a
diminution of the moral impulse is often not welcomed by the spiritual
for, though this may lessen the feelings of guilt and sense of unworthiness,
it may also give rise to a feeling that God - with which the impulse
is often identified -~ has abandoned the individuel who then may feel
that the path to 'salvation' through moral striving and self=-transcendence
has been closeds This feature has been recognized by many other authors,
Underhill, for ewample, who tend to treat it as an initial stage of
spiritual developments Given a prolonged spiritual state, it is reasonable
to accept that individuals do make many of their most difficult moral
efforts early on but in all spiritual writings it is clear that a concern
with personal integrity is a continuing feature for old desires may return
to assail the individual and new vistas of personal rectitude are constantly

opening upe Though I do not exclude a conscious moral development over a period
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f time, unlike Underhill, T do not sec purgation and self-iranscendence

as a staje in itself but as an integral feature of & non-pro/ressive

state which alone suffices to motivate the individual to moral efforts

ficient imnulse to make sustained

efforts in this direction at &ll.

C) '"BASIC TRUST!

I adopt Rumke's term to describe the first of two characteristic
attitudes of the s»iritial state which would avpeer to have two aspects,
1. the enviromment and life events are perceived in posi
a trait noted by a numbver of authors and 2. there is a tendency towarcs

1

a reliant stance to life. The antithesis of this frame of mind is

: 5 o i g P I
Iife, vhether or not it is consirued as purposive,

appears to the individual to be benigne The 'new sense of certainty

that all things work togetzer for the sood! (23) is no% untyoical of
the type of percepiion that is 1life~enhancing and produces a

psychological benelit by reducing anxiety and promoting an inner

&

assurance and confidence, though there is notiing
b & s

me my heart should have been torn with pity yet 2ll T felt wac the

deepest peace I have ever known = a peace that had nothing wheatever

-

- mind' (24). This contradiction between

to do with the (images) in m
the facts of the world and the positive perceptions the spiritual have

o

of it is well brought out by Alyosha's position in the Brothers
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2., RELTANCE takes many forms but I do not intend to imply fatalism

so much as a sense of partnership in which individual needs and
aspirations are respected and a feeling that one cannot achieve one's
ends entirely unaided. 'I felt I was a free man. Oh, the precious
feeling of safety, of freedom, of resting on Jesus' (26). (Tt is

interesting to note that the feeling of dependence on or a partnership

=

with 1life is not necessarily a theistic conception to be expressed in
prayer for there are monistic cases such as '...a sense of becoming
aware that one aspect of my being is actually part of Being which is
eternal, infinite and sustains the created world'(27).) The feeling

of reliance may ranze from a certainty of protection in all circumstances
or & reliance on something greater than self in life=threatening-
situations only to'a contractual relationship based on propitiation,
preyery right living etce The feeling that one is protected, aided
or succoured is more than a feeling for, in many cases, it is used
as a behavioural stratagem. Missionaries etc. have set off into the
'"blue' with breathtaking assurance and in doing so have not merely
proclaimed their belief but put a stratagem to a pragmatic teste I
suggested above that such esoteric beliefs might possibly be justified

but whether this is so or not one would undoubtedly need to introduce

reliance to explain the motivation of much spiritual behaviour.

A positive view of life and reliance have a variety of possible

explanations. Tiey might be viewed simply as a consequence or logical

procduct of the esoteric mind-set noted above that mekes all things appear

mood that

Q

meaningful and, ultimately, valuable or as a characteristi
sycoests physiological changes in this state, a possibility increased
by other characteristic states of mind discussed below. Tranquillizers

after all induce a not dissimilar outlook:e They might, on the other hand,

be explained as a common, lhuman inheritence. It is possible to

3
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understand 'basic trust' in terms, say, of residuasl infantile feelings,
which, as Rumke believed, are necessary for a healthy psyche, and in
so far as such attitudes are not specific to the spiritual state, some
such explanation may be more appropriate. However, though the
attitude of 'basic trust' is a commonplace one with which most individuals
at some time or another are familiar, it is particularly marked

throughout the duration of the spiritual states

D) ALTRUISM.

The second attitude characteristically associated with spirituality

is altruism. Several studies of mystical perception, Pahnke and
Richards (1969), for example, have noted a subsequent unfocussed and
intense feeling of benign, even loving, compassion sometimes directed
towards all things, animate and inanimate, and such feelings, I believe,
are typical of the spiritual state. 'I experienced a sense of profoundest
kinship with each and every person there. I loved them all, but with

a kind of love I had never felt before' (28) is not untypical of the
reports about this feelings It should be stressed that it is a
subjective feeling rather than a marked pattern of behaviour and whilst
it may produce results in the world and be the motivation for many

'selfless! acts of kindness, it need not be translated into action gt all.

Whilst altruism clearly owes something to the change in the identity

of the self, esoteric outlook and the religious perception of the world
as part ofy or a product ofy, Gody it is difficult to find any single
explanation for this, as for so many other human attitudes. In so

far as this feeling of altruism/compassion is universal in scope and

is unconditional i.e. is non=discriminatory, say, between deserving

and undeserving, it is clearly not utilitarian in nature. Some religions

do specify the objects of charity, widows and orphans etc. but even so
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‘ t

in the christian tradition at least, 'works', taken by themselves,
are not held in high esteem for it is the inner motivation behind them
that is important - hence the reference to 'whited sepulchres' etce
It is interesting to observe that not unusually in this state, expressions
of altruism are designed to give vent to this feeling wather than to
maximise the benefit to the recipients It is striking how often the
religious pray for others, in secret, knowing that thelir prayers often
night be ineifective in any given case. This is not a cynical observation
but a reason for distinguishing 'spiritval sltruism' from utilitarian or
iological kinds. The Jains, for example, run animal sanctuaries in
which the animals ére kept alive as long as possible even if in great
and incurable paine The motivations for such behaviour are complex but
such cases shed light on the religious attitude which puts satisfaction
of an atiitude before any calculation of benefite There is & closer

5

resemblance tc biological altruism, which is presumably, in the lower

&
animals &t least, also instinctive and a:

fective. T ere are many

exzmples. in nature where kinshiy appears to motivate a reflexive self=-

sacrifice of the individual for the benefit either of the group or more
especially those members of it necessary for the survival of the genetic

straine The dilference is one of scope however and, whereas in biological
cases a reason for such behaviour can be given in genetic terms, this is

not apparent in cases of spiritual altruism. It might be argued that
the spiritual are manifestin
kin in en unfocussed and displaced way for, as in man a

A

not vncommon for gr

character, it may be that the spirituval feeling is only

J

extension of this. There are variations in the spiritueal feeling which

lend weight to this view for whereas some seen to feel kinship - and
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the altruistic feelinzs essociated vith this =

me species, and some ‘eel it for all living; things, others feel it
for everything animate ané inanimate alike. This is not especially

convincinmy however, for there is no evidence 1. thei in nature,

(it

hiological altruism = &s distinet from symbiosis ~ is ever felt for
others outside of the genetic group, 11. tha® the spiritual necessarily
feel kinship with those on whon they feel moved to bestow. their
ffection, and scmetimes, their help or 111. that they are moved to

action only when the sroup with which they are supvosed to identify

is under threat as mar be exvected if biological altruism expleined
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rnany others, feel for and are disrose
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of advantame or even the hope of achieving very michy others with whon
& I , A ’

the: have no genetic or social obligetion. The difference between this
and the more common forms of zoodwill and caring however, is that 1t

-

can be ai exiraordinarily intense ‘eeling snd,y in scope, it is often

quite unrestricted, heing et times all=-enbtracinge.
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The spiritual state would also appear to give rise to a behaviour
pettern and style of life that is typical of the state though not unigue

t0 ite Three characteristics seem central to this patterns simplicity,

A
freedom from personzl responsibility and natural liv¥ing which togetler
arpear to lead to a simplification of the demands made upon the
individuel, especially a reduction in the number of social roles

such individuals are regpired to playe The change in lifestyle

=

consequent on a shift in perceived identity is often marked if the

3

shiift is maintained for a long periode As an example of this type



do better than quote a Starbuck case which illustrates

changes broug iring the spiritual orientetion the

not necessarily revnresent a life-=long pettern of those who intermittently

o
exverience this stctes 'She had been a member of one of the most active

and progressive churchez ... she grew more and more out of s

&

the church ... 2t lzst she withdrew from fellowship with any church.

The writer found her living alone in a2 little room on the top store; of

a cheap boarding house, quite out of touch with 21l human relations,

T

but epperentl; happy in the enjoyment of her own spiritual blessings ...

The:r get out of tune with other people «ee grow careless or their social

3
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ticgl and financiel oblicstions's (2 } There are obvious stereotiyres
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not wish to concentrete on tiiese as it

1
' §
O
-
A
i
[l
o
©
i
o]
ot
()
ry
V]

religious vows of poverty, clasti
cuce these cater for their felt needs and how far the; do so
verceiving this to be the wey to God though the” find such a role

2% stme in relisious orders,

have been there onl:r for socigl or even rolitical
> | &

Though isolation is not a necessary consequence of spirituality, for
some may choose communzl living in traditional religious orders or other
communes, it is noteworthy that meny who adopt the 'spiritual life!
shed as meny of their roles as possitle end in sone cases gre encoureged
to do so by religious doctrines Iemil: and sociel life, for instance,

~

mzy be abandoned in favour of a single role te it mendicant, teacher

hermit or whatever. It is not only role-playing that changes but anything
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that makes 11 7e more complex ~ possecsions, technoloy etce that are

3 Luvd ar ana Cins 1 oned
4 &g a burcen ant as lar as posslule apagnaoned,

ar as the role of the pilgrim was once sierectyned and uncomnlicaited

£
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end meant gbandoning family etc. and meking ¢do with very few possessionge

it often anpears that the religious eschew leadership and

vl ch plece them under obvligstions or continui

s . e oy o
TWEl1TZer periaysy 0T..ers cole

aveid the psycholegicel conllicte and dilemmas which responsibilities

en¢ conmitwents inevitably bring with them.

1}, o AL S L v -y £ ” - . - L PN |
e spirituel often opt for a rurel envircmment, e at all,
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talte up simple sitills such as carmentry and IarminTe erhgng not gll

the cophisticated wickedness of men and from all the unnatural thi os
b

of which the towns are full, not wishing to he swept off thelir feed

into the whix

and carried elong with
1t they probably share his sentimentse. This urge to escare the city
end the artificiel is asg cld as history and should nnit be confused with

eyt - s + g - LI . S, I N P PO
a rationzl desire to escape from pariticular urben probleme such es

present da;” crime, dece;r etcs Tt mey be that cities and their complex




relationshipe are distractions and are less conducive o a feelingy of

being in God's worl

~

feel that the simpnle

on thie individual with vwhich a spiritual mentality cennot coxne.
oo v -

Tespite the individuality ol responsec to a spiritual orientetion,

simplification is & common theme which may give an important clue

~ 4

to the nature of this mind states It might be argued that the spiritual
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ply following models of behaviour provided by most religions
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and that this pattern is best suited to 'the happ enjoyment of spiritual

3

blessings' but i% could egually be viewed as & chonge necessiz
an alteration in mental functioning which has been concealed by the

individual response and cheoices £LAn anzlogy for the type

of crnenge I haove in mind mizht te the process of growing old during

wvhich the speed and efficiency of response 1o new or complex situe
o ond imasidual e et am, e vt 1 e Aemart e
deteriorates and individuvals, where the;- can, give up the nore demancin
tesks and alter their lifestyle and behaviour in line with thelr

reduced cezpacitie (I am not saying that mystics, or indeed tie elderly,
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ranidly or handle a multiplicit; of demands simultizneously as is reguired
in g couplex enviromment)e 1t might be empiricelly demonstrated that

in the spiritval orientetion individrals tend towards a lower level o
personal eflfectiveness and poorer adaptivity. In the case ol tie

spiritualy if such a change is taking place, it is possibly not in

most cases irreversible. The notion of a chevacteristic change in mental

functioning bringing about the alterations in attitude, behaviour etc.

tyrically associated with the religious would radically change our
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lenguase of faith, vocation etc. to a2 shift wvhichy as in ageing,

mental illness etc.y, mzay be more readily comprehensitle in neuro=-

psychological termse.

mentioned in relation to the spiritual state, most notably 1. 2 feeling
of increased energy, 2. & sense of great peace and tranguility and 3.
a2 heightened censor;” awereness.

1o THCEEACED TIEEGY.

'T was greatly invigorated and refreshed and very muck glive', 'for

s I P L4 o= DL 3 - T 2 P - 7 T - - " s .a qa o=
months after T was filled with indescribable energy' are Irequent
observations about this state. 1hether or not people in trhis siate
PR OR— PR Pz ) - 1y Jo i I, CRER T N e, G TP
have more eners than others is an open question, though I shall lzter

am et . Temin . 3 e T s AL Woraas
ergue that ego sbandomm-nt does lead to physicel capacities beyond tle

i

s but certainly the;” feel more vital than formerly, which is

©

iere the true comparison liese.
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2ined ;rester peace and nhappiness than T had ever expected
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'T had

/ - .
experience’ \31), 'the drainin,

o7 &11 tension, the zbsolute catharcics,

~
1

the peace thatl passeth all understanding ..o & sustained and invigoraiing,

~ . . ~ : - . ' / '
serene and fear-dispellins after effect that lasted for deys' {232), '-reat

serenity', 'unutterable peace' etc. all attest to a very noterle
fezture o7 the mental state of the spiritual. Though the precence of
such feelings as this is velued by experients and helps them delineate

their spiritual periods since often the are, subtjectively, perlzps tlie mesT
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immediately recognizable effects or symptoms of the state, they are
rarely given prominence in accounts being overshadowed by the changes

.in identity and the new insights into the nature of the world. Unlike
ecstasy or 'peak' experience, the spiritual state is rarely recorded
for posterity simply because it was pleasurable. This is perhaps
unfortunate for, in tranquility especially, we have a mood.state
that strongly indicates neuro-chemical changes which presumably would,
if understood, give the whole spiritual orientation an experimental
definitione In conjunction with a positive and untroubled frame of
mind, feelings of great energy etce. we are, I belitve, beginning to
see a very distinctive profile that, as will be discussed below, can

be seen as a reaction to stress and which may give some indication as

t

to the physiological basis of the syndrome as a whole.

3+ HEIGHTENED SENSORY AWARENESS.

Though not an altered state of consciousness nor associated with
hallucinations, there is nonetheless a greater immediacy and, one might
say, vividness about sense perceptions in this state, 'I had emerged
into a dawn fresh and excitingly life-filled dimension' (33). Smells,
sound and especially light have a new and vivid impact - "woken up

to one's surroundings'" is a phrase often encountered. 'All the
following week I walked about in great happiness, with & crystal vision
vhich gave a greater luminosity to the air and all but made the people
and the buildings around me transparent!' (34)s One might think of this
in terms of changes in selective attention, experients simply bécoming
more conscious of the stimuli with which we are all bombarded or, I
think more simply, in terms of a greater stimulation of the sensory

processes which makes imput difficult to ignore. There are medicinal
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drugs which produce such elfects thougn there is no reason to think
of this heightened awareness as an abnormal or artilicial sizate since
it is possible that some ind exnerience their
enviroment more vividly than do others and, one Iondly remembers, in
childhood the world seemed bri hter, making a gcreater impact than it
has done subsequently. It is beyond wy competience to guess how this

3
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quality fits

anges which suggest a

physiological

condition underlying the spiritual state but that it has some
diagnostic value I do not doubt.
A SUIMIARY QF THE SPTFTEGAT. OFIFTATTON
1. The seven Teatures I have listed ranging Irom characteristic
verceptions about the neture of self=identiity and
2 moral transformation and attitudes such as 'basic trust' and altruisn
to a very marked behaviour pattern end feeling~mood state, constitute
a recoznizatble condition that cannot bte misteken for a normal chance
of mood or sttitudes, esvecially as 11 is manifest only aflter a sudden
shift fron a starkly conirasting cstate of mind There are any nmimber
of examvles of an aktrunt shift to this orientation in the annals of

us conversion which mzke the descriptive validity

of this complex

AT
(there

'Tn 2 moment
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4 A

perception) e«

? the limitless power and certainty of
& v

tranquilit; which can only be described

L,

which passeth all understending''. T was
sense of certainty that all thinss work
Following a mystical perception - 'T had

of peace as on tie previous occasion.

For days T

follows a description of a mystical

was left with a breath=-taking sense

God, and a

"4
Lil

as e peace

left with a new

together for good'&}

the same feelings

find my
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enerzy levels very [ 2lco feel in close contact
with other peonle and my surroundings during these
periods amd ny Ul his and intuitions seem to be
perticularly sharp and in focus ..e.their general effect
has been to enrich the gquality of my life end to zive me
a sense of continuit; and meaning which has tsken ne

through times of
everythinge was

prolound sence

inhebit and an ever-deepening respect for all 1iTe' (36),
Though such exemvles, culled at random, me;” not mention all seven
features, the; revresent the list well enougzn tc meclke the state
inmediately recormizeble, especially given the context in which the
state occurrede I identification would appear, i: to be
empirically corrigible.
2o The sniritual phase is normelly short-term lasting from an hour or
two = in which case it i1s ofien described as on 'afterzlow! if a
mystical rercention has occurred.= or, more commonly, is mentioned as
a2 distinct phase lastings dey's or weeks. I 2 few cases tie state is
reported to have versisied in a marked form Tor six months or more anc
Teresa of Avila found in her later years that it had become a 'seni=-

!

il e

vermanent conditio

individuvel to individuel and, if prolonged, wi

4

different times +

nassace of time.

once it is often found that one or other feature is mox

on

of

The mar

hougn, generally becomes less pronounced with

Vhere an individual experiences this state mors

creat personal crisis, when it seemed that

z awvaye I have also rained a

wonder and mystery about the earth we

+h

-
1

edness of e state veries sreatly from

4L

a G

thin indivi

LV L

duals
the

A
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e pronounced

one occasion than anotiaere.
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3, I treat the spiritbal orientation as an autonomic reaction to
difficulties with which a clearly delineated ego=~identity - involving
personal responsibility and decision-making ~ cannot cope and as
such is .. comparable to other states in which ego control is lost,
such as sleep. Though I believe it can only be treated as a stereotyped
reaction or syndrome - I shall argue that there is no logical connection
with mystical perception since this does not occﬁr in every case and
it is clearly not a creative response to the problems faced by ego-
identity, since the same reaction may be observed in the face of many
different problems - it will be my thesis that this reaction differs
in kind from any other. Though, like sleep etc., T believe the spiritual
state serves short~term biological fiinctions, namely that it protects
and restores the imdividual, T believe also that its peculiarities
suggest that it is more than a simple physiological reaction. I have

already mentioned the oddity that the individual's environment seems to

B3]

respond to his needs in this frame of mind and to this T would add two

other considerations. The first of these is the connection this state
appears to have with the development of personal morality and more
generally with vrocesses of maturation. Tt is my view, expanded below,
that thié state is intimately bound up with the l-ng=~term development

of full human personality and is either symptomatic of maturation
processes or in fact triggers them = the peak ages for mystical experience
appear very significaente The second area of interest is that, whilst

it lasts, the symdromic outleok is internally coherent and self=-

sufficiente Tiven highly ratibnal subjects in the modern age find that

they cannot but perceive the world in & metaphysical way and their

J

udually total commitment to this outlook testifies to the meaningfulness
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necessary condition for the occurrence of myestical experience. The
triggers for the shift and the precise sequence of evenis in which,
if at all, mystical experience will occur will be exemined in the next

A

chanter for an account of tiis involves a sevarate factor. Here T

&

only wish to show that the shift is related to the occurrence of
mystical perception and to consider some of the implications of this
be.clkground for an understanding of myrstical perception. Though mystical

perception seems onl; to occur in this one circumstance, I will also

wish to consider the cyclic or oscillating nature of ego=spiritual

identity as a whole for this has implications for the way we interpret
the mystical and, more senerally, the religious 1ife. Though a
Y ’ J € &

senarate and to some desree a side issuey, I wish to argue that in terms
of the cycley, the mystical life is composed of an essentially svatic

lternation between two distinctive outlooks and is not, as has been

4

widely supposed, & prosressive development. The concept of the 'pa’h

or 'way' has been very influential but I believe obscures the tru

nature of g life beset by the intrusion of spirituslity.
TH? SHIFT AND ITS REIATIONSEIP WITH MYSTICAL PERCIPTION.

The seguence in which mystical percep
by some problem with wiich it cannot

often merked by mystical experience =~ phase of spiritual orientation.

It should

o’

e pointed out that this is an uncommon and very specific

sequence with which mystical

3

erception is relatede Abrupt loss of
ego control is not in itself unusual and may be followed by a variety

of states from daze or shock to emotionzl outburst or sleep but in

mone of these cases is mystical verception reporied. Ve are dealing

(Y




263,
ern only and, wiilst T could not guess
ently thic poitern crops upy it must be sufficiently unusual

Tor us to think of the correlation as being highly significant.

- Ll

sive three exermles to illustrate this seguence and its relationship
with nystical percention. As I have chosen then with a view to showing

Llne

the sequence rather then for the strikingness of their accounts of

mystical percention, I underline this latter element for clarity.

. B e o < S 5 o & R |
T lnow now as "the dark night of the soul" T sat dejectied
< 4
S P A g
ground me end within myself, by vivid 1light eee

né thou~h

Ry UA.A s
T

vey

the world and everything in i A2

~dE

== A e e T e R
avinll

fasSy o-TCQ

sintingy myself, all seened to hzve “ormed a completed

wholes This feeling didn't last for long, but whilst
. o o . = . -~ f ey \
it didy it was delightful' (37).

'T met with frustration and ¢ifficulty both in my privat
and professionzl life, my sister died oo began to desnair.

Cne dayy as wandered in the fields near my nome, L became

wvare suddenly of a great change in the landscane, especially

in the sky «es & vision of what advweared to be a shining hoste

‘nge around ne took on & much mere
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vividy coloux’

living arpearence

1UC e

o — e L S L [ AL e —% AT

Tlowvers were Iriendly, they alnost spoke +to ne.
TN - A ikt o (= 4 = o
L3S ahpearence arou:lt Lle conLin \iv SEeenis or

yuite a pralongzed period) eeeneople T nov n

(D)
p

illumineds ZIut how could T snezk of strangers nove
<e were 2ll one family, one Living Unity. 1y feeling

Y

of estrangemont, of beins one avart from others had

- - ' -\
Ttermal llajesty and yet I was elevated' [37)

= LA — . ~
Wes u.ie o)t ! cerient o a

1~ it A T A el ~L
Hegzn el n_na anc oL

= 5 S5l
cons own, sudd

T Pk = 2 ik, 53 = < : AT
noving bodily from a concentn on tiie visitle_or eertiil:,

P SRR e~y s}
g wiich remained

AL Nen Tt

there

my knowledgre

.

have occurred in

scne guite different con

simply not given the cont

et all. The shift may be marked by the

profoundest experiences, if I ma;” use such a term,

2 Perlol O UnconsclousShnesSSe in some cases
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& ol e ® 1 JE NN ey s ol o .y 1, ¥ . ——— o35 - - Lu o L 0 Ry
it mer be dificule to distinguish the mysiicel percepiion Irom the
onset of the spiritual orientation so siriking can this be in iiseld,

As in the second examnle, heightened sensor; awereness counled with
the overwiielning conviction of

(&

a1 avareness ol divinity are aln

tie;m stop short of supernatural

9

anpear to bte any link hetween the de-ree of pressure that ejo-identifd

&4

is under or the markedness ol the spiritval state that follows and

T

either the likelihood ol mystical experience occurring or the 'depth!

T later cite scne

9
0
D
6]

of the experience reporiteds

nronounced

vere Very pro: Tfound e:meriences are repor

- i~ -, S ] A AT - - -] - S
eso ané sniritnal rhases, much the same elfect can be produceld wiere
253 S T amisd . S—— =N . o O 2 . . s PERL O
the precedings and subseguent ciates are Jer 1 nerked viiilst iv

morny Gramatic conversion cases no sunernatural exmerience is reporie

o
X E T s aim LS - e o B e bl & 3 =
270 Cch 41 7 oosServavlcons are corl'ecyt ve gy w.eli treav v e B0~
o 7 Ialolol=t=tants 11+ rat a1 7™ eod ANA S 4T A A -
woC ——\:VGHLC‘L 9 w~iiu QU Ot = o e;lu, coNnNalsl or v..C

occurrence o mrstlcel experience.

once menilest, permenently

= =~ i
AN & Lew ceses vie

charectierizes the

ceses &re notv Tip-

fs ma; " heve been indelidly changed by his experience,

he no longer exreriences hic extended identit; or tie esoteric world

4

with the seme irmmediacy and directness. James covered tiils point well.

[aN]

Besides giving two,rather untypicel, examples o 'reverse conversicn'y

an abrups

. TR = : R Y " K o a G B Al
return to ego-identity and control, in neither of wilich was

,
0]
b
o




2 mietical percention reporied, he cites Starbuck on the more usual
—waduel loss of the spiritral senses Starbuck noted that even converts

relizion, in wiich reinforcement rlers a rajor part,

felt e falling away or 'backslicding' even though this caused sedness

D cRe. o o ’ o L T an 0 " ; s K “ o
ant cuilt = £ of women and [(i- ol mea (40, =~ gnd some [ave up tuelr
altogethere Though no doubt the memory of their cpiritual phese

leaves & rmark, nerhans acti

—«-L“!

an anchor and I‘?c.\." JE DeIrmanenvl;”

intellectugl outlook =~ 'persons who have passed through

'

conversion, having once ieken a stand for the religious life, tend to

feel themselves identified with it no matter hov much their religious

enthusiesm declines' (41) = typicelly this phase passese. In gone

e one=o’T leagving-

0 vile

ir spiritral experience butl very often we find the crcle repeated

TR O (P
cle anc aleallle

e s O R ¥ Jo® ol A - it R X s AN
2O Nany case LgTorlieg 04 IF'sTles alld tnceec rom TU.le gLcounlts 01 wiose
TR aTAIE  sremeniiTes (B BRI e e oA ‘,_,-..» B 1 nmevecent’ on
VIO TEPOX T Tenmewily O CONI LTINS eX iences witiout mystlcal percenict Oty

er = which recurred many tires in her

at length in the next chap

. - ' ¥ auw . .. =
experience and observes that 'God brings (the soul n this acony) comfort.
This He usually coes b a deep irance or by some visicn'. Another,

nore recent case which illusirates the repetitive nature of the shilt

[ BN

3 a2 < s @ e 7 s & -

igte 'T just couldn't go on in the way T was living (there follows a
. . " \ - 3 s i o

long account of a mystical perception then, .ee¢ I felt like 1t was Jjus

being borne It was & revelation .e.e 211 the great truths that
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became meaningful for the first timee I realised that if I wanted
to change the world I must first change myself o.ee Two years later,
Trevor Watts again felt at breaking pointe He had & second experience
but this time it spread over several days and its effects were lasting'(42).
It is the repetition of the pattern of shift whichy I believey, entirely
accounts for the fact that some individuals have a number of mystical
experiences whereas others report only one in a lifetime, quite simply

the more shifts the more opportunity for mystical perception to occur.

Though a single cycle, ego- spiritual - egdly is likely to be life-
enhancing, bringing long-term psychological benefits such as resilience,
sense of comfort and assurance, it is worth noting here that in cases
where the cycle is' repeated, the loss of the spiritual orientation is
traumafic (a.trauma, I shall later argue, which in some individuals

is alone sufficient to set the cycle going afain). The sense of loss,
alienation, lack of direction gnd motivation and, often guilt in those
who have had an intense spiritual period and found it slipped away,

is sometimes monumental and, if loosely labelled, is widely recognized
as the 'Dark Night of the Soul's I do not know whether the ‘'pit after
pit of black despair' when the soul 'is unable to raise its affection
or its mind to God, neither can it pray to Him finding that God has
set a cloud before it through which its prayers cannot pass' (45) and
'feels a strange loneliness, finding no companionship in any earthly
creature' (44) is simply a psychological reaction to the return to -
ego control. It may just be that the loss of the prized state so
intimately bound up with their beliefs and life goals causes the
religious to find an ordinary ego state more than usually unpalatable

but one might equally treat it as a form of depression with physiological
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overtones. John of the Cross interestingly observes that, whilst
these periods of zlienstion may last years, 'the purgative process
allows intervals of relief, wherein this dark contemplation ceases
to assail the soul! (45) which sounds more like clinical depression
than a neurotic pininge This reaction, whatever its cause, is useful
in so far as its frequent mention highlights the cyclic nature of the
experiences of those who devote their lives to spirituality. There is
not one period of 'Dark Night' in the life of the spiritual but many,
interspersing the phases when the; again feel in tune with the Almighty
and the spiritual destiny they believe they have: 'Cod wishing His
elect to realize their own misery often temporarily withdraws His
favours: no more is needed to prove to us in a very short time what
we really are ees Our {aith is so dead' etc. (46). It may be that in
some cases the cycle eventuall; comes more or less to an end. Teresa
observes 'for such & transformation has been worked in her that she
no longer recognizes aersell = hHut seems entirely occupied in seeking
God's interests ees the dryness and disturbance felt in all the rest
(of the preceding periods) at times hardly ever enter here' (47).
However, wiether or not there is ultimately an end to the cycle in all
cases = and if there is it seems as possible for it to end in a clearly
delineated ezo-identity as in a spirituval one - in meny subjects it
is not reached before a great many ego-spiritual oscillations have
occurred. From the evidence we have therefore we cannot treat the
ego-spiritual shift in isolation from the wider pattern of the cycle

and the possibility of there being a prolonged period of repeated cyclese.

THE CYCLE AND 'THE VAY'.

Though I am primarily concerned with the occurrence of mystical perception
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these virtues and a lifetime of practising them do not alone suffice
to bring alive or keep going the orientation in which they are second
nature.s 0Old devils return, 'aridity' and 'barrenness' set in at times
even late in the lives of ihose who have had a lifelong commitment to
religious goals and a lifetime of religious practice and dcvotion.
It may be relevant to observe that many mystics express a longing for
death simply in order to escape the feelings of separation from God
and carnal desire which beset them so regularly despite their best
endeavours and which they view as an inescapable part of mortal existence.
1y position therefore is that, whilst there is an intellectual dimension
tied in with acquired religi us beliefs that may develop over the years
and may enable subjects to view their experience as developing towards
some goal, this really has little bearing on the spiritual experiences
which the religious have in their lifetimes which arise solely from
a cyclic intrusion of a stereotyped orientation. If this is a reasonable
anelysis, spiritual experience itself changes little over the years,
at least whilst these cycles last, and it makes no sense to talk of a

development of or stages in the development of spiritual 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 it is believed the 'pilgrim' moves through various sequential stages
on his spiritual journey towards Gode. Though in some cases the pilgrim's
ascent is not treated as straightforwardly developmental, the 'spiral!

eand the 'maze', for instance, appear to be attempts to take into account
the simple fact of a recurrent 'dark night' or falling back from the

desired state, most offer a staged and developmental idealization of the
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spiritual lifee From S.Bernard's 'five stages of love' and S. Teresa
of Avila's 'seven mensions' to Underhill's 'Awakeniné/conversion, self-
kncwledge/purgation, illumination, surrender/dark night, Union' the
spiritual life is portrayed es a progressive sequence leading in the
direction of 'Union', 'self-annihilation' or whatever the ultimate goal
of developing the spiritual neture is thought to be. Though one may
recognize these themes as characteristic of one or other of the mainr
phases of the cycle, they are not distinct stages and certeinly not
sequential stages in some hypotheticzl linear development. Teresa herselfl
admitted that her schema was a retrospective idealization with which
her own expsrience of the 'path' did not conforme 'Union', 'purgation!'
and 'the Dark Night' were wont to occur at any time and in any order
and, most importantly, occur again and afaine. Ixperiences she considers
as belonging to the earlier stages continued throughout her life whilst
her efforts did not culminate in 'marriase' for this occurred occasionally
over long periods interspersed with many other types of experiences
and states of mind including repeated episodes of the 'derk night'.
In none of the autobiographies I know of is such an order and progressive
development to be found and whilst these idealizations may represent the
hopes and beliefs of the spiritual that their erratic patterns are
ultimately purposive I know of no life history which bears out the
interpretation of a progressive development in spiritual experience
towards ever more profound statese TFor this reason I treat the notion
of a 'path' or 'way' as a theological imposition on such evidence as
we have about spirituslity albeit one believed in by many wno have
devoted themselves to an introspective quest for God. DMost of us, alter
all, need to believe that we have goals to attain, in terms of which

our lives may be judged, and in this respect the spiritual are no
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2. A characteristic spiritual identity only apvears td occur in the
context of an abrunt loss of ego control though,y even in this context, it
is a failrly uncommon reaction to an individuated identity under pressure.
3, Spiritual orientation is sufficiently stereotyped to be thought of
as syndromic for its main characteristics are recognizable despite the

veriations in individual claims though, for an autonomic reaction, it

has three peculiarities. )

ritual phase is short=lived giving way, Once more,

e

4o Typically the s»

to ego personality or to an ego personality modified by the experience

bractices it enpgenders therefore we are dealing with ;

o h
fe and

]

ich the abrupt shift is but one part.
5. This complete cycle mar he repeated any number of times and is

o

s . ! . P ; T P -
sufficient to explain the patiterns and concerns of tihiose who pursue the

[

spiritu pirituality may be exnlained largely in

j$5)
1=
|D
\’D

the repeated oscillations that ceortain individuals experience.

6. liystical percepts occurs only in the shift from ezo to spiritus
orientation a background, which taken a2s a whole, is & necessary but

not a sufficient condition for i1ts occurrence.

ufficiently uncommon for uve to think of the correls

O)

significante

i}

Te The greater the frequency of such shifts, i.e. the more cycles there

are, the greater the chance of an individual having a number of mystical
perceptions in & lifetimee.

Tie identification 7 a sequence in which mystical experience occurs ig,

I believe a2 substantial step forward for it

and gives it a besis Tor predicting.its occurrence. [owever, before
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dealing with the second factor in my model of occurrence and looking
in detall at the place of mystical perception in the shift and the
role it appears to play there, I intend first to exemine some possible
explanations of what 1t is this sequence signifies and how it might be
related to mystical perceptions Though I have already stated that I
believe spirituality to be an autonomic reaction, if this is so, it
is a very peculiar one and one which is likely to have far=reaching
implications for our understanding of mind and the workings of human

personalitye.

POSSIBIE TXPIANATIONS OF TIR SPIRTTUAL STATE.

It is possible to look at the spiritua’ state in meny different ways
and one's interpretation will decide how we explain mystical perception
and the significance it has. I'or example, Batson and Ventis, Horne and
others have treated it as the end product of a creative or problem=
solving sequence with mystical perception marking the 'bursting into
consciousness' of the subliminally rearranged cosmitive siructures.
Whilst I accept such a view keeps close to thie observable seguence of
vents, as mentioned above, I feel such an interpretetion is flawed.
Quite apart from the problem of explaining sense perceptions, however
'supernatural'y, in mentalistic terms and the total lack of evidence for
a subliminal process, in the case of mystics we run into the problenm
of the stereotyped nature of 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, if it

is a solution, it normally suffices for such a short time whether or
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not there ¢ continuing intellectual commitment to religous bhelied

Alternatively there zre theolosical explenzations in terms o

be it an integral part of humen identity or something that is borm
within us by the grace of God. The difficulties with this sort of view
were outlined in chapter 1, it being impossible to Jjustify a dralistic

rosmology even though the states which religions zttempt to explain are,
T accept, exverienced by guite a large number of individuvals.. However,
that said, the spiritusl orientetion and self=identity I have described,
stripped of its theclogical context, are recosmizable as 'the soul! and

T am not nrepared to dewy that this anpears to have man; of the

cnaracteristics and wers which religions escribe t> ite The t;he
of explanztion, which I intend to exemine, is biological. There has

been a variety of exnlongtions offered for this sort of mind-ciatis,

some treating it as & biological inheritance, some as 2 functional

statey othiers es a morplid one. wever, whilst T prefer such cdirectlons
since alone ther promise to explain mysticel sense vercsoptions and
characteristic changes "f mood etcs in g retionsl context, nones, it
empears to me, offers an entirely saticiactory the complex

or ol the peculiarities it has i.e. it 2neers to be an active princinple,
. & cafe & s sraiEaes S B A ¢ 4 sy dnpiAn ) oo ~ -
its linkes with maturation and its internal coherence - let alone of

its relationship witi mrsticel percention.

TICRITANGCT THEEQRTES.
T shall outline and comment on three such theories before discussing

the general problems inherent iwm this approachs
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1o ATASTATR HARDY'S hypothesis, put forward in THE BIOLOGY OF G,

treats spirituality as an evolutionary survivale He treats passiveness,
submission and laying oneself open to a greater power in the face of
threats to well-being as a relic of our animal past which may represent
a universal reaction to danger. As in the case of dogs, smaller
animals frequently submit to larger animals and by so doing may often
protect themselves from injury, so some of us may repeat this pattern
instinctively in the face of perceived threats. Though T do not doubt
that there is a survival stratagem such as Hardy describes and it
certainly seems to be the case that spirituality is a reaction to
threats to well-being, I find three particular problems in the way

of identifying the spiritual orientation with this stratagem.

In the first place, though Hardy's theory explains some of the elements
characteristic of the spiritual state, it does not explain them all.
Indeed it would be difficult to think of any evolutionary situation
which would account for the complex as a whole. Whilst Hardy's theory
for example, may account for 'basic trust! and even the non-competi tiveness
implicit in the withdrawal from society in the pattern of simplification
of living, it does not account for feelings of altruism or the impetus
towards a moral transformatione (It might be possible to argue that
various evolutionary relics have coalesced into a single pattern

thus altruism derives from biological altruism, ‘'basic trust' from
animal submigssion etces but there would be no way at all of confirming
such an argument). The second difficulty is that if spirituality

is a powerful, instinctive legacy it is odd that many, even in life=-

threatening situations, do not report this form of reaction at all.
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There is no necessity for ego control to be lost and, if it is, it
is more likely to be followed by emotional outburst or sleep than
by the spiritual orientation. Why should the relic be so marked in
same but not in others? Induction from a relatively few cases to a
universal theory is not acceptable if its lack of general application
cannot be explained. The third and most significent problem is that,
whilst much human behaviour and feeling is instinctive and can be
explained in evolutionary terms, &s a rule, no other instinctive
reactions have for us any religious or quasi-religious significance
so why should spirituality, if this is only another behavioural stratagem?
Vhilst it is true that the Greeks, say, deified certain emotions and
some of us may, with the poets, speak of love and hate as divine forces
driving us, as it were, fros outside of ourselves, we rarely attach
such notions even to our strongest natursl drives, sexuslity,
territoriality and personal domination, and certeinly do not do so
consistentlye Yet the striking feature of spirituality is that both
the state itself and everything with which the subject comes into
contact is imbued with a profound religious or metaphysical
significance as a matter of course and there is nothing idiosyncratic
about this perception, for it goes with the state of minde It therefore
needs to be explained why the legacy of an animal rolling on its back
should have been encrypted in this characteristic and unusual religious

form.

2. VICTOR TURNER, the anthropologist, coined the term !'communitas'

for 'primordial human yearnings' that run counter to our normal social
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structures and the identity these impose upon use. His theory is that
when outwardly imposed identity and roles are removed, as the; are
in moments of transition or on socially-sanctioned occasions such as
feast days etce in Ellwood's words 'one is in I - thou relations
with everyone. Intersubjectivity and the inward desire to actualize
love can teke their full course without hindrance from social convention
etce! (48)s Vhilst I accept Turner's notion that the dropping of ego-
identity with all its social roles and conventions is & necessary
preliminary to the emergence of spirituality, with which for the
sake of argument 'communitas' can here be identified, and it may be
worth considering the situations he writes about in terms of triggers,
I finé myself unable to accept the Rousseauesque notion that we all
have some archaic spiritual inheritance merely awaiting release from
the straightjacket of social conventionse In Saturnalia, as in rites
of passage or in drunkenness, the throwing off of an identity fashioned
by '"body imaze'! and society does not alweys lead to an unfocussed
out=pouring of fraternal love, common purpose and goodwille On the
contrary, it is potluck what you find, for which reason society may have
invented the straightjacket of social roles. One knows what Turner
means but there is no standard response 1to ego=abandomment, certiainly
nothing as cheracteristic as the spiritval orientation. Nor, even
if there were a universal response to ego-abandonment that resembled
spiritvality, would we be entitled to think of it as some 'primordial
yearning'e This touches on a larger question I will discuss below,
suffice to say here that even though many mystics feel that there is
something primordial about their state of mind - 'even so have I seen

an ancient path' (42) = the simple fact that opportunities for
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the loss of ego-control appear to have been institutionalized in many
traditional societies proves nothing about the place in our development
of any feelings which emerge. Take 'the 1id off’modern man and he will
doubtless react in much the same way as the primitive, it is simply that
modern society no longer recognizes the importance of releasing these
feelings and institutionalizing their expression. IMuch has been written
about hunter-gatherer mentalities and the customs of surviving primitive
cultures, but there is really 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 of feelings characteristic

of an earlier agee.

3. One final inheri‘tance theory worthy of consideration is that the
spiritual orientation is nothing less that the imprinted memory of our
embryonic life in the wombe. Ieaving aside 'oceanic' feelings, in the
womb the embryo is physically inter-related witn another and dependent
on this other for the means of life and it is not unreasonable to
suppose that this important phase, so unlike any of our other experience,
is stored as an imprinted pattern perhaps even rememberede. If this were
the explanation for the spiritval orientation, we must regard it as a
regression to a pattern which in no real sense is acquired or idio-
syncratic since it is formed by a situation that is universal and
standardized. If there were an explanation for spirituality in terms of
inheritance, T believe this might be the best candidate, for the mein
characteristics of spirituality, extended identity especially, could

be understood in terms of the conditions prevailing during this stage

and the contrast between ego and spiritual indentities is only reflected
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in our history in the pre and post natal phases. VWhilst having the
merit of simplicity and, unlike 'communitas', refers to a pattern we
might all be expected to have acquired, there are nonetheless objections
to ite Ve ma; in this pattern feel inter-relatedness, feelings of
pleasure and comfort, an expectation of sustenance and so forth yet
it is hard to understand the imperative for moral development in terms
of this complexe MNot is it understandable why only some experience a
return tc the embryonic state when this is both universal and, apparently,
leaves such a profound imprinte The triggers for ego-abandomment are
commony the spiritual state is note Ammin I wonder why if, as religions
claim, spirituality 'works'y it should 'work' in conditions which bear
no relationship to our embryonic stage. Others may not be so convinced
by this last argument but I believe tlie apparent acdaptivity of the
spiritual phase which mystics themselves and other religious value,
stands asainst any attempt to exrlain the state in terms of a lezacy
from the past be it an evolutionary stage or a common phase in the

personal history of us all.

These and other similar explanations in terms of inheritance all suffer
from the weakness that in the end the; can never be confirmed. It

might be shown that a certain state of mind is connected with activity,
say, only in our reptilian brains but, as there are no 'fossil records',
without such a link, demonstrating the connection between a state of
mind and some earlier phase of our development, any connection can be

no more than conjectuale The conjecture is especially tenuous in the
case of spirituality for one is not attempting to link a universal, human

condition with & past phase, it is an uncommon occurrence and as such
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begs the question - if & past imprint can produce such an effect, why
does it not do so more reliably if it really is a universal inheritance?
This brings me to the central question which relates to all inheritance
theories. It is simply a presumption that, because an identifiable

state of mind occurs, in some Freudian sense therefore that state has

an existence outside of those occasions when it is manifest. 'Primordial
yearnings', embryonic or animal imprints and the like all suggest,

qui te unwarrantably, that we each carry around with us patterns of

which, though normally we are unaware, are, as it were, waiting an
opportunity to manifest themselves. Whilst I accept the idea of
subliminal intellectual activity, creative or not, for we all have
experience of this{ I am far from convinced that we can extend the idea
of a sub-conscious life to any other type of experience of which we

are only intermittently and, in the case of spirituality, not even
universally aware. If, as in problem=solving, we can trace a link
between question and answer, then.we are justified in accepting the
ongoing nature of the process even if this is wholly subconscious,

even an indication of 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 activity is occurring other than when it is manifest.
We have, perhaps, been a little over-conditioned by the psycho-analysts
for, even in the case of dreaming, there is no reason to treat this other

that as a state specific phenomencn. Vhy should we accord dreams any

hypothetical status when they only occur during sleep? They may or
may not symbolize universal or highly individual needs hut in either
case there is not the slightest need to postulate a sub~conscious for it is indub-
itable that they symptomize the common condition of sleep and nothing

more and perhaps we should look for the explanation of dreaming and

any significance dreams have in terms of 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 of the mentally ill, 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
etce are no more than the concom.itants of a morbid state and that in
looking at the delusions etce. we are addressing symptoms and not their
causee This question has particular relevance in the case of spiritual
orientation, for, as I will argue in the next chapter, this is so
intimately bound up with traums and the physiological changes consequent
upon this that it is difficult not to see it as a state tied to or
symptomatic only of a specific condition produced by these changese
I do not say that there is any clear answer to this cuestion but,
on grounds of paréimony aloney if there is no need to postulate the
existence of a spiritual complex, distinct from its manifestation
during a condition to which it 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 it arises. (Broader questions
about property identity and other issues in naturalistic reduction
will be looked at in the final chapter). It proves nothing that the .
same state of mind may recur for this does not indicate continuity,
merely that the same conditions prevail on each occasion. Ve would
not, after all, 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 discrete, arising from the occurrence of a similar set
of circumstances. DBy analogy, even though mystics may believe their
spiritual episodes are linked, much as we may believe our dreams to

have a common underlying identity which each instance of dreaming
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evidences - a deception of our subjectivity? - it is simplest to
take the view that where specific circumstances can be identified,
much that we are conscious of is a product of circumstance alone and
has no other status independent of these circumstances. If this view is
justifiable, is it then to be wondered whether explanations of states
of mind, other than in terms of the conditions in which these occur,

are not wholly superfluous?

BIOLOGICAL VAIUE OR FUNCTIONS OF THL SPIRITUAL STATE.

To explain a state of mind in terms of its function sidesteps the
above-mentioned difficulty of knowing whether we need to ascribe to it
a statvs independent of the condition in which it occurs. If we treat
spirituality as Maslow did 'peak states', we might look upon it as a
valuable and beneficial state that occurs simple because it is valuable
and beneficiale. 'Peak states' are not only valued by individuals but
may, as in athletics, say, contribute towards our performance enabling
us to release energies and function effectively in the face of certain
demands. It may be that spiritual phases serve some similar purpose
by reducing stress or trauma in the face of 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-controle The miseries of 'falling away'
in those who have repeated spiritual phases, in contrast to the
strengthening of those who experience it rarely or but once, may be
explained in terms of some chronic condition which these individuals
suffer from and from which these spiritual interludes provide some

intermittent and temporary relief at the times of greatest threat to
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well-being. There are many circumstantiel reasons for believing that
life-long mystics do suffer from some chronic, if unidentifiable,
condition for which spirituality is a relief and which allows them to
function reasonably effectively or it may be only a case of 'bad
adrenalin' - a defence mechanism which too readily comes into play.

I do not doubt that spirituality, like sleepy is a condition which produces
benefits, albeit difficult to define exmctly what threats to functioning
it provides a defence for. The problem is though, however valuable

such states are it is not clear that function and value alone are
sufficient to explain why a state occurse In terms of evolution it

is often said that if something contributes to survival -~ and spirituality
may be looked upon as a back-up system for individual survival or even

as a state that benefits the species leading as it does to non-zigression
etce = this alone suffices to explain why it it has developed and why it
continues to occure Yet I fail to see why we should not look upon

its biclogical value only as something accidental o fortuitous

especiall:- as, in the case of spirituality, this value probably makes

only a marginal contribution to survival.

Paranola, for instance, would not appear to be a very useful state’ in
biological terms, though not incompatible with survival, and we could
not use functional explanations in this case and, even though we feel
better for sleep, there is, as yet, no reason to suppose that it is an
evolutionary answer to some inherent design problem in the human
organism rather than an accidental and essentially decorative component
in our make-upe Decause it is there does not entail that it has to

be there even if we find some advantages in it, for, if I understand
evolutionary theory correctly, survival mekes no difference to

factors which are not relevant to genetic survivale If this is so and
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spirituality neither now nor in the past has given the species significant
advantages or disadvantages, there is no reason to view it in terms of
function though, of course, it is relevant to describe such benefits as
it brings. It is for this reason that I am uncertain as to what weight
we should attach to any of the benefits of this state which range from
a sense of well-being and making death easier to face to, possibly, a
direct role in individual survivel in some circumstances. At the very
least I would be unhappy viewing the state solely from a biological
perspective ignoring as this does all that the experients find most
striking about it for though it is one legitimate form of analysis
it does not seem to be the right yardstick for it appears to address
issues that in this case are essentially peripheral. Though it would
equally be possible to think of the spirituval phase solely as an accident
or by-product of human desigzn - we are "hard-wired" to see God uvnder
certain circumstances - an irrelevant, if quaint, characteristic of
the human make-up, I suspect that function does play a part but, if it
is to be the whole description, this will need to be much more
sophisticated - going into maturation, say, as well as survival -

than the accounts presently offer.

JIORBIDITY.

The simplest form of explanation would be a reduction in terms of morbidity.
Various explanations have been given in terms of hypoxia, the excitement

of the limbic structures and so forthe There is one great advantage

to these for they may be used to account both for mystical perception

itself and the state which follows ite MNone of the other explanations

give us any account of why it is mystical perception characteristically

is followed by a spiritual stage which here ma; be viewed as a readjust-

ment phase following on the scvere changes which induced the perception
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in the first places Whilst I accept the role of trauma, including
physical illness or injury, in the occurrence of these states (see
chapter 5) and do not deny that there are grounds for treating spirituality
as a form of impaired functioning - a less flexible and creative state
of mind which, on the face of ity is less than rational = I find four
main problems with such simple accounts. The first of these is that we
are vsed to finding that highly marked states - and both the spiritual
orientation and the sequence of mystical perception < spiritual
orientation, I have argued, are highly marked - are linked to marked
and specifiable conditionse Alcoholism, say, as a physiological condition,
is in every way as marked as its effects ranging from the delusions of
sclerosis to mental incompetence, loss of memory etc. Yet in the case of
the spiritual state experients have no marked physiological condition in
common = and,if there is any relationship between the severity of the
symptoms and the severity of the cause, it would need to be marked =
but only some common circumstances that have no clear physiological
implications. Some mystics may well be ill but many are patently not.
There is neither reason to assume morbidity nor that circumstances have
produced severe physiological changes in the case, say, of an over-busy
housewvife who has happened to stop to look at the sunset. Secondly, we
have few precedents for believing that sense perceptions - as distinct
from hallucinations however vivid -~ arise from pathological conditionse.
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
of the sequence or of any parallel at all to make us think that morbidity
can give rise to characteristic changes in waking consciousness. Thirdly,

there is the problem of property identity to be discussed in chapter 6 =
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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 its entirety yet fails to do so in a rational contexte.
I will return to this very difficult question of finding the most
appropriate context in which the spirituval syndrome and its relationship
with mystical perception can be understood in the final chapter but
for now I wish to go on to examine a second factor in the occurrence
of mystical perception which may explain a lot about how it comes about
and advance our ideas about the nature ot this background cycle which
is so important for the definition of the phenomenon and gives its

occurrence & contexte
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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 some single
dynamice My argument will be that mystical perception and the
emergence of & spiritual identity takes place against the background
of a quite distinct and commonplace trigger-reection sequence, known
as traumatizatione 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 witn 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 deaiing 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.
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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.

TRIGGER=-RTACTION.

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 and 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 etce 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
moody a change which is not merely descriptive but one which can be
diagnosed alsoe 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 conteit 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 argumente.




291,
1. Traumatization has no integral relationship with mystical experience.
Though I will contend that all cases of mystical experience occur
against a background of traumstization &, 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
traumatizations 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
end spirituality - that I am most interested in though it is relevant

to their occurrencee

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 guerantee 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
matters 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, it 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
similarly many degrees of. everyday shock. The point is an important
one since, though I am clsiming that there is a recognizable state of
mind and, indeed, clinical state in which mystical experience occurs,
I also accept that there is a huge variation:in the symptomatology
of this state. It has, hitherto, been & contentious issue as to whether
or not mystical perception is a total mind-state involving euphoria,
loss of all sense of time etce Traumatization solves the question
for it is cammatible both with mystical perception occurring under
conditions of ecstasy and with it occurring under apparently near-normal
conditions = some report of slight trembling or vhatever indicating,

in the latter case, that the subjects are nonetheless traumatized.

THZ TRLGGTR.

Trauma, in all its possible forms, provides the common thread for all
the varied circumstances in which mystical experience is reported to
have occurreds The high incidence of mystical, i.e. 'near-death'
experience, amongst the terminally ill = over 40% = for example, is
explicable in the very conditions of acute illness be it stress, fear
of death, pain or metabolic change. MNany other famous cases, such as
those of Julian of Norwich, Ignatius Ioyola etc. have also occurred
under conditions of acute, if not fatal, illness or injury. Sexual
activity or other exertions are commonly mentioned. Tasting or other
practices = in or out of a religious context = which tend to exhaustion
such as vigils and repetitive chanting all may play a part, in addition
to existential 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
but since none isasufficient condition, their collective significance
has perhaps been overlookeds 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 abouts 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 seconde.

Ao THE PROBIEMS OF EGO~-IDENTITY.
In mystical cases & 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 ovtset it is worth making three points about this. TFirstly, that
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whilst we find this circumstance commonly in mystical cases, I have
no reason to believe that traumatization from 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 minde 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 accidentale 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 lajor 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 Avile, 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 trakce state or vision which,
as I shall discuss under reaction, often mark the cuset of traumatization.
She describes the sudden onset of these states as a 'blow' that 'wounds
us severely se. not I think in that part of our nature subject to physical
pein 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 grief in separation from God ... this increases the angpuish to such
a degree that the sufferer gives vent to loud cries ... you ma; ask why
she does not conform herself to the will of God since shie has so
conpletely surrendered herself to ite Hitherto she has been able to do
so and she consecrated her life to it; but now she cannot because her
reason is reduced to such a state ¢es why should she seek to live apart
from her only Good? She feels a strange loneliness, finding no companio-
ship in any earthly creature ... 21l society is a torture to her. She
is like one susvended in mid-zir, who can neither touch the earth nor
mount to heaven; she is unable to reach the water wnile parched with
thirst and this is not a2 thirst that can be borne ... this (spiritual)
agony does not continue for long ..« in one cese, vhere it lasted only
a quarter of an hour, the sufferer was left utterly exhausted; indeed
so violent was the attack that she conpletely lost consciousnesse. This
occurred when she unexpectedly heard some verses to the effect that
life seemed unending'e Of tlis same instance she continues, 'All
Tastertide she had suffered such aridity as herdly to realize what mystery
was being celebrated ... These feelings cannot be concealed ... her desire
for death which so oppresses her soul with grief that it appears on the

point of leaving her body, yet her mind, terrified at the thought, tries




297.

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
canforter 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, & tripwire -~ in this case some meaningful verse -
which I shall discuss further below and finally there is the onset of

traumatization.

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's.
William James offers a fine collection of cases in his 'the sick soul',
'the divided self' and 'conversion' which show Jjust how severe and
stressfvl these periods of existential doubt can be« For instance,
Jouffroy's account, 'l 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 clung to these last
beliefs as a ship-wrecked sailor clings to the fragments of his vessel:
vainly frightened at the unknown void eee 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, beliefsy, it forced me to let go of everythinge The investigation
went on more obstinate and more severe as it drew near its term eee I

knew then that in the depth of my mind nothing was left that stood erect.
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That moment was a frightful one!' (3). Though the ostensible cause
may vary from case to cases fear of death, loss of ideals, the
meaninglessness of life etcey I think it indisputable that the primary
effect of all this soul-searching is to cfeate stress through fear and
anxiety which, as a threatvto well~being, is quite the equal of a road
accidentes I think it significant that, as in the two examples quoted
above, typically the onset of this phase of questioning and self=-doubt
is often very sudden, short-lived and climactic in nature. There may be
cases of 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 it is the stress generated by a sudden and climactic episode which
is probably not equalled in long=term worry that is the important factor

and not any intellectual aspect which is common to both types of casee.

Presumably, because existential and religious questioning figure so
prominently in this type of case, some authors from James himself to
Horne and Batson and Ventis have tried to understand +this and subsequent
stages in terms of some single creative or problem-solving sequence.

Iy reasons for not accepting this view and for here treating fear and
anxiety, rather than the intellectual content, as the sole cause of the
next stage are as follows. 1. The same reaction - see below = follows
from diverse causes, as much, say, from injury etc. as from existential
questioning and there are cases vhere one subject has experienced the

~ ~

same reaction more than once in the face of quite di

Fa¥al

fferent conditionse
The reaction may solve the subject's difficulties but this is no reason
to think of it in terms of problem=solving if the answer has no logical

relationship with the difficulties faced but represents a stereotyped
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and universal response to adversity of all kindse I do not doubt that
there are cases that could be understood in either way. The case of
lr. Bradley's confirming experience, for example, might be construed
as traums or problem=solvings, Nine years after his conversion lire
Bradley 'went to hear the liethodist «.. Ile spoke of the ushering in
of the day of general judgement, and he set it forth in such a solemn
and terrible manner as I never heard before. The scene of that day
appeared to be taking place and so awakened were all the powers of my
mind that I trembled involuntarily on the bench. I went directly home
and I wondered what made me feel so stupid ... about five minutes later «..
I began to feel my heart beat very quick all on a sudden ... my heart
increased in its beating which soon convinced me that it was the Holy
Svirit from the effect it had on me. I began to feel exceedingly happy
and humble and such a sense of unworthiness .. 2 streanm resembling
air in feeling came into my mouth and heart in a more sensible manner
than that of drinking anything eee it took complete possession of my soul'(4).
A case might here be made for cognitive restructuring in the face of the
lethodist's words but it is overly complex to explain one type of case
in this way and ‘'spontaneous' cases, those without any intellectual
background = as James does -~ in terms of 'divine will' when accounts of
all types are compatible with the trauma model. 2. If we are dealing
with problem-solving it is odd how many subjects find that the 'solution!
fails to satisfy for lonze As in Teresa's case some shortly find themselves
back in the same plight as before or at the very least, as Starbuck
noted, feel a 'backslidingz' until some further confirming experience
occurse This pattern, however, is precisely what we would expect if
we are dealing with a metabolic reaction which is inevitably short-
livede 3. Since rarely can we think of the subsequent state as a

rational solution to particular existential problems and there is
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nothing in these cases comparable to Kirkovle's dream of the benzene
ringy, 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 'solution' 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 modele 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 factore 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 the immediate circumstance of his experience and the new perception
thiies 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 alienmtion 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 doy, in fact,
even play so much a role as that of generating stress. It may be 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 waye. 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 etce. are, like the acute perception of self-igolation 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 mekes no difference one way o:* the other to my argument
what the cause of trasuma 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 existencee 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 tranguillizers to reduce anxiety and promote a sense

of contentment - though the adoption of this line of thought would have




3024
very far-reaching implications for our understanding of mental contents
and personzlity. Such little evidence as we have may be looked at in
either waye 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 mentalistic 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 maturations It is an interesting question.
However, whichever way we chose to understand these bouts of meaningf.l-
ness, fear of death etcey there is little doubt that a traumatic reaction
is induced be it through the stress of mentalistic fears or, as in other

casesy through some underlying physiological processe

Be. OTHER TYPES OF CRISIS WHICH TRIGGER TRAUMATIC RIACTION.

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.ge '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 sheslls with flames raging inside them oo
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




303,
and humiliated me. I rushed to my room in a state of despair, feeling
as worthless as an empty shell ..e.suddenly my separate self ceased to
exist etc.! (8). (In passing it is worth noting that at the level of
human reaction to threats to well=being, it appears that a distinction
between psychological and physiological causation is too crude since
some minor embarassment and a bomb blast can both induce a similar
reaction). Ve have many cases occurring iﬁ contexts which both occur
naturally and which are reflected in religious practices. Fasts =
which may well produce an 'insulin shock' effect « exhaustion be it
from overwork or vigils and many other situations which place a strain
on physiology are all reported and I think it matters little whether
the stressful situation occurs accidentally or, as .in many Teligious
practices, is contriveds As in David Brainerd's account, quoted by
James (9), we may find several possible causes of reaction given =
existential anxiety, fasting, long vigils - and in such cases each
factor may contribute cumulatively to the effect produced. In the context
of trauma such cases are no longer, in James' words, 'spontaneous'.
They have a background and it is the same background as we find in
'classic' cases where there is only a preoccupation with existential
and religious concerns. On this view it is no longer surprising that
we find so many cases occurring in evidently stressful situations -
the death-bed (40% or so have 'N-D e '), the battlefield, religious
practices and many other, less common, situations, physiological and
psychological alikee I have no figures but leafing through the reports,
where background information is given at all, we find sex, exertion,
athletics, everyday harassment, illness etc. mentioned quite as frequently
as obsessive concern with identity and religion and I take this to be

conclusive for the trauma model, in terms of which alone, all these
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various occasions assume a significance. Ve also find that all these
'non-religious' 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 threate 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 ees! (11), 'T was grief-stricken'y, 'I was
deeply distressed'y 'in a state of intense wretchedness' (12) and either
existential anxiety or some mundane factor - illnessysayy = 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 whefe self-identity is deliberately
abandoned as in Turner's sociaslly-sanctioned rites of passage, that a
high level of stress can be induceds. Teresa of Avila specifically
warns her novices against the trance-like reaction which arises from
an absorition in devotion and the author Jack london offers a very good
account of the reaction and subsequent experiences arising from 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 ofy I do not know why monotony and a reduction in the

re~inforcement of our ego-identity should have this effecte

It is then my argument that in every case of mystical experience,

as in many commonplace experiences, we will find some threat to well=-
being, at least a perceived threat, that suffices to trigger the reactive
phase I shall discuss belowe Such is the variation in human reaction

to threat that we may find the threat to be profound in one case and
trivial in another but in any event it does not matter what the trigger
is so long as it serves to produce this effect on an individuale If I

am right about this the first stage in the events leading to mystical
experience arises entirely from the accidents of life though, in one

case - where an intense perception of self-identity is linked with
problems inherent in such a perception = the likelihood of trauma can

be predicteds Ify in all these cases, we find the same reaction occurring
I believe it will 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 it is ego-control is lost.

THE CONDITIONS FOR TRAUMATIZATION.

I do not think it is enough to argue that in each case we come across
there is at least a perceived threat to well-being for it is clear that
the conditions under which the threat occurs are relevant to the outcome -
since no trigger is a sufficient cause of reaction in itself - and,in
examining these conditions, from what we know about mystical experience
we can tie its occurrence more closely to the model of traumatization.
I identify four main conditions which mzke it more likely that a reaction
will occur though I accept that, even under optimum conditions, the

severest threat may not produce a reaction - such is human variability.
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T am not suggesting that these conditions are necessary for traumatization
but only that, in the face of a recognizable threat to well-being, their
presence will increase the probability of traumatization occurring and

thus the possibility of mystical experience.

A. ACUTE EGO=-IDENTITY.

This first condition has already been mentioned above. It is my contention
that the sharper the perception of self as an isolated, finite and wholly
autonomous being the greater the vulnerability to stress and trauma in
vhatever form these may occur. I have discussed the existential crises
which often go hand in hand with an acute perception of this form of
self-identity and believe this explains the frequency with which we
encounter this type of background but would arrue that this sort of self-
perception is a condition for traums whether or not there is evidence of
concomitant existential anxietiess It is to be remembered that this sort
of acute perception of individuality is not the normal condition of mankind.
Interrogators have to induce this state in many by isolating them from
family, peers and even place with which they might otherwise identify
themselves and revivalists similarly need to encourage the sense of
individual guilt and sine It is also relevant that the intensity of

this perception varies even in those for which it represents & norme

In the hypnopompic state we have, as do the very young, less self=
consciousness, similarly in drunkenness. Whatever the cause of this
perception may be, I would arcue that the individval who believes himself
to be alone not only may have self-doubts etce but is far more vulnerable
to the destabilization of his self=-perception than would be the individual
who sees himself in terms of a broader pattern be it an ideal, clan or

whatevers Though you might destroy an aboriginal's sense of identity
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by destroying his locale, it is difficult to "shake the firm believer
who identifies with something greater than his own finite body-image

just as,I believey it is near impossible to shoek a sleeping or comatose
mane It may be that some severe physiological threat will traumatize

even those with a minimum of subjectivity but it does seem to be the case
that the greater the sense of subjectivity the greater is the proneness

to traumatization and identity=-loss.in the face of some vicissitude.

As in mundane cases the acuteness of ego-identity seems to be a factor

in mystical experience and conversion. Even when the subject does not
report an existential crisis or that he is labouring under the burdens

of guilt and sin, there are often clues that there is an intense perception
of self-isolation etc. though it is not itself offered as the cause of
the subsequent ego-abandonment which may be any one of the accidents

of life discussed above, illness etc. In these 'spontaneous' cases we
often come across terms such as 'aloneness', 'feeling the weight of
responsibilities' 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 of existential
anxiety, guilt etc. apart - we can note that in a great many cases

it is explicitly indicated and, whilst I cannot explain the link, I

find this correlation entirely cogitable.

Be THE RFDUNDANCY OF EGO-CONTROLe

Though for many there may be shocks to the system which cannot be borne
for a moment - many 'black out' immediately after a car crash say, whether
or not they are seriously injured - as in the case of delayed shockifﬁ

other reports, there is evidence of a volitionsl element in the abandoning
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of ego-controle In most cases we find that little point is served by
conscious control; 'I was ski-ing .ee 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 of the Presence
of Gode I was unaware of the passage of time'(13). Ve sometimes read
of & case where, though severely injured, the subject drives himself
to hospital before collapsing or otherwise retains conscious control
for as long as this serves some important purpose. Similarly, in
mystical cases, we sometimes find that the reaction sets in only when the
usefulness of conscious and rational action is exhausted or the danger
passedy it is safe to react = in other ctrcumstances the subject simply
has time to reacte In the case of Major Haswell's battlefield experience,
though under heavy firey it is noteworthy that the experience did not
come until ordered to make a dash for safety there was nothing further
he could do for himself or his men but run pell-mell through the field
of fire. Though in this case there was nothing intentionzl about
'trusting to instinct'y, I suspect that hitherto the responsibility he
obviously felt had inhibited traumatization earlier just as the initial
shock of bereavement, say, is often postponed until the formalities have
been completeds Ve find such a postponement, tntil a suitable moment,
in many mystical cases. Individuals, though ill, exhausted or harassed
keep going until an opportune moment arises = they have got home, are
sitting on a bus or a train with time to spare - 'After an exhausting
days I had thrown myself down on my bed tired out, I seemed immediately ..'
(14) for them to be able to relax ego-control. In some circumstances
we may seek the release of ego-abandomment, in sex, say, or athletics,

for the pleasure of it or for the enhanced prowess it brings and
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whilst I ddubt, anymore than in . sleep, many can will this condition,
it is significant that many features of the religious life are geared to
making the abandoning of ego-control easier. Freedom from personal
responsibilit¥es and commitments and, in the. convents of the past,
the taking away from the individual of even the most minor decisions
has surely had the effect of making the retention of ego-control all but
superfluous. My belief is then that the activities of conscious control
may, in many cases, inhibit the onset of a reaction despite some poweriul
trigger and it is only when one's designs are stilled or all hope of
effective action is despaired of that the reaction can occur. Some
situations are beyond self=-help - drowning alone miles from land etce =
and in such circumstances there may be no delay but in others there is
an element of compliance in the reaction though this could rarely be called

self-surrenders

Ce REIAXATION OF CONTROLe

If the superfluity of ego-control is important, it appears that the
relaxation of this control and the inhibiting effect it has is not easy
whether ego=-control is serving a purpose or not. Both this third and the
final condition discussed below appear important in so far as they favour
a 'letting go' taking place in the face of a crisis which is not over=-
whelminge Three situations especially figure prominently in the reports
we have, each of which favovd & relaxation of ego-controle The first is
solitude, the second natural surroundings and the aesthetic and these two
are often found together - 'the phenomenon invariably occurs out of doors,
more often than not when I am alone' (15) - and the third is prayer.

1e It is not difficult to understand that when we are interacting with
someone else, even with somebody we are at ease with, that there is sufficient
stimulation and re-inforcement of our identity to inhibit a relaxation

of ego=-controle Cases may occur in crowded places but almost never when
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the subject is actively interacting with those around hime. Tue only
X of is 1f a crowd has fethered for tiie common nurpece

of being taken out of thenselves, a revivalist meeting, perhanc,or at a

'miraculous! shrine, in short wvhere the relaxation of ego-control is
sanctioned. In poscing, this appears to be a peint of dillerence betresn
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would describe them simply as

wunravourable conditions rather than 'anti-trigcers', as Iasld does,

e

t is self=-evident that the érab and artless are not conducive to that
mood of relaxation and 'letting go' that assists the loss of ego-control.

It is significant that mystical experience is rarel;” reported asminst
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such backgrounds except when the precipitating crisis is over-whelming =~
the battlefield, hypothermia etce Some might wish to argue that nature
and solitude are irrelevant, for nature = even if it is only a public
park - i still one of the commonest of human back-cloths and, if mystics
are troubled individuals, as likely as not, they will be alone when their
experiences occur. Yet, though not necessary conditions, I would argue
that the frequent mention of nature and solitude is significant in the
context of the relaxation of self-identity and the fact, 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 of relaxation figures very prominently in the cases under
study here. Tor instance, Mre. J.H. Hadley, cited by James, beset by
personality problems, alecoholism and guilt found that having 'halted but

a moment and then with a breaking heart, I said, "Dear Jesus, can you

help me? UNever with mortal tongue can I describe that moment. Although

up to that moment my soul had been filled with indescribable gloom, I felt
the glorious brightness of the noonday sun shine into my heart! (18), an
experience shared by many others. 'I forgot myself more completely than

I have ever done before «s. 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 of my real self. T
Xnew that to give myself utterly to God was to change my personality
absolutely' (19)s Some would favour theological explavations but I think

we need look no further than the placing of personal responsibility into
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other hands and sometimes, in preying for others, simply a forgetting
of selfe I do not see prayer as a trigger but only as a condition,
like nature or art, which helps to take the individual, already under
threat, "out of himself" so to speak and thereby breaks down the
inhibiting effects of an overstrong delimitation of one's own identitye.
Many authors refer to 'self-surrender' in a psychological or religious
context but the usual forms of prayer, at least, cannot be treated in
this way for the individual is 2lready under pressure and prayer merely
facilitates a reaction which may occur enyway. Perhaps there are some
forms of prayer, amongst the many types discerned by the spiritual,
that could be treated as triggers. HMind-emptying or mind-numbing
repetitions may serve both: to generate stress and breakdown ego-control
but in most everyday cases we come across prayer seeas to serve, like

counting sheep at bedtime, as a way of reducing self=-gwareness.

One could discuss these factors at great lensth but I think it vnnecessary
in so far as these recognized correlates can g8ll be understood simply as
ways to reduce the inhibiting effect that ego-control has on autonomic
reactions. Some mystics have their own ways, sometimes highly
idiosyncraticy of inducing that frame of mind in which their sought-

after experiences are known to occur but in finding preyer, 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 of self=-identity is often required and that these are good

illustrations of the way in which this can come about.

De THE TRIP=VIRE.

Given an acute sense of self-identity 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 self-identity with the shedding of

all the responsibility and possibilities for aciion that autonomy
entails, the reaction, like sleep, sometimes, may not come until a
final condition is mets I call this final condition a trip-wire, an
event without inherent significance which captures the attention and
allows the autonomic reaction - in this case traumatization - to be
releaseds From the records, it seems, anything may serve this function,
a bird suddenly taking to the air, a sunset, an overheard word, a
sudden stumbling, anything in fact which momentarily takes our mind off
the subjectivity of our own impressions. The impression experients

of trauma have, mystical and mundane alike, is that their attention is
suddenly caught or enraptured by a trivial detail in their enviromment -
the shape of a twig, the comical expression on another's face = which
would normally escape detection and which suddenly assumes a momentous
significance.s Many earthquake victims, say, report that their last
clear memory was of some trifle, a shoe perhaps or the incongruity of
some detall around them and similarly, in many mystical cases, we find
the subject dwelling on some word or some other insismnificant detail
that appears to have momentous implications, smells are also commonly
reported in this context. 'I remember once sitting on a sofa smoking
and looking at an ordinary copper ashtray. Suddenly I felt I was
beginning to understand what the ashtray was, and, at the same time,
with a certain wonder and almost fear, I felt that I had never understood
it before +.. the ashtray roused & whirlwind of thoughts and images.

It contained such an infinite number of facts, of events' (20). !'The

significance of this swept over me like a wave. The wave had originated

in an articulate verbal insight; but this evaporated at once leaving

only a wordless essence ees '(21).
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Such significance as the trip-wire has is clearly imposed by the subject,
an action which serves as an involuntary self-release mechanism but in
mundane cases there is no reason to suppose that the trip~-wire 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 trifle with undue significance, but actually conjures up its own
trip-wire to trigger the shift from ego-controls In Teresa of Avila's
casey if 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
of Christ which preceded his celebrated mystical experience and subsequent
conversion? Inmuch distress Charles I'inney, we are told, entered a room
'there was no fire and no light nevertheless it appeared to me as if it
were perfectly light +e.. 1t seemed as if I met the Lord Jesus fece to
facee It did not occur to me theny nor did it for some time afterwarcs,
that it was wholly a mental states On the contrary, it 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 %0 break me right down at His feets I have
always regarded this as a most remarkable state of mind; for it seemed
to me a reality that He stood before me and I fell down at His feet
and poured out my soul to Him, I wept aloud like & child ...' (22).
In other cases the trip~wire is what might be called an auditory thought.

We find that 'it flashed through my mind "This is the Holy Spirit"! (23)

is the prelude to an awareness of divine presence and similarly mény
Biblical 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 of earthquake victims. They may be

indicative of a subliminal preoccupation but since they are infrequent,
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even in mystical cases, T would not care to base a theory upon theme

Taken in the context of a precipitating crisis of 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 hypothesise We find such cases as 'I was in bed at
the time it happened, and my elder son was very ill. I lay there some
time worrying about him and then realized no good could come of that,

so I deliberately set to work to relax ... Finally, I was meditating

on God eee and lingering mentally on what was implied by these wonderful
words (Psalm 23).-~Suddenly T became aware eee '(24) so commonly that
the background must be thought of as having significance and it is only
in terms of trauma’ that a heightened sense of self;isolation; the opportune‘
moment and the other immediate circumstances we associate with mystical
experience have a significance. By this model we can understand why

such factors are important though not necessary conditions for what
follows and together they flesh out the first part of the sequence
leading through mystical experience to spirituality, making it very
distinctive. Vith the exception of the self-generated trip-wire in

some cases, 1 have no reason to believe that the loss of ego-identity

and its replacement by an autonomic state of functioning differs as a
process in mystical cases from that in mundane traumstization for all

the same preliminary factors are involved and, as I hope to show, so is
the same reaction. In terms of threat and the conditions which enable
threat to produce a traumatic reaction we are able to weld together all
the diverse circumstances reported as background to mystical experience
and by understanding the reaction we will be able to recognize much about

the immediate circumstance in which mystical experiences occurs
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THE REACTION.

A piquant example in a mundane context of the trigger=-traumatization
sequence I have in mind would bej; 'Suddenly a crackling was heard;

all of us were alarmed, and in an instant a tiger, rushing out of the
Jjungle, pounced upon one of the party ... the rush of the animal, and
the crush of the poor victim's bones in his mouth, and his last cry

of distress, "Ho hai " involuntarily re-echoed by all of us, was over in
three seconds and then I do not know what happened till I returned to
my senses, when I found myself lying down on the ground ... our limbs
stiffened, our power of speech ceased and our hearts beat violently,

and only a whisper of the same "Ho hai " was heard from us ... aiter
this everyone of us was attacked with fever, attended with shivering in
which deplorable state we remained till morning' (25)e The same type of
reaction which this example illustrates so graphieally can, I believe,
be discerned also in thoge cases in which mystical experience occurs
where it arises for precisely the same reasons - severe stress or traumsa
occurring under conditions such as the redundancy of ego-control etce

In so far as the reaction, in 81l cases arises from endocrinal changes,

it is a condition with an empirical identity but, as mentioned above,

the effects can be very variable depending in part at least on circumsiances

and the idiosyncracies of individual metabolisms. Shock alone can be "mild",

"deep'",y instantaneous or delayed, short-lived or lasting besides which

there are many other forms of reaction ranging from unconsciousness or

trance to daze or a mild "switching off", euphoria, emotional outburst etc.

This recognized variability, however, helps explain why it is in some

cases a clear picture of trauma emerges and in others only a few minor

clues are offered as to the state of mind against which mystical experience

occurs but I shall contend that in all 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 shift to
spiritual orientation in terms of trauma for, variable or not, no
definition of trauma alone would include the possibility of such
ubsequent events but it does give mystical experience a very identifiable

background and does give us a base from which to predict its occurrence.

Here, despite the considerable veriations in the form traumatic reaction
will take, I wish to characterize this state and show that mystics are
in this condition when their perceptions occur and that it is the same
condition as we find in cases of mundane shock etce I propose first

to discuss the clinical features of trauma, for it is a diagnosable
condition and then proceed to the features of trauma as a subjective
experience which are also characteristic if not always state-specifice.
These descriptive features are ego-abandomment, a feeling of timelessness,
disorientation and dislocation, feelings of warmth, veace, euphoria and,
finally, a number of quasi-physical sensations such as tingling. If we
can recognize such features as typical of the background sgainst which
mystical experience occursy in conjunction with the triggers and
conditions for these experiences, I believe we have a model which fully

explains the first stage of a two-fold process.

DIAGROSIS.
Traumatization can be readily diagnosed by anybody with knowledge of the
condition even ify as is so often the case even in mundane cases, the

metabolic changes which have occurred have not been chemically analysede
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The most common sigms are an initial period of unconsciousness - a"dead
faint' - uncontrollable trembling and, often, hypothermie, & period of
very poor responsiveness - an inability to focus, speak clearly or
concentratey, dilated pupils etce. etc. Should we find such symptoms

in mysticel cases there will be every reason, prime facie, to conclude that
our subjects are in a state of shock for, together, such symptoms are

not typical of any other common condition.

As in the tiger example, often the first observable sign of shock is

a sudden faint, Teresa of Avila tells us that 'when He intends ravishing
the soul He takes away the power of speech, and although occasionally
the other faculties are retained rather longer, no word can bhe uttered.
Sometimes the person is at once deprived of all the senses, the hands
and body becoming as cold as if the soul had fled, occasionally no
breathing can be detectede 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 itself (but still) it leaves the will so
inebriated and the mind so transported out of itself that for a day,

or sometimes for several days such a person is incapable of attending
to anything' (26). If fainting doea occur as in Teresa's account,

it appears that the subject may sometimes first be 'struck dumb', there
being a moment of rigidity before collapse which is borne out in a
number of other accounts. For example, Curtayne tells us that on one
occasion Catherine of Siena having 'made an unusually prolonged
thenksgiving «es suddenly Delle Vigne noticed Catherine look up at the
Crucifix .ess then her eyes closed, she knelt upright, her face flushing

and flung out her arms. She remained so a few seconds, while all those
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in the church watched her uneasily. Two of the women were just rising

to go to her, when she collapsed into utter inertness ... one would have
saig¢ life was extinct! (27). Collapse, whether or not preceded by a
moment of rigidity, is fairly common in the accounts = James offers us
many in the context of conversion e.ge 'the last I remember was falling
back with the same unseen hand at my throat ... when I came round' (28) -
and 'swoons' and 'spiritual slumbers' pepper 'classic' autobiographies
and many, like the revivalist Edwards, thought them evidence of miraculous
interventione I do not know whether collapse is indicative of the
severity of the metabolic reaction or whether there is something hysterical
about it for, though it is common enough also in everyday life, it seems
to have occurred with particular frequency in monastic settings wvhere

one might suppose the felt changes in metabolism struck the subjects as
being particularly portent-ous. Whatever is the case, if faint occurs,
this is not a mere "nodding off" but a cetaleptic state recognizable by
the rigidity and coldness of the body, the low pulse rate and all but

indetectable breathinge

Whether or not catalepsy has occurred, trauma is most easily recognizecd

by the dazed or trance-~like condition of the subject which usuailly

only gradually passes away. The pupils are dilated, the subject appears

to have little awareness of his surroundings, fails to react to stimuli,

if able to speak either speaks unnaturally slowly and deliberately or

else is incoherent, in short a condition often compared with drunkenness Gut
one whose symptomology can vary very considerably. Teresa of Avila

writes much about these states and interestingly shows that she experienced
them both in and ocut of the context of mystical perception, the only

difference between these contexts being that, where mystical experience
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occurred, the trance state was briefer. ﬁhen the trance occurred

without divine experience, she recognized its true cause, which she
attributed solely to 'their penances, prayers and vigils even merely
because of debility of health «es their bodies being languid and weak,
they fall into a slumber and abandon themselves to a sort of intoxication ese
this state lasted with a certain person for eight hours, during which
time she was neither insensible, nor had she any thought of Gods She was
cured by being made to eat and sleep well and to leave off some of her
penances' (2¢) but in the divine 'ravishings' we still find the same
’langour both of mind and body'. Tlsewhere Teresa discussing the 'prayer
of quiet', describes someone in this wholly distracted condition taking
more than an hour to recite the Lord's Prayer which is so very
reminiscent of the 'Ho hai' being muttered by the survivors of the tiger
attacke. Naturally enough such observaetions rarely appear in subjective
accounts of the experience and the only objective descriptions we have
of the trance state and the picture of slowed reactions come from
witnesses, if any. The subject may not at all be aware that he is dazed
or that his reactions and thought processes are slow and unreliable

for, apart from the distraction caused by mystical experience, he has

lost the ability to judge his own performance.

One very marked feature of shock is uncontrollable trembling which in
various religious movements has been interpreted as a proof of divine
interventions Von Hugel tells us that Catherine of Genoa had states =
which interestingly she herself described as 'a giddiness!' - that 'lasted
for about three hours, her body trembling like a leaf and then her body
became quiet again but was now so broken and weak that it was necessary
to give her minced chicken to revive her and a good many days had to

pass before she returned to her vigour' [30). And that on other occasions

'when all her body trembled it was impossible to move her from her bed;
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she did not eat, drank next to nothing, and did not sleep' (31). Though
in some cases the subject has some awareness of his condition, 'I was
just like shaking all over and crying' (32), 'I was paralyzed ~ I could'nt
move .ee (I had) feelings of being whipped around by a 90 mile an hour
wind'! (33)'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 of admirers, if any, who have observed such signs though fortunately,
so remarkable 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 all out of joint', which perhaps attests to the violence
of the reaction in some cases but being uncormon would not seem to shed
much further light on the state.
There are then three main clinical symptoms, catalepsy, trance and
trembling one or other of which, at least, is invariably mentioned
by witnesses to these episodes. Sometimes we are presented with a picture
of out and out shock - fainting, lack of awareness of surroundings for days
violent shaking, sometimes of a mild daze-like condition ~'his countenance
agssumeg€ & blank, far-away expression, he no longer seemed to be aware
of where he was or that an audience sat before him'e Whether or not
some specific illness plays a part in bringing about their condition,
T do not believe that such pictures of mystics as we are presented with
indicate anything other than a state of reactive traumatization especially
since they must be viewed in the light of a precipitating crisis. The
sudden onset, the gradual diminu_tion, even the treatments prescribed
by admirers all point to shock -~ '"mild" or "deep', immediate or delayed =
which is quite the same as we find in mundane casese. Txperimental

confirmgtion may have to await the chance of a mystic having an experience
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in the laboratory but on objective grounds alone there is no reason
to doubt that it is against this background of reaction that their

experiences take placee

The subject's ovn descriptions also support this diagnosis though, as
in mundane cases, those aspects of the state which the experients are
aware of are quite different from the clinical symptomatology. Since in
the case of mystical experience we have many more descriptions of how
travmatization feels than objective observations about how it appears
to others, it is well worth characterizing these partly to give grounds
for arguing that all mystics are traumatized and partly so that we

can distinguish between these elements which.relate to trauma and those

which relate to mystical experience and subsequent spiritualitye.

1. EGO-ABANDONMENT.

Perhaps the most prominent descriptive feature of traumatization is the
loss, in some degree, of subjectivity. Whether or not a period of
unconsciousness has occurred, we invariably find that self-awareness

is greatly diminished. This greatly reduced sense of subjectivity

is compatible with varying degrees of conscious awareness. In the case

of mystics, though aware of the manifestations of the divine presence, for
some it is against the background of a blank reverie, 'the soul is asleep,
fast asleep as regards the world and itself ... deprived of all feeling
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 satisfaction,
peace and happiness' (34). TFor others, however, there is a depersonalized

awareness of the environment, subjectivity having been diminished or,
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interestingly, sometimes reduced to the rolz of a bystander and, in

such states, consciousness can be clear, indeed, sometimes experients

say that

they see the world around them prepeAly for the first time.

So in these cases we find that 'throughout the entire experience I

was always aware of being conscious, but ees I was no longer conscious

of the personality nor of being in any kind of body' (35) or 'I

suddenly ceased to be me (that is in the sense of me I had thought I was -~

living in a particular house etc.) ... Of & consciousness that take(s)

in everything without limit but reacted to nothing in the sense of

"knowing” and "loving"' (36)s The loss of subjectivity is so commonly

encountered - 'I saw things without a subject/object duality' (37),

'my separate self ceased to exist', 'the I had cezsed to exist.

to a concrete experience that is verbally incommnicable - yet real' (38) -

I refer

both in mystical and mundane cases that it must be thought of as

characteristic of traumatization = though not state specific as it occurs

in the hypnopompic state, for example, as well.

This ability to uncouple

subjectivity from consciousness be it of the environment, mystical

erception or,y, in some cases, both simultaneously, raises a number
9

of questions which I shall later address. However, for now it is

sufficient to note that the framework of subjectivity which usually

surrounds all that we are conscious of, is reduced whether or not

»

consciousness itself is much affectede.

2. TIMCLESSNESS, DISORIENTATION.

Vhatever
subjects
of where

usually,

consciousness remains, in both mystical and mundane cases
typically lose all sense of time passing, often any clear idea
they are, and any sense of continuity with past events = indeed

if remembered at all, this phase stands outside of all the
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parameters which normally circumscribe our perceptions and give them
particularity. Ve always find such comments as 'I do not know how

long it lasted but it could only have been o..' or 'I had quite forgotten
where T was' and Koestler could not even remember that he was due to

be executed (39)e In mundane shock there is a clear relationship
between dazed appearance and this "forgetfulness" of all that gives
order to consciousness though it is not remembered as a state of
confusion such as might arise from psychotropic drugs. It is an
atemporal state of mind rather than one where sense of time, say, is
distortede In mystical cases there is of course an acute awareness of
some supernatural perception and the subject's experience in this respect
does not match his outward appearance but in so far as he has no sense
of time, locality ‘etc. there is nevertheless that same relationship with
appearance as in mundane cases for 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 enviromment. This
'transcendence' of or freedom from the framework which gives everyday
perceptions particularity is invariably valued by experients and, whilst
there can be little 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,
it is quite possible that we nonetheless respond appropriately -
survivors of icy waters, say, often have no recollection of how they
kept afloat and kept warme Presumably this 'transcendence' of the
finitude of our everyday experience is connected to the reduction or
loss of subjectivity, an uncoupling of a2ll those regulatory mechanisms

that give = sense of personal order to the experiences we havee.
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3+ WARIMTH AI@ PﬁAéE.
In hypothermia, for exanple, subjects report how thsy sank into a
drowsy, lethargic state in which they felt totally warm, comfortable
and at peace and since mystics report the same sort of feelings I
can only assume that, in their case also, such feelings characterize
traumatizations 'A feeling of overwhelming well-being and complete
relaxation (40), heat began to suffuse me, creeping down my arms and
body right through my legs to my feet ... feelings of peace' (41),
'there was such: a warmth, feeling of security' (42). Though some
endocrine reactions may, for examples raise body temperature, it is as
well to point out that there is no connection between such feelings
and the physical conditions prevailing and many must have died of the
cold so pleasurably without a xenophon to beat them back to harsh
reality. This immediate sense of warm tranquility should be distinguished
both from the localised sensations of heat and burning, discussed below,
and from the longer term 'profound tranquility' peported in relation to
the spiritual orientation for though, in the latter case, there ma: be
a connection the contexts in which they occur are quite different. In
this case peace goes with lethargy and drowsiness, in the other it goes

with greatly increased energy andafelt, clarity of minde.

4. EUPHCORTA.

In some cases, beyond & general sense of release and weli-being, tlere
are marked feelings of expansion and euphoria. 'I was swept up and out
of myself altogether into a flood of white Glory. I had no sense of
time or place. The ecstasy was terrific whilst it lasted' (43), 'an
indescribable sensation as if the whole universe were being poured

into me or rather, more as if the whole universe was welling out of me
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from some deep centre. My '"soul" thrilled and swelled and kept expandiné'(44>
Ieski in her study of ecsta:y describes the onset of this state as a
'tumescence'! a rising level of excitement that becomes an overwhelming
surge of joy and uplift - 'it came over me like a wave. It was so much

of an incredible rush! (45) = that only slowly subsides. Such cases

have always posed & problem, for some suthors have treated cases of euphoria
as mystical = whether or not non-natursl perceptions are actually reported =
whilst others from Iaski to Davidson - !'from & large variety of first=-

hand descriptions of enlightenment experiences from Buddhist, Hindu or
other sources, the subject appears to be in a state of great excitement!'(46) -
have assumed that mystical perceptions always occur against a background

of rapture. However, I would only treat euphoria &s one of a family of
symptoms of trauma, one that is commonly present in some degree but not
necessarily so in every case and a symptom that, in itself, has no intesral
relationship with mystical experience as I define ite When euphoria

becomes overwhelming, 'nlike the ancients, I see no reason to treat the
subject as being in a mystical state unless some perception of the divine

is reported, for the subject himself is usually aware of nothing - 'in

these rreat (experiences) one doesn't know this was heaven until after

you come down' - there is here a parallel with 'possession' the super=-
natural element only being apparent to the observer or in hindsight and

not in the form of direct experience. - In those cases where mystical
perception occurs there is no clear indication of a high level of
excitation, though, as would be expected from a study of mundane cases

of trauma, there is great veriation between cases in this respecte It

may be, unlike mundane cases of 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 brihg but since
we have cases in which any emotion is denied - 'T was in its presence.
No emotion, only interest .o« I mention the lack of emotion because ¢..
I would &istrust any experience of emotional intensity' (47) = there
seems no reason to assume that any high level of excitation is necessary
for mystical experience. If this is a reasonable view, euphoria/elation
are symptoms of trauma and which, if severe, could be used to characterize
one form of traumatic reaction, though such a classification would not
seem to serve much purpose, but whilst we would expect frequently to
see this symptom in the background of mystical cases, it has no more
relationship with, 'supernatural' perceptions than, say, reports of
warmih, peace or tingling. The state that mystics are all in is the

 :
one of trauma and traumatic reaction is sometimes felt to be dizzying.

5¢ QUASI-PHYSICAL SENSATIONS.

In many reports a variety of 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
se&ere. Teresa of Avila, for example, complaining that 'all 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 z pen! (48).
More usually it causes little distress, 'All at once I felt someone

near me, a Presence - dazed I knelt ... and here is the physical
phenomenon that has recurred many times since. Into my heart came a
great warmthi.eeee my hand raised in prayer also glowed from tips to wrist

with a blessed warmth and heat! (49). In some cases these sensations
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may be idiosyncratic but since they are so common particularly in
mystical cases, though tingling is characteristic of mundane cases
also, they should be treated as symptomatic of the state but not
state-specifice One might speculate here that in trauma there is an
affectation of the peripheral nervous system and that, because in mystics
these symptams are more pronounced, that in their case some degeneration
of the peripheral nervous system is indicated. If such speculations
could be justified, one might wonder just how far one could interpret
mystical experience in these terms. If, as in tinnitus, mystics are
suffering from degeneration of sensory tissues, could some of the
grosser sensations - 'sense of presence', 'penetration', the 'gripping'
of hands or heart, 'burning' or 'wounding' be explained similarly as
the effect of arcusal cn dameged tissue, a sensory effect misinterpreted
by credulous subjects? It may be a line worth pursuing though the
mystical perceptions reported, where sensory at all - as distinct
from quasi-sensory = do not normelly lend themselves to this type of
interpretation. 'Waves of liquid love' are not typical ol neuritis but
it may be & thought in some cases where localized sensations are reported
buty in any event, we do find such reports in all forms of trauma and

they are especially frequent in mystical casese

The state of trauma can then be characterized both objectively and
descriptively and, so far as one can tell, mystics are invariably

in this state when their unique perceptions occur and this state,

taken in isolation, is no different for them than for experients

of mundane shocke Given the context of a precipitating crisis and

the conditions under which this is most likely to trigger the reaction,

the diagnosis appears almost certaine In theory, at least, the model
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is falsifiable though I would not care to induce trauma in individuals
prone to mystical experience for the seke of empirically establishing

the link. The model has the advantage of giving all the various known
backgrounds of mystical experience a common significance and helps us
understand why it is the state of mind against which mystical perceptions
occur can vary in the way it does. Deep trance or merely a lessening

of self-awareness, a dizzying excl tement and euphoria or a mild elation
can all be understood in terms of 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 normzlly peters out and does not usually lead to mystical
experience, though a necessary condition for it, we are compelled to
treat the trigger - reaction sequence as a distinct end self-contained
element in the profile of mystical experience and thus to abandon attempts
to treat all the stages leading to spirituality in terms of any single
dynamice. If this view is correct there is nothing taigue about the
background to the occurrence of mystical experience = an uncommon
proportion having existential anxieties and, the possibility, of a
self=generated trip-wire apart = or indeed about many of the features

of the state in which it occurs. The dAifficulty will be to explain

why the uncormon mystical perception and the subsequent shift to spiritual

orientation with which it is linked occur only against this background.

Though it is of 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 for our notions of personality. If self=-identity and

subjectivity can in traums as in sleep, be replaced by other forms
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of functioning and are only apparent under certain metabolic conditions
which prevail only when this form of consciousness has & utility perhaps
subjectivity is not the central fact of existence many of us fondly
believe it to bese I do not doubl the efficiency of individuality and
self-awareness but only wonder, as many religious have before, whether
it amounts only to a tool which the organism has developed and uses
when conditions favour its usee. Such speculations are no doubt idle
but one cannot help wondering, what price subjectivity when it comes and
goes in accordance with a range of factors largely outside our control?
Jepersonalization affects us all for sbout eight hours a day and we
often experience & diminu_tion of subjectivity, large or small, in some
reactive state or othere It is comforting to say "I was sleeping',

"he was shocked and not himself" etc. but if we do indeed obey biological
programmes responsive to our enviromment but not necessarily to our own
wills, perhaps we really should be defined in terms other thair. those
which lay emphasis on our subjectivity and individuality. Certainly it
appears difficult to talk of i‘entity other then in relation to the
forms of metabolic functioning in which that identity is manifest. The
reactive state has implications, reinforced by the spiritual identity

I have already characterized, for our notions of subjectivity and everyday
personality and an understanding of these implications seems to lie at

the heart of the conundrum that mystical experience presents us withe

p ]

MYSTICAL PERCEPTION AGATNST A BACIGROUID OF TRAUMATIZATION.

My contention is that mystical experience occurs,y if at all, against a -
background of traumatization and is always succeeded by a shift to spiritual
identitye Though in principle this is a very distinctive profile, in
practice it is often difficult to separate the three elements in reports

and I wish here to illustrate that mystical experience is distinct from
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the background of trauma in which it occurs and similarly that though
spirituality occurs against the same background, it too can be

distinguished as a recognizable state within a state.

Descriptively, at least, there is a clear distinction between
traumatization on the one hand and mystical experience on the other.

I, will be recalled that Teresa of Avila, quoted above, was no

stranger both to traumatization and to mystical experience in the
context of traumatization and she found these to be very different
experiences. Reactive trances were described which, she admits, initially
she mistook for divine experience - 'she had unintentionally deceived
both her confessor and other people, as well as herself' (50) = but

when mystical experience does occur the difference is quite unmistakable.
Tt should be known that when God bestows such favours on the soul,
although there may be langour, both of mind and body, it is not shared
by the soul, which feels great delicht at seeing itself so near God,

nor does this state ever continue for more than a very short time.
Although the soul may become absorbed again, yet s« unless already
feeble, the body suffers neither exhaustion nor pain' (5/). It is
difficult to get any clear impression of what the soul's delight consists
of in Teresa's case but perhaps Finney's account is as illustrative

as any. Having entered a reactive phase after breaking down before

his trip-wire vision of Jesus = indicated by his loss of awareness of
the passage of time and indeed any clear memory of this first phase =~
Finney sudienly found that 'the Holy Spirit descended upon me in a
manner that seemed to go through me, body and soule I corld feel the

impression, like a wave of electricity going through and through me.
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Indeed,y, it seemed to come in waves and waves of liquid love. I can
recollect distinctly that it seemed to fan me like immense wings' (52).
Clear cut impressions of a sensory type such as these distinguish
mysticel experience from the state of traumz in which they occur for

a sense of overwhelming love, in the context of a numinous presence

that is not recognized as part of one's own personality, is not reported
even in the most euphoric of everyday reactive states. The occurrence

of mystical perception would then seem to add something extra to the
reactive state and change its outcome both shortening it and leading

to a new sense of self-identity rather then a gradvual return to the olde
In a case such as 'my body became immovably ronted; breath was drawn

out of my lungs as if by some huge magnets Soul and mind instantly lost
their physical bondage ... The flesh was as though dead yet in my intense
awvareness I knew that never before had I been fully alive. Ify sense of
identity was no longer narrowly confined to a body but embraced the
circumambieéent 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.
A1l objects vithin my panoramic gaze trembled and vibrated like quick
motion pictures ... all became violently agitated until all melted into
a luminescent sea +..The unifying light alternated with materializations
of form se.ean oceanic Jjoy eee the Spirit of Gody I realized, is exhaustless
bliss +se the entire cosmos, gently luminous, like a city seen afar at
night, glimmered within the infinitude of my being ... suddenly the
breath returned to my lungs' (53), it might be possible to argue about
precisely which feelings and sensations ensue from.trauma and which belong
to mystical perception but not that the latter mystical element, is
something distinctive and discrete which adds something wholly new and

untypical to the experience of trauma.
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In general it appears that mystical experience occurs very shortly after
the onset of reaction and ego-abandorment. As discussed above, some 0dd
visions and voices are reported immediately prior to the reactive

slage in some cases which appear to play the role of trip=-wire but

since neither Finney nor Teresa of Avila were, for long, convinced of

the veridicality of these impressions, I see no reason to treat them

as we would the experiences which follow. It appears to be the case

that only those perceptions which occur within trawwatization have that
quality of making it impossible for the subject to doubt their veridicality
at any later stage, which, above, I argued was & hallmark of mystical
perception. As in many cases mystical experience occurs almost
imnediately after the onset of traumatic reaction, it is perhaps not
surprising that few can distinguish between thewm and thus it often seems
that loss of ego-control, feelings of heat, euphoria etcs are an integral
part of mystical perception. However, in some cases, sufficient time
may elapse for the sequence of reaction - mystical experience to be
observed. TFor example, in a case such as 'After the choking and stifling
had passed away, I seemed at first in & state of utter blankness, then
came flashes of light «.s I thought that I was near to death; when
suddenly my soul became aware of God, who was manifestly dealing with

me, handling me in an intense personal present reality. I felt Him
streaming in upon me e..! (54) the order of the two quite distinct
stages is clear. The way in which mystical experience does, if at all,
occur so shortly after the onset of traumatization rather than at some
later stage when the effects of traumatization are starting t- wear off
certainly appears significante Though one is entering entirely
uncharted seas here it seems plausible enough to suggest thet there is

a connection between the sudden meta®olic changes characteristic of
traumatization and the triggering of the second mystical sequence in

some individuals usually only moments later.
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The mystical experience itself is usually brief and ends with an abrupt
shift to spiritual identity or otherwise merges into this new Identity
but throughiout it must be assumed that the subject remains traumatized.
In the interesting, because detailed, case of Mr Bradley we find that the
mystical experience - in this case likened to a stream of air which took
possession of body and soul -~ lasted about five minutes. Then 'I desired
the Lord not to give me any more happiness, for it seemed as if I could not
contain what I had gote My heart seemed as if it would burst, (a fear also
voiced by Teresa of Avila amongstothers) but it did not stop until I felt
as 1f T was umutterably full of the love and grace of God ... and all the
time that my heart was a-beating, it made me groan like a person in distress
which was not very easy to stop, though I was in no pain at all ... I lay
reflecting, after my lieart stopped beating, feeling as if my soul was full
of the Holy Spirit - (next morning) I got up to dress myself, and found
to my surprise that I could but just stande It appeared to me as if it
were a little heaven upon earth. My soul felt as completely raised above
the fears... T then told my parents of it, and told them that I thought
that they must see when I spoke, that it was not my own voice, for it
appeared so to me. 1My speech seemed entirely under the control of the
Spirit within me' (55). I, Bradley gives us a marvellous insight here
into the condition of a person affected by two enti:ely distinct though
not incompatible processes. On the one hand we have the mystical experience -
the stream resembling air in feeling that 'came into my mouth and heart
in a more sensible manner than that of drinking anything' - followed by
a spiritual state of joy, happiness, oneness with the Spirit (and also the
Angels he felt to be about him) - that lasted, it seems, for a prolonged
period « On the other hand, a picture of trauma;;violent trembling,

palpitations, groaning and, later, real unsteadiness, a trance-like
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disassociation with the immediate environment, an affectation of speech =
slurring perhaps ~ Certainly a sense of distance from or disconnection ~
with the words he spoke etce Teresa thought that, where mystical experience 7
occurred, the trance state was shortened but it does not seem to be so
though, unlike Mr. Bradley, most probably are no longer aware of the
effects of traumatization so preoccupied are they by their experience
and the wondrous new world presented to them by spiritual orientation.
Given that the shock can be very slow to wear off, it is not impossible
that it is coterminous with spiritual orientation both only gradually
diminishing over a period of days, even months, though the obvious
signs appear to wear off long before the change in self-identity,
attitudes etc. does whenever the spiritual stage is prolonged..There is
then a difficulty in deciding how long the subsequent spiritual identity
goes hand in hand with traumatization and a greater difficulty in deciding
how much of the description of this later phase can be explained in
terms of trauvma. The feeling of freedom from or uninvolvement with
everyday concerns, the peace, the sense of well-being, the feeling of
looking at the world with detachment, notieing its incongruities as well
as its beauty and, above all, the greatly reduced awareness of subjectivity
suggest a lingering paradoxical or trance-like state related to continuing
traumatization, yet such features may also characterize the spiritual
identity, in which case the two states are perhaps mutually re-inforcinge
Too little is known about this area to say anything for certain other
than that the shift to spiritual identity occurs against the backcloth
of trauma and that the two processes have a close and, presumably,

continuing relavionshipe

If T am on the right lines, the sequence - trigger/reaction-plays an
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important and continuing role in the occurrence of mystical experience
and the shift to 2 new identity. DNot only does it account for the
abandonment of ego-identity but the reactive phase can be discerned as
the backgrbund to all the subsequent events which occur in Jjust those
cases we are interested ins I shall leave interpretation of this
model until the next chapter but it is an interesting as well as
distinctive, picture with which we are presented. Ve might diagnose
the mystic during and after his experience as suffering from
traumatization yet, though he may himself be aware of some of those
descriptive features characteristic of shock, he is also aware of
another set of feelings and attitudes which have no place in everyday
shocke That the two are not incompatible is worth noting and, in so far
as the spiritual orientation is perhaps only possible after a breakdown
of subjectivity and a general distancing of seli {rom the environment,
the relationship may have a logical necessity. It would be difficult
after all to enjoy one's spiritual blessings if one were, as is
normally the case, full; aware of the stimuli with wiilch we are constantly
bombarded but which we are less conscious of in the reactive phase.
Trigger-reaction, however, plays only a fortuitous part in the occurrence
of mystical perception. Vithout this experience no mstical perception
mey occur but it has no integral relationship with the events which
follow and to explain these we need to understand in other terms, why it
is mystics are aware of divine love etce in a concrete way when = being

traumatized = they may be aware of very little else.

po

— e

OTIITR CORNEIATES OF MYSTICAL EXPERITEICE.

Before concluding my description of mystical experience, it is perhaps
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‘wofthwhile briefly considering whether there are ény other factors
thought to be relevant to its occurrence whether or not these might
easily fit into the two=fold model I have proposed. There is,
unfortunately, very little information on the physiology of mystical
experience. Apart from Das and Gastoud's report that in the 'Samadhi
experience'! there is 'increased hcart rate, hyper-aroused FEG and flat
TMG! (56) - which is consonant with the model outlined above = there is
almost nothing which purports to relate to mystical experience reliable
or otherwise. Other areas have been a little better explored =
demographic factors, sociological and behavioural aspects - and I will

review these to see if they add anything to the characterization suggested.

A) DEMOGRAPHIC CORREIATIONS.

Age, gender, I.Q. social class and race.all could conceivably have some
bearing on the occurrence of mystical experience as they are each
relevant to physical and 'mental' illness. Hysteria, for example,

occurs largely amongst women of low intelligence and sickle-cell anaemia
only in negroes. Should we find anything similar in the éase of mystical
experience, it would clearly be of considerable; significance in
determining the directien future research should take but there is
nothing of such a marked nature in demographic terms to distinguish
mystics as a group or which would force me to gé beyond the hypothesis

outlined above.

AGE.

This is one demographic area in which there may be correlation but,

if there is a link, it is by no means clear what such a link would imply.

I have already alluded to the findings of Pafford - the Unattended Moment -
and of Douglas=-Smith - Mystics Come to Harley Street - in which both
authors find there to be a peak of mystical experience in the late teenage

yearss Douglas-Smith suggests a further peak around the age of 35 years.
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In the first place it needs to be said that, whilst their common
conclusion appears significant, it needs to be treated with considerable
reserve. A greater problem than statistical quirks is the very real
problem that neither used criteria for the cases they analysed or sought
to confirm the impression their correspondents gave by comparing results
with a study of the experience of other age groups. VWhilst many of
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 of 'divinity' were reported.
If such cases have no relationship with mystical experience, these authors
are averaging-out quite different conditions to no effect though if,
as I believe, trauma is the common backgsround both for ecstatic and
mystical experience, tiie findings would have relevance but only in this
contexte Though Pafford's study showed the incidence of mystical expcrience
was associated with earl: adulthood rather than puberty, since he only
studied students, we have no way of knowing how the peak he noted at
aze 19 in males,slightly earlier in females, compares with other stages
later in life. Nor do we know how much the 'campus factor' = i.e. a
greater willingness to discuss personal experience - affected the
percentage reporting such experiences in Paffard's study or distorted
Dougleg-Smith's post-bage That more 19 year olds than 49 year olds
respond to such studies mey not give a true indication as to what is
or is not the case. Perlaps only a survey across all age groups, using
clear cut criteria for what constitutes mystical experience, could

establish how much truth there is in the link with age.

That said, if 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
peculiarities of that group, mystical experience can and does occur
from earliest childhood to old-age and therefore it would only be necessary
to suggest why some group was more susceptible than others. In terms of
trauma and its operative conditionsy I feel we might reasonably predict
a teen-age peak without needing to resort to arguments which might tie
mystical experience exclusively with this age-group. It is not far-
fetched to argue that this group is more vulnerable to trauma and that
their social habits are more likely to put them in the way of triggers
for reaction. It may be a generalization though the reader will under=-
stand when I suggest that the late adolescent typically has rather an
exagcerated awareness of self=-identity that is perhaps not very secure
and, certainly, a mixture of inexperience of dealing with life's probleus
and the very real effects of sexval activity, late nights, an absorption
in existenti?l questions etce. which together may combine to make the
incidence of trauma more likely than in leter life. Another angle would
be to relate mystical experience to personality development -~ somethings
I consider in the next chapter - and thus this is one age when we would
expect a peak - it would be very interesting to know whether, as Douglas-
Smith suggests, there are other pesks and whether these relate to stages
in emotional maturation and also to recognized periods in which the self-
identity is wvulnerable such as the 'mid-life' crisise. 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 modeles One final point about age is, as Douglas=-Smith says,
that a teen-age peak gives us good grounds for distinguishing mystical
experience from any other wecognized form of mentel illness all of which

typically have quite diferent ares of onsete
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GENDER.
In some conditions, hysteria, for example, there is a marked difference
between the respective percentage of men and women but this is not
apparent in the case of mystical experience. Back and Bourque's 1970
findings did show that 44%'of cases are reported by women and only
36% by men and Douglas-Smith's findings also showed a slight predominance
of women but these figures are not statistically significante In any
event, & predominance of women might be explained in terms of social
stereotyping for it is perhaps socially more acceptable for women to
admit to such experiences than for men to. The expectations of organized
religion might pléy a part in this and a cross-cultural comparison in
_this respect might be most revealing. (It would be interssting to know
also whether or not cultural stereotyping showed itself in the relative
numbers of men and women who, having had a mystic experience, then adopt
a lifestyle consonant with their insighte On the face of it, for
cultural reasons, it 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 social roles might conspire
against such an action. In any event it is quite likely that such
stereotyping influences the number of cases reported much as the 'campus
factor! is significant in studies of age). This slight imbalance has,
in the past, led to a host of theories about the causes of religious»
experience, from the greater involvement of women in organized religion
to socially induced female guilt and submissiveness and Freudian notions
of infantile attachment to male religious figures but none of this can
possibly be justifiede Unlike the case when one is dealing with a
disease such as haemophilia which only attacks men, we cannot use &

marginal imbalance as evidence for the causal role played by gender,
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be it in physiological, psychological or sociological terms,
in the occurrence of an experience common to both sexese One can
account for the difference between the genders in terms relating to
wamen but not attempt to explain the experience itself in these terms
as the Freudian notion, for example, appears to. However, gender would
not appear to be an important factor, especially, I fancy, if we had
figures specifically for mystical perception rather than religious
experience in general and stereotyping appears sufficient explanation

for any discrepancy that might occure

I.Qe

Though Back and Bourque use terms such as 'blue collar' which might
imply a certain educational level in addition to social status, I
prefer to distinguish the two as there is no necessary relationship
between them and in mysticism it may even be the case that an experient
chooses. to belong to the lowest social class despite a strong intellecte
The evidence in the case of I.Qe. is slender. Douglas=-Smith noted

that his respondents were, on the whole, markedly literate. This may
be a case of 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 characteristically
with low I.Q. as there is hysteriae It would however be hard - and
probably quite meaningless - to attempt to relate mysticism to high I.Q.

since the proportion of those less able and confident in describing it
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can never accurately be ascertained. C(Certainly some R;E.R.U. céses 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 of all
intelligence levels. Any apparent correlation between inteliigence
and mystical perception can then probably be more simply explained in
other ferms and it would require a quantitative survey to show that I.Q.

(so difficult to gauge in a meaningful way anyway) was a relevant factore

CIASS.
Douglas~-Smith and Back and Bourque report conflicting findings about
the sociél status 6f experientse Douglas-Smith found a preponierance
of his respondents were of socio~economic groups 2 & 3, perhaps because
f the 'middle class novel'! factor, whilst Back and Bourque found a
highe: proportion ambngst lower socio-econoumic groups but perhaps this
was because they were researching religious rsther than specifically
mystical experiences In the U.S.Ae«, it seems, there is a greater
involvement in church activity amongst the poorer classes, coloureds,
recent immigrants etcs and often the churches which cater for such
groups - Baptists, Pentecostalists etcs ~ stress experience of the
charismatic variety. Such experience might involve altered states of
consciousness and strong 'religious' feelings (one thinks of revivalist
and negro pentecostalist meetings) yet these experiences do not
necessarily involve perception of 'divine things' at least in the
concrete sensory sense being used here. Such reesoning may explain

these different findings in sociological terms and if it does, there
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is little evidence tc connect mystical experience to social class
though Batson and Ventis, for example, opine towards Back and Bourque's
analysis. Nevertheless there are two points of interest if there are
no clear indications one way or the other. The first of these is that
mystical experience, unlike mental illness, is not strongly correlated
with the very lowest social groups. Whatever their respective
aetiologies it might be that because mental illness is often prolonged,
there is an easily envisaged correlation with poor social and economic
achievement whereas mystical experience is brief and infrequent, and,
treated as a self-contained event, is likely to have little impact on
performance (might one predict that the greester mumber of mystical
experiences an individual has, the worse his social and econbmic
performance? If so, the explanation might prove very complex)e The
second point is that there is little evidence that modern-day mystics
as & class choose the way of poverty and ascetism as was expected of
such individuals in earlier times. Surveys show a professed increased
'altruism' but little general sign of the renunciation of worldly life
as chosen by, for example, Francis of Assisi who followed the beliefs
derived from his own experience to lead a very singular existence.
Clearly prevailing religio=cultural beliefs and conventi~-ns shape the
behaviour of mystics as much as anybody else but, if modern mystical
experience carries something of the life-changing force that it seems
to have done in the past, one would expecty, at least in some cases,
modern mystics to pursue other goals than worldly ones even though
this drive is not socially re-inforced. (The divergence of beliefs
and directions based on personal mystical experience and those laid down
by modern secular society might make an interesting study. What factors

are involved in the renunciation of worldly aims by a modern individual
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against all contemporary notions of self-interest? Why do some, whilst
professing greater altruism etc. having had a seemingly profound
experience, try to isolate their experience and maintain their former
lifestyles?)There may indeed be & sub-culture of individuals who have
deliberately chosen & reclusive existence to work in low paid, low status,
jobs with the needy etc. and as many who have lost their 'taste! for the
world and thus are low achi¥evers in worldly terms though they have made
no clear decision to renounce the worlde If such a group were to be
identifiedy, it would be interesting to know if their behaviour was
primarily determined by the profound and sustained nature of their
experience or whether it is best explained in terms of their individual
psychological reactions to their experience. I speculate that there
mey indeed be a relationship between a sub-group of mystics and low status
but there is no indication that this is generally the case and: unlike

'mental' illness, no clear pattern emerges in this-respect.

RACE.

The last demographic factor which might conceivably have any relevance
to the occurrence of mystical experience is ethnic origine Back and
Bourque's study in the U.S.A. showed that blacks more frequently reported
religious experience than whites and there is & more general association
of mysticism and race(s) as in the case of Hindus in India. Back and
Bourque's study can be discounted for a variety of reasons - the problem
of 'religious' as opposed to 'mystical' experience, the possibility that
stereotyping induces/allows more blacks to report such experience and,
most importantly, because blacks tend to have their own distinctive
style of religion, the respective roles of race and religion cannot be

distinguishede This last point is in fact a widespread problem, for
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Hinduism is common to a few identifiable racial groups and there are
the Jews, shinto and Zen/Japanese etc. Unlike 'sickle cell anaemia',
mystical experience is not limited to any group of races and there is
little reason to suppose that some racial groups (as distinct from
religious cultures) are more prone to mystical experience than others.
One might guess that 'primitive! peoples generally are more prone to
these types of experience than those in the mainstream of western thought -
Ginzburg makes the point that growing rationalism ended the 'benandanti!
movement in the 17th century, Fiule district of Italy - but in this case,
race 1s co-incidental and one would be looking at sociological and

anthropological factors rather than racial ones for the explanation .

B) SOCIO~CUILTURAL FACTORS.
Of all the possible correlations with social sitructures that with

religion has been concentrated on to-the exclusion of all else. Since
I have discussed elsewhere my reasons for doubting whether the apparent
link between mystical experience and organized religion stands up, I
will only recapitulate why it is I believe this link is more apparent
than reale However, before doing so it is worth pointing out that
religious tradition does not exist within a vacuum and, when looking
for possible causes of mystical experience in society, sociologists
might spread their net wider. For example, it might be wondered whether
mystical religion is associated with times when religious beliefs
represent cultural orthodoxy or rather with periods of instability in
intellectual outlooke The uncertainty of life for individuals in any
age aparty it seems to me possible that the scientific rationale of

our own age or the clash of ideologies at other times may, perhaps

through a general increase in anxiety, have more of a bearing on the
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occurrence of mystical experience than the ingrained expectations
of the faithful in more settled times. It would indeed be a paradox
if atheism, like war, fear of famine etc., prompted an increase in
the occurrence of mystical experience. Certainly there is no evidence
that mystical experience has declined along with traditional beliefs =
though the reporting of this experience may be more inhibited and its
social role marginalizeds It may be difficult to make a case for such
correlations but if one does not assume a simple relationship between
religious tradition and experience, there is a possibility that
instructive links may be established with other aspects of society in
so far as these are revealed in outbreaks of uncommon experience at
the individual level. The fear of war, famine or simple angst may
provide more of a clue then to the background of cases than an examination
of the intellectual content of religious tradition. It is perhaps
also worth pointing out here that because a human experience has a
social dimensiony it does not mean that the social value it has explains
its occurrence. As anthropologists tell us many cultures have come to
be built around the mystical experiences of shamans and saints and that
these have been used to velidate beliefs and customs and give positive
expression to communal identity. Yet this social dimension, in some
cagses, forms no part of the explanation of the experience if 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 social purpose. The
institutional role in these cases will only account for why some cultures
indulge in practices which make the desired experiences more likelye.
One must treat with suspicion any claim that there is some simple direct

connection between society and its institutions and the actual experience




347.

of any of its memberse.

It will be recalled that I objected to the link with religious tradition
on two main grounds a) that it could not be shown that all mystics
belonged, in any meaningful way, to a religious tradition and b) that

we might explain the apparent incidence of confirming experience amongst
sub=cultures in other ways. Taken together with the difficulty of
justifying the whole 'contextual' hermeneutic = our sensory experience
is simply not conditioned by acquired 'cognitive structures' - I see

no reason to accept that the existence of religious beliefs, whether

as a prevailing orthodoxy or sub=culturally, has any relationship with
the occurrence of mystical experience or the form that it tekes. Vhen
we discover that the religious settings, say, prayer, church services etc.
are mentioned as the background to under 1055 of Iaski's cases and in
only 205 of her 'religious' group - and that only one third of her
subjects claimed to be religious (57) I am not persuaded of the causal
role of religious tradition in these experiences. In Lynn Moehle's
study of the experience of the religious, though we find a link between
the type of religious experience of the young and their church
affiliationsy, no significant denominational pattern emerged amongst

the adults nor was the mean of their adherence to their religion at

all high (58). The 'student group' findings can be explained in other
ways and even here many experiences reported were 'non-traditional' and
outside of the context of church involvement - an almost 'secular
definition of a religious experience' (59). If, as in Sunden's analysis,
spiritual experience incorporates traditional relationships between man

and God, one wonders why these roles are identifishle at all in
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spectacularly few religious cases let alone amongst those with no
religious involvement. Though such studies are merely straws in the
wind, taken together with theoretical problems I can see no reason for
accepting that religious belief makes any impact on the occurrence of
these experiences - save in so far as any practices they promoie may
happen to replicate the physiological conditions that make occurrence
more likely. Indeed, given the fact of cross-cultural fertilization
of religious traditionsy I fail to see how the link, were there to be one,
could ever be demonstrated. For these reasons the only role I see for
religious tradition is in the general way subjects will choose to
interpret their experience. The 'naming of the religious figure' in
'Near-death experience' wasascribed to culturzsl influence = though there
was no other difference between the Hindu and Christian in this case (60)-
and perhaps the very concept of contact with divinity is borrowed by
mystics from religious tradition, though, if it didn't alraady exist,
I suspect, they would have had to invent it. It is then my contention
that though interpretations of mystical experience may, up to a point,
be 'conservative' reflecting society's understanding of the 'supernatural!
and though society may impose roles, even self-understanding , on the
mystic there is no evidence at all that religious beliefs are correlated

with the occurrence of the experience and whatever form it takes.

C) BEHAVIOURAL FACTORS.

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'y; Iudwig of
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'feelings of rejuvenation, Pahnke of a"positive change in attitudé‘
and Hood of 'optimism and confidence in personal survival', in short
most are agreed about the 'integrative effects' of such experiences.
The question however is not whether such beneficial changes occur or
provide a point of distinction with most forms of mental illness but
whether they tell us anything about the experience. Do these improvements,
which happen to be life-enhancing, merely arise contingently from the
subject's interpretation of his experience? It would not be hard to
accept that the belief in a personal God and wider personal meaning
and value that mystical experience appears to wvalidate, in itself
brings psychological benefitse I am not here discussing the marked
spiritual phase but only making the point that any experience of love
and protection which makes the individual feel valuable will, regardless
of context, allow the subject to face life with greater confidence. If
mystics were to believe that their experiences were delusory or thecloqy
interpretedthem as a demonic trick, would the same benefits nonetheless
occur? It helps little to adopt the 0ld theological line, as Vainright
and many psychologists have doney that ify, in the long run, it is
beneficial,y it is an authentic mystical experience for this does not
establish whether the effects are a direct consequence of the experience
or simply an accident arising from the way in which the individual has
been conditioned to interpret it. It is perhaps not unimportant in
this context that what we mean by positive effects has changed in
accordance with our values. 'Classic' mystics such as John of the Cross,
Teresa of Avila and Diadochos of Photiki believed that long-=lasting
'prayerfulness', 'humility' and frsedom from wordly desires betokecned

a genuine mystical experience whereas modern psychologists might find
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such traits morbid, concentrating instead on sense of well-being and
greater personal effectiveness. My own view is that we can read very
little into long=term changes in attitude and behaviour beyond saying
in general terms that the experience of receliving supernetural aid
and confort when we most needed it is likely to be a formative or
anchor experience with quite natural effects om our subsequent outloolke.
If this is so we can deduce nothing about the experience itself from
these effects even if, for the sake of argument, we accept that they
are typically life-enhancing for, at mosty they show that in many
cultures we interpret mystical experience as a good thing but not, in
the long term, that these experiences of necessity give rise to a

L

characterizable outlook whichy like paranoia, one might trezt as

symptomatic and having a diagnostic values

Though wve may often find long~term ilmprovements in individuals, sometimes
in marked contrast to a previous state of deep existential anxiety and

a general interest in religion amongst mystics, at least subsequent

to their experience, the possibility of there being a peak age for such
experience alone seens relevant to an understanding of what does take
place and tihis can be understood in terms of the model already proposede
If there are other correlates of the experience yet to be discovered
which would define the condition in terms incompatible with the two-fecld

hypothesisy I cannot guess what they might be.

v

T: T2 CEARACTERTIZATION OF MYSTICAL EXPERITNCE - A SUIMIARY.

If the view taken in this and the preceding chapters is Jjustified, mystical

experience can be seen as a very distinctive phenomenon that takes vlace
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within the context of an easily recognized background; The background
consists of two, apparently, quite distinct sequences:=-
1+ TRIGGER=REACTION SEQUENCE.
Ae. Precipitating crisis that causes stress, anxiety, injury. As in
mundane cases this may be . any one of life's vicissitudes though we
frequently encounter an existential/spiritual crisis that isbtypical
of the exaggerated sense of self-isolation normally found in this phase.
Be Four conditions which fecilitate the triggering of the reaction
which are 1. an acute sense of ego-identity, 2. the redundancy of ego-
control, 3. conditions which favour the relaxation of ego-control and
4. a trip-wire, perhaps sometimes self-genersted in the case of mystics,
which allows the metabolic reaction generated by the threat to well-being
to take place. '
Ce The autonomic reaction, once triggered, appears to be the same in
mystical cases as in everyday cases of shock and allied conditionse.
Metabolic changes undoubtedly occur and the condition is diagnosable
by the initiel unconsciousness of the subject, trance/daze and general
poor responsiveness to the environment and such symptoms as uncontrollable
shaking, palpitations, incoherence etce The condition is also
characterizable descriptively - 1.Ego-abandonment i.e. a reduction in
subjectivity and, often, a loss of all consciousness in mundane cases
and all environmental awareness in mystical cases, 2. Disorientation
and a loss of sense of time and continuity. 3. Feelings of warmth and
peace. 4. Frequently euphoria or, at least, an excited and emotional
state of mind. 5. Quasi-physical sensations such as tingling and numbness.
It is my contention that when we encounter these éharacteristics ~ which
may be more marked on some occasions than others due to the great

variagtion in the symptomology of this reaction -~ we can attribute them
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to this commonplace reaction rather than to the mystical experience
whichy, if 2t a2ll, will occur egainst this background. As shock can
take some time to wear off, all that subsequently happens only in the
case of mystics, does so in this context, though, if the spiritual state
is very prolonged, it may be reasonable to suppose that in its latter
stages shock is no longer an important factor. This sequence occurs
commonly and has no integral comnection with mystical experience =
mystics such as Teresa of Avila may have experiencedt¢both, with and
without any mystical experience occurring - though, as I have argued,

it is a necessary condition for the occurrence of the second sequencee

2. MYSTICAL EXPERTENCE AND SHIFT TO SPIRITUALITY.

This second sequence, takes place against the background of traumatization
but does so only rarelye The shift to spirituality may also occur
against this background without a mystical perception being reported.

The mystical perception normally tskes place immediately after the
traumatic reaction and adds a wholly new aspect to the traumatic state
against which it takes place. The subject becomes aware, in a very
concrete sensory way, of a supernatural force that usually radiates love.
The content of these experiences varies very considerably. Sometimes
there is felt to be & union 'outside' of time and space, sometimes
penetration or simply presence, sometimes the experience is visual, more
often it is note As discussed in chapter 2, there are very real
difficulties in the way of understanding exactly what it is the mystic
experiences at this moment beyond the fact that these sensations make

the profoundest impression and, for him at least, carry a wealth of
meaning. We may distinguish these, short lived, perceptions from other
experiences involving religious imagery etc. simply on the basis that

once experienced, never forgotten. Indeed they are so striking that
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the veridicality of these experiences is never seriously doubted. Though
the subject may continue to be aware of the features characteristic of
his traumatization, the mystical perception is something quite distinct
from these though, at the moment, we have no reason to believe that
diagnostically it constitutes - a separate state such that the observer
could distinguish between someone in a state of shock and someone
having a mystical experience in a state off shock (in one interesting
example Catherine of Siena felt herself to be receiving the stigmata

whilst to observers she was in a 'dead faint' (61).)

The mystical perception, usually brief, gives way to what I have termed
the spiritual orientation which always succeeds it - though this can
occur without mystical perception and which is a marked state with
characteristic features that can last from an hour or so or for several
weeks or even longer. Though during this phase there are no further
concrete 'supernatural' perceptions the subject feels himself 1. to
have an identity extended beyond the body-image, 2. has a marked
understanding of the world and his place in it in metaphysical terms,

5¢ feels a moral impulsion towards self-improvement, 4. has a new
attitude to life characterized by 'basic trust', 5. has an unfocused
feeling of altruism for his fellows and often all living things,

6. radically simplifies life=style and 7. experiences a range of changes
such as increased energy, & rare tranquility and a heightened sensory
avareness. Lone of these impressions is incompatible with a continuing,
fhough diminishing level of traumatization though clearly this frame of
mind differs from that to be found in mundane cases of trauma where the
victim returns to normal functioning. Despite considering a number of
possibilities, I féund no easy way of accounting for this state which

always follows mystical experience and is so frequently ushered in by it.
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After an indeterminate period of spirituality the subject gradually
returns to ego-functioning though his beliefs may have been indelibly
changed by his experiences and many ' positive effects on personality

and outlook may be reported. Not uncommonly this cycle occurs more than

onces A feeling of isolation once again sets in and, given another
threat to well-being the reaction = with the possibility this has for
further mystical experience and the deep sense of well-being spirituality
brings = occurs againe It may be that some mystics attewpt to manipulate
this process but, whether they do or not, the cycle may be repeated many

times before these violent swings in self-identity settle down.

If this picture is accurate, and I certainly believe it can be Jjustified
by the data we have, we may treat mystical experience as a very distinctive
phenomenon that takes place under very identifiable circumstances. Given
the explanation of the first phase or sequence in naturalistic terms

there is the suggestion that the second might also be explained in this
waye. However, apart from understanding the apparent adaptivity of the
subject's mind-state in mystical and subsequent spiritual experience, its
meaningfulness and coherence for him and the development oy maturation

of personality with which it seems tied, there are many difficulties in
seeking to explain mystical experience naturalistically and it is to

these that I now turn in the light of all thet I have discussed so far.
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CHAPTER 6.

A NATURALISTIC EXPIANATION?

Various reasonings have led me to believe that the only way we might
understand mystical perception is in terms of the workings of the

human organisme I have rejected both mentalistic accounts of mystical
experience = chapter 3 - and theological ones - chapter 1 - though I
did accept that theology addressed those aspects of the experience
vhich are most thought-provokinge Also in chapter 3 - see caveat 7 =

I argued that it was simplest to understand all forms of mystical
experience in terms which could be related to physiology, a view
strengthened by its sensory or quasi=-sensory nature and by its
relationgm'.p with traume both of which have & metabolic basise In

the first section of this chapter I survey what little we do know about
the physiology of mystical experience and point out that for any
naturalistic account we must both identify relevant physiological
factors and, even more difficult, trace the mechanism through which

the operation of these factors is transcribed into perceptione It is
clear we can offer no account of mystical experience in these terms
which is not surprising as we can offer no full account even of mundane
perception in these terms either. However, as a result of this
unpromising survey, all that follows must of necessity be speculation.
In section TT I make the assumption that we could offer a full
naturalistic account and ask whether, on the basis of this assumption,
we would wish to accept a naturalistic description as a full and final
account of mystical experience. The question of reduction can be
broached in the absence of any particular physiological account as both
of the principal considerations = A. the information value the experience

has and B. the problem of whether even epiphenomens may require a higher
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order of explanation than a physical account alone couid give are unrelated
to the type of matural description which might be given. I also consider
here, in passing, the general question of epiphenomenalism versus
idealism, i.e. the possibility that experience belongs to a wholly
different category from physiology, but suggest that this particular
query is of little weight. As a result of this discussion I‘find no
good reason to take the simple option and reduce, or rather expect to
reduce, mystical experience to whatever naturalistic account may one day
be offered and consequently, in section III, I go on to consider what
we might learn from it beyond filling out our knowledge of physiologye
I select here three areas in which mystical experience poses a problem
in a natural context for any comprehensive understanding of the human
beinge. Tﬁese vroblems have to do with the nature of human identity,
human personality and the megningfulness these non-empirical and non=-
tautological claims have for us. My attempt to resolve these difficulties
| leads to an explanation of mystical experience which has both particular
and universal application. This explanation, though only a sketch,
I hope will suggest to others that mystical experience has a pivotal
place in any understanding of humanity besides shedding light on the
nature of divinity and other questions mystical claims obviously raise
but which I see no reason to tackle directly. The value of my model
can really only be judged in relation to its universal application
for, I believe there is little progress to be made in attempting to
understand mystical experience in isolation from the general biological
framework in which we function. The three questions I raise and the
explanation of them I offer may, if nothing else, point out directions

for future research for I am persuaded that mystical experience
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is an immensely significant phenomenon and not some footnote to physiology

and hope in this chapter to persua.dé others to be of like opinion.

h g

A PHYSIOLOGICAL DESCRIPTION OF MYSTICAL EXPERTENCE?

Beginning with a review of the few better known attempts to describe the
physiology of mystical experience, I shall move on to a discussion of
the problems inherent in all such attemptse Firstly I consider the

two ways in which we might look for s physiological basis, the identification
of specific factors or by an overall physiological state exhibiting a
particular level or profile of metabolic activity and will argue that
not only do we have no firm evidence, it is not even clear in which
direction we might go in order to find some. Secondly, I move on to

the problem of trying to identify mechanisms which would link metabolism
and perception, a problem which affects not only studies of mystical
experience but of mundane experience also. This discussion, if largely
unfrui tful, is a necessary preliminary for the discussions which follow
and it will do no harm to remind ourselves how little we know about the
major questions of human functioning, especially of the relationship
between mind and personality and body, which haunt the study of mystical
experience. There is one proviso I need to make before beginning which
is that my interest in naturalistic descriptions is solely analytic and
I have noi detailed empirical knowledge of physiologye Given the lack of
progress by the medical profession in the areas under scrutiny here, this
is perhaps no bad thing but it should be remembered that when suggesting
a line of enguiry or criticizing the work of others, I do so only on
philosophical grounds and am not basing my observations on experimental

work of any kinde.
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SOME ATTEMPTS TO DESCRIBE THE PHYSIOLOGICAL BASIS OF MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE.
DAVIDSON, following Gellhorn, argues that there are 'two anatomically
separate systems represented at all levels of the nervous system' namely
the 'ergotropic' and the 'trophotropic'e Normally, it is said, one
system cancels out or balahces the other but, for reasons unexplained,

an imbalance between the two or a 'breakdown of reciprocity and
congruence' can occur with marked consequences for the nature of our
experience. When this happens our neural systems become uncoordinated
and 'the resulting imbalances lead finally to simultaneous ergotropic

and trophotropic discharges ... uwhereby, after cessation of trophotropic
excitation, strong ergotropic activation supervenes' (1). In other
words, after a period of erratic and frenzied neural activity, a clear
pattern emerges which is identified with the mystical state of conscious-
nesse. ILeaving aside & range of questions one might wish to ask about

the relationship between a 'strong ergotropic activation' on the one hand
and 'mystical states of consciousness! on the other I find two central
difficulties with this accounte In the first place Gellhorn's dichotomy
describing the nervous system in terms of two distinct processes is
entirely without empirical basis and appears to me to be unnecessarily
complexe Granted that there are changes in neural fuﬁctioning leading
to meditational statesy I can see no reason to suppose that they arise
from imbalances between two distinct systems. ‘'TErgotropic' and 'trophotropic!
may, like Yin and Yang, have & descriptive identity but, given the
complexity of the nervous system, why should we not treat the diversity
of human functioning as the product of changes in the operation of one
unified and integrated process? It is certainly more parsimonious to
treat the difference between sleep and waking consciousness , say, as
resulting fram the level of activation in a single system than complicating

matters by suggesting that such states arise from the level of activation
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of two separate systems and the balance between theme I can see no
hypothetical reason why, if it were shown that the neural activity of
mystics formed a distinctive pattern, this should not also, in the
first place at least, be ascribed to a particular mode of an integrated
neural machine. A computer stores and analyses information bgt we can
also play 'space invaders' on ite We do not have two machines for both
functions are explicable in the lay-out of just one piece of equipment
that may be used in different ways. My second objection is that Davidson
offers no reason for our using the findings from the quite well studied
case of meditation - however these might be explained - in the wholly
separate case of mystical perception. HMeditators may sometimes have mystical
perceptions - 'she enjoyed pure contemplation while saying the Paternoster,
and occasionally God raised her to perfect union with Himself' (2) - but
not all meditators have mystical experiences, however characterizable
their heart and brain-wave patterns may be and clearly a great many mystical
‘experiences occur outside of the context of meditation. There are
difficulties in distinguishing between meditative and mystical experience
at the descriptive level but, unless & meditator reports a concrete
perception of divinity, I see no reason to treat his experience as mystical
however deep his trance. One could quite simply explain the occurrence
of mystical experience against a background of meditation, as in other
casesy in terms of siress, if it is the case that "mind-stilling" exercises
can generate sufficient tension for a metabolic reaction to occur and
in this context the highly ecited state of meditators is significante
Unlike a 'typical' meditative mind state, there appears to be no such
thing as a 'mystical state of consciousness' but only mystical experience
against & variety of states of mind which are linked only by the fact that

each could be explained in terms of trauma. In this case the brain-wave
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patterns and EEG profiles typical of meditators, whethér or not they arise
from ergotropic activities, simply have no relevance for the phenomensa
I am studying here and only a monitoring of mystical experience, in
whatever context it should occur, can be of any consequence for an

understanding of the physiological factors involvede

STOCKSIYER'S theory of 'selective neuronal death! was formulated to

explain tinnitus but perhaps, more than any other theory suggested, could
have a relevance for mystical perception alsoe. The brain, as can be
demonstrated, produces many more neurones than are required for adaptive
sense perception and many of these surplus connections are separate from
the main clusters and 'fire' independently rather than in conjunction
7ith the main clusfers on which our adantive 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 deficlencies. OCtocksmeyer's theory is that

1ealthy individuals the great majority of surplus neurones are culled

(&,

—

in
through some selective process geared towards adantivity but in some
individuals, especially those with vitamin deficlencies, the culling
process breaks downe Ilence in the case of vitemin deficiency not only
is there neural damage to which the body responds by producing great
anounts of new material but a breakdown of the culling system so that
lJarge anounts of unadaptive material accunulates giving rise to nen-
veridical yet wholly authentic-seeming sense impressionse One might

speculate that such a process could account for a mystical 'sense of

~

presence'; feelings of penetration etc. For these too are concrete and
vet, apparently, non-veridicale This line of thoupght is strengthened by

the common sisns orf a disorder of the neripheral nervous system in mystics
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~tingling, burning etce. discussed above - and the likelihood that, in
many religious cases at least, prolonged fasting would in fact give rise
to vitamin deficiencys As the condition is reversible, it may be that
changes in the eating habits of mystics might explain the cyclic or
periodic nature of their experience. Neither would it be far-fetched
to argue that the metabolic changes in traumatization triggered large
clusters of unadaptive neurones as tinnitig is certainly affected by
changes in metabolism. Though entirely speculation this theory does
have the virtue of being testable. Those mystics who reported recent
mystical experience could be tested for vitamin deficiency and it may
be possible to identify a super-abundance of neurones which appear to
serve no adaptive purpose. However, -though this may be relevant to the
occurrence of mystical perception I can see no way to relate Stockmeyer's
theory to the spiritual orientation which always succeeds it for no
non-natural perceptions are reported in this latter phase. No theory
which fails to address both aspects of mystical experience could be
wholly satisfactory. Neither is it clear why an accumulation of
unadaptive neurones should give rise to the coherent impressions
mystics reporte God, for them, is not comparable to the random noises
tinnitus sufferers hear but a total and integrated experience that is
anything but localized and uncoordinated. If surplus neurones are
responsible, there must be a great many of them and they must act ina

synchronized waye.

DETKIMAN suggests that mystical experience occurs when rational consciousness
breaks down in the face of'overload'! or ‘deprivation' of stimulation.
Though I accept that deprivation of stimulation is one possible cause

since I do not believe one can 'overload' tiie mind, I interpret subsequent




362,

changes in terms of the stress or tiredness that are associated with

undue mental activity or the 1ack of ite The intellect does not seem
to be a system that requires a steady degree of activity nor do there

appear to be limits to intellectual activity but only a price to be

paid as for any other form of exertion. My real objection to Deikman's
picture however is that there is no evidence that all mundane processes

must dissolve in the face of frenzied and uncoordinated neural activity

before mystical experience can occur. As argued above, in some cases
there may be euphoris and a complete breakdown of rationality but in
others mystical zxpemrience occurs against a near-normal background -

'T was in its presence se¢es no emotion ... only interest!’ (3), a continuum

that may only be explained in terms of traumatization. In some cases
mystical‘perceptions are said to be simultaneously subjected to rational
analysis 'It was breathing all around me, till the breath was coming
through me ... I stood still for a long time, some words which I must
(once) have heard came to me: "God is Spirit". 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 riot or that its
functioning is incompatible with rational processes. There may be
excitation caused by the metabolic reactions of trauma but we have no
reason to talk of mystical experience as if, like epilepsy, it was a

state of uncontrolled neural activity 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 of controle I therefore neither accept that there

is 'a mystical state of consciousness! as distinct from mystical perception
against whatever background this may occur nor that the mystic's

perceptions arise from a level of tumultuous and disordered brain activity

that would break down all the functions of mundane waking consciousnesse
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The notion that mundane consciousness depends upon & certain level of
electrical activity in the brain and, should one increase the level of
activity beyond a certain point, mundane consciousness breaks down to
be replaced by ecstatic and eventually mystical forms of awareness is
frequently met with but is one which I find odd. It does not agree
with the facts and appears unduly simplistice Everyday éonsciousness
does not appear to arise from & process like nuclear reaction - too hot
and it becomes uncontrolled too cold and it stops = for in sleep there
is very considerable brain activity yet no mundane awareness. If we
may explain any excitement and changes in personality and awareness
simply enough in terms of traumatization, there is nothing to connect
mystical experience with a violent level of electrical activity in the

braine

MAVEN'S idea is the novel one that mystics are reliving the primal moment
of conception. 'And if, as we must assume, the unicellular organism

is capable of recording its experiences so that they can be played back
it may be that the record will be duplicated in every cell of the multi-
cellular organism that develops from the zygote. The duplication might
account for the felt immediacy of a playback which has led some mystics
to say they felt the experience in the very marrow of their bones! (5)
So it might but, if we must have an inheriteance theory, I suspect the
foetus may have a better memory than the celle Apart from the manifest
impossibility of proving Maven's idea, = how could one demonstrate

that a single cell has acquired memories? - I would be interested to know
how Maven might explain a perception such as 'He was in a particular
place about five feet from me - all-=embracing love ..e.everything fitted

into a marvellous pattern' (6) in terms of his theory. Maven is right
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to point out that mystical perceptions appear to mystics to come from
the very roots of their being, an uncontrovertible and unalloyed awareness
that sometimes seems so direct that the sensory processes are thought
not to be involved at all but I trust we will not need to resurrect the

zygote hypothesis to explain thise

™wo other ideas in particular, hypoxia and the excitation of the limbic
structures, deserve mention in this eclectic review. Hypoxia, oxygen
starvation of the brain, has frequently been suggested since it is
knovn that in this state there is a good deal of mental imagery along

with drowsiness, if not outright unconsciousness, vhich presents a pieture

superficially resembling mystical experience. There appear to be two

particular objections in this case apart from the more general difficulties
facing naturalistic reductions to be discussed later. The first is that
there is no evidence that mystics typically are in circumstances which

induce oxygen deficiency. DPsychotropic drugs such as L.3.D. apparently

“ O

affect the blood circulation in the brain and it may be tha
anaesthesia cases, such as those mentioned by James, could be explained
in this way, perhaps even those arising from breath~control exercisese
ilowever, T am not awvare that exertion, worry or hunger, for example, have
any relationship with hypoxia or that traumatization in any wey affects
the blood supply to the brain. ot only is there no evidence for hynoxia
in any of our case studies, in very few would we have any reason to

49

suspect ite The second objection relates to the distinetion made in

chapter 3 between the concrete sense percention of mystical exneorience
and a range of other phenomena which, if they seen to the exmerient to be

real at all, do not appear to be so for long. In carbon monoxide

poisoning, for instance, many victims report vivid mentel imagery but
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no more than in dreams is this taken to be real, aireason for changing
ones views about the world, an anchor experience that cannot be doubted
over the course of a lifetime. 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

of the mystical type. The excitation of limbic structures has been nominated

recently for, tentatively, these are identified as the seat of our
feelings of love and since love sometimes is such a prominent feature

of mystical cases, the idea is that, for reasons unknown, these structures
have been over=stimulateds I do not doubt that some psycho-neurological
centres are aroused during mystical experience and it may be that the
limbic structures are one such group but alone they will not suffice

to account for mystical experience for not all perceptions of divinity
involve love - some are related to fear or awe rather than love - and
mystical perception in any event is not simply a matter of any one
emotion however over-powering this might be. lMystics are not simply
awash with love for, if they feel this at all, it is the love emanating
from another entity whose presence is acutely perceived. Ve have no
reason to believe that mystics, like the ancient Greeks, are deifjing
some over=-whelming emotion in some formal way rather it is the presence,
the source of love, and the perceived purpose of his revealing it

that is central to the experience. Iimbic structures may be related

to our feelings of love but are they also related to a 'sense of presence'
or to the feeling, for example, that some transcendental knowledge is
being imparted? ILove is, in many cases, a secondary feature of the
experience characterizing a predominant feeling but subordinate to

the experiential fact of some super-natural contact with a being greater

than ourselves, a mind or heavenly knowledge etce. with which the feeling
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is associatede Mystical experience is far more complex and intentional
than simple emotional experience and if limbic structures are involved
at all they could only play & part in the naturalistic description of

some caseSe

This brief survey of the better-known naturalistic explénations on offer,
if nothing else, may serve to show how little understanding we have of
the physiology of mystical experience. There is not a shred of evidence
to link mystical experience with the over-activity of neurones or

limbic structures, an accumulation of mal-adaptive neurones, a break-
down in congruence between two nervous systems, hypoxia or cellular
memories;nor any reason, in view of the criticisms offered, to suppose
that any such evidence will be forth-comings In view of our limited
knowledge of the workings of human experience in general and mystical
experience in particular, I do not intend to add my pennyworth of
speculation but rather look at those criteria which will 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 naturalistic description

of experience, A) the identification of factors relevant to the occurrence
of the experience - physiological and envirommental and B) a mechanism
through which these factors can be shown to shape the experience we have.
We may of course identify the factors without understanding the mechanisn
and, for this reason, I shall consider the two elements separately but

it will be my contention that we can take no view about the causes of

experience until both are fully understoode.
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A) PHYSIOLOGICAL FACTORS IN EXPERIENCE.
There would appear to be two quite different ways in which experience
may be shown to be related to physiologye In the first it may be
shown that different aspects of sense perception are tied to particular
metabolic functions as, for example, when the perception of a colour
can be shown to arise from the activation of certain sénsors etc. In
the second we may show that an experience is the product of a syndromic
form of metabolism - dreams are specific to sleep - whether or not
we can identify any particular organ or process as their cause. I
shall discuss each separately for it is by no means ¢lear whether we
should expect to describe mystical experience in terms of some particular
process or only in terms of a marked and characterizable change in

the functioning of the whole body.

NATURAL DESCRIPTTIONS OF SENSE PFRCEPTION.

Though most commonly associated with mundane waking consciousness,
sense perceptions are not state-specifice We may hear the phone ring
in our sleep and ecstatics may see the most brilliant colours. For
this reason attempts to describe the physiology of sense perception
are best directed at particular metabolic processes rather than at
whatever characterizable overall state of functioning the perception
occurs ine. It is after all no explanation of my sensation of heat
rather than cold to say that I am in a state of waking consciousness.
Our knowlecge of the processes to which our sense perceptions are tied
is still very rudimentary bat in some cases it can be shown that a
perception is parasitic on a particular process even if we do not

understand how the physical process translates into'perception. For
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instance, it is known that stimulation of certain sensors in the eye
is a necessary and sufficient condifion for seeing colour. As different
groups of cells react to different stimuli. we can relate any one colour
to the activation of a particular group of sensors. It is not important
here that in everyday cases enviromment provides the various vave-lengths
of radiation which stimulate the sensors for I am not disﬁussing
adaptivity but only the point that, however they are activated, the
perception of a colour is tied to the stimulation of particular sensors
and lasts only as long as that stimulation continues. The hypothalamus
controls our perception of temperature. Depending on its level of
activity we will feel hot or cold regerdless of whether or not this level
is coordiqgted with the enviromment. In jaundice, patients' visual
impressions have a2 distinct and characteristic hue, a perception which
only occurs when the liver is diseased and one which is coterminous

with the severest phases of disruption of this organe.

It is as well to point out here that, even in these cases, all we are
in fact discussing is the correlation of specific metabolic activities
with changes in perception for, in themselves, none can be proved to be
causal factors in perceptione There need be no direct relationship between
the stimulation of x or the morbidity of y and changes in perception even
if these are entirely automatic and characteristice The relationship
between some bodily activity and perception could be indirect involving
perhaps the interaction of two distinct but inter-locking systems or
otherwise involve intermediatory processes which alone have effects on
perception. For example, it might be the case that jaundice is related to

perception not by any direct impact the liver has on sight but because, in

this condition, the liver fails to remove waste products resulting in a build

up of toxicity which alone affects the activity of sensory systems. Since
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we are only talking about correlated metabolic states, it may not always
be possible even to assume that these play any causal role, direct or
indirect, at alle One could imagine all sorts of complexities in sorting
out which was the operative factor. Though we may know, for example,
that schlerosis of the liver can give rise to hallucinations since these
in turn may cause terror and a subsequent racing pulse wé might make the
nistake of thinking that the high pulse rate characteristic of such
terrors was part of the cause rather than the effecte In the case of
mystical perception where we know nothing at all about the causation,
-il a number of physiological correlates were foun’, the identification
of operative factors could be a problems The real difficulty however
in the case of mystical perception is whether we should ever expect to
find that these experiences ~ whatever the exact nmature of the
relationship - are parasitic upon the activation of some marked and

identifiable process as was the case with the mundane examples given above.

There are two reasons for doubting whether we are looking for any simple
metabolic process the activation of which, and only the activation of
which, will result in mystical experience. The first of these is that,
unlike any of the examples given above, mystical experience is a complex
phenomenon involving wide, rather than limited, changes often in more than
one sensory systeme If, as colour experiments show, our metabolism in
relation to perception is highly specizlized, we could not expect to
identify any sinple god-gland and to account for more complex changes

we would need an account of such sophistication involving many processes
and their inter-relationships that it is clearly beyond our present
ability to describe. The second is that in all the above examples, whatever

the mechanisms involved, identifiable processes have characterizable effects.




370.
In the case of mystical experience however, not only are the 'effects"
complex but quite beyond characterization. We are less likely to believe
x group of sensors plays any precise role in colour perception if, on their
activationy, we sometimes see green, sometimes red and even if we could
find out precisely what the effects on perception in the case of mystical
experience werey in all probabili ty they have no more thé.n 8 generic

identity at most.

Regarding complexity, unlike, say, the characteristic misperceptions of

brain lesions, mystical perceptions are not limited to one particular

aspect of perception but are affectations of a whole, and often more than

one, sensory system which does not make it seem likely that any god=-gland

or group of cells is responsibles Such naturalistic descriptions of
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

- etce - and working on the basis that metabolic processes are highly specialized,
complex changes, will require complex descriptions. lMore often than not
mystical perceptions involve inter-locking changes in more than one sensory
system perhaps, as in some 'sense of presence' cases, visual as well as tactile
or in others olefactory and visuale. To make matters worse, many are said

to relate to no human sensory system at all and, whilst some appear to

exclude everyday sensations, others seem compatible with everyday

sensations of all typese Even if only one sensory system is affected, a
perception of divinity is rarely reported as some limited change in

normal perception might be - an odd sensation, another colour - but is
something which monopolizes the entire sensory systeme. In an example

such as a 'progressive obliteration of space, time, sensation, and the

multitudinous factors of experience = in proportion as these conditions
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of ordinary consciousness were subtracted, the sense of an underlying

or essential consciousness acquired intensity. At last nothing remained
but a pure, absolutey abstract Self! (7) we see the sheer scale of the
description required to explain.just why so much of everyday perception
is over-ridden, nevermind the new perception which follows. TIf all that
I anm aware of at this moment - colours, shapes, depths, sounds, warnmth,
the hardness of the chair etc. etcs = requires a myriad of inter-locking

descriptions of different processes, it is quite beyond our powers to

give an overall account even if we understood each process singly. It

<O

is one thing to exnlain green in terms of x group of sensors hut

probably quite meaningless to attempt to exnlain something as complex

v

as sicht as a compound of such processes. 1 therefore doubt that we

are looking for any one group of cells or a morbid gland and, if we are
1
not, wiether we could ever hope to give a meaningful description if more

than one factor is involved. There are cases where simple canses can produce

widespread effects, an anaesthetic can close dovn all sensory systems

but since there is no evidence of any such ‘actor in the background of

mystical cases, the odds are against some pineal gland/hywoxia type

explanation which would explain a complex phenomenon in simple termse.
The second difficulty in the case ofrmystical experience would seen to
count not only against the identification of any one vhysical process =~
a dilseased organ or whatever -~ but against any simple explanation of .
the hypoxia type also. TII we expect physioleogical factors to have
characteristic effects and, if they did not, the whole thrust of
naturalistic description would collapse, there are two problems in the
case of mystical percéeption which, singly or together, make such &

description unlikely. The first, discussed in chapter 2, is that we
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have no way of knowing for sure what mystical perceptions are like or
whether they are alike. If, as a matter of fact, we cannot characterize
the effect, we have no way of arguing that it is typical of whatever
factor we nominate as the cause. It would be curious to identify a
disease if we could not also identify its symptoms =~ though. I have met
doctors who have said "it must be & virus" in the face of many different
symptomse The second is that, even if we were to unwrap the bare sensory
details from layers of interpretation, we should probably find, by and
large, that cases have very little resemblance to each other. On the
face of it should we expect that when stripped to the essenzials a case
such as 'then I felt a pressure that was Christ's body pressed full-
length on mine ... the closeness was intimate and strong as intercourse =
then whife remaining in full possession of my body, he went through into
the very centre of my being' (8) would be found to be like 'at last
nothing remained but a pure absolute Self. The universe became without
form and void on context'! (9)? I think not and either we would be
reduced to arguing that one ceusz could have quite different effects -
"x group of 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 of mystical perception, 'Near-death Experience!

perhaps, or 'sense of presence' can be recognizfd, there is the possibility

that more than one process can give rise to mystical experience but, not
only would we find it difficult to categorize most mystical perceptions

\ in this way, were quite different causes to be identified, mystical
experience as a class would probably collapse for, at a naturalistic

level, they may not have a family resemblance at all.

In view of the difficulties in characterizing the perception and in view
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of the complex nature of the changes mystical experience presents, I
deubt that 1t could ever be shown that such perceptions are parasitic
on any simple physiological factore If ever we are to have a naturalistic
description, my guess is that it will not be in terms of any one factor,
morbid or otherwise, but in more sophisticated terms of the way in which
a variety of complex systems interacte In view of the experimental
problems involved in showing that some simple group of cells is related
to some aspect of mundane perception, I suspect that any sophisticated
description of the type indicated is a very long way off. In fact
obtaining evidence_of any sort may provide us with as many difficulties
as analysis does. NMystical experience is not, like epilepsy say, treated
as a disease either by subjects or doctors and, e€ven if it were, since
mystics may have only one or two experiences in a lifetime, clinical
studies would be well-nigh impossible to arrange. It may be, even if we
knew under which conditions mystical experience was most likely to occur,
that mysﬁical experience was a phenomenon that could not occur under
laboratory conditions. Such conditions could conceivably act as :'anti=-
trigpers' preventing the volitional relaxation of ego-control and thus
nmystical experience might never ocecur in the only circumstances in which
the identification of the metabolic changes involved is feasible - it is
significant here that Pavlov only discovered paradoxicality in his

laboratory dogs through the chance event of a flood.

In view of these remarks it is not surprising that we have very few indications
about the metabolism of mysticisme It is possible that the combination

of trawmatization and the suspicion of peripheral neural damage may

suggest a hypothesis in terms of the impact endocrinal changes have on

a degenerate nervous system or - following Stocksmeyer - on unadaptive

neurones. Quite why a degenerated system should give rise to such striking
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thematic - super-natural revelation is a theme even if it is for all
practical purposes uncharacterizable = 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 it
scarcely appears to be an appropriate explanation for those cases which
are declared to be non-bodily. In fact, apart from someglooa.lized
burning and tingling sensations, there appears to be no reason to think
in terms of morbidity at all either of specific issues or arising from
injurious conditions such as the lack of oxygen. Though the rare and y
occasional nature of mystical experience may allow us to think in terms
of aberration, the very brevity of mystical experience argues against
disease. Though epilepsy is of short duration also it is of more frequent
and regular occurrence than mystical experience whilst other illnesses
with psychotropic effects, malaria say, last days at & time not minutes.
Certainly accident, hypoxia, say, or injury are not universally indicated.
* It is also noteworthy that 'mental' illness in general has a number of
quite clear-cut profiles yet, peak-age apart, there is nothing in the
background of mystics to make us assume that there is any sort qf common
condition at all.and, if chronic disease is responsible, it is
remarkably well concealed most of the time. One might speculate, on
the lines of the excitation of limbic structures, that traumatization
activates a mmber of brain centres or perhaps reduces the restraints on
their activity in a perfectly natural way. However, since mystical

perception camnot be characterized and it is quite clear cases vary markedly -

love, say, is prominent in one case but not ih another -~ the complexity

of the description required makes any such hypothesis meaningless. Besides
which, not only have we no evidence for increased neural activity,general
or particuler, over and above that which is explicable in terms of trauma
but one might wonder, if the increase in activity is entirely natural,

why mystical experience does not occur more often since trauma
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and the abandomment of inhibiting ego-control is not af all uncommone.
Certainly, apart from the background of trauwmatization and the symptoms
characteristic of this, mystical experience - in so far as the obscurity
of the reports allows us access at all - offers no symptomatology that is
likely to lead to any universal explanation. Experiences vary and many
of the features occasionally reported may have no diagnostic value since
they may only indicate some unrelated condition. In fact in this latter
context, it may be quite misleading to attempt to induct a naturalistic
description of mystical experience from some detalled biography or
autobiography. INo one mystic's experience, however frequent or revealing,
can be thought to typify or even illustrate the range of mystical perception
and the identification of some disease in a 'classic' mystic may prove
to have no relevancé in his own case or that of any other. I do not doubt
that a naturalistic description of mystical experience is theoretically
possible for, odd though it is, there is no reason to assume that the
nystical constitutes a quite separate category of experience rather than
some sub-species of experience, some of which has slready been
naturalistically describede However, in view of the problems discussed,
we appear to be a long way from identifying the physical factors involved -

a point which makes all further discussion highly speculativee.

A STATE-SPECIFIC FIENOMENON?
Dreams are a characteristic and state-specific phenomenon of sleep - such

g @
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that it suffices to say "I was dreaming I must have been asleep'.
not at all clear how dreams relate to the metabolic state of sleep but,
since they only occur in this state, the assumption is that they are
related to the overall form of functioning rather than to the activity of

some particular dream gland. It may equally be possible to understand
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'cosmic consciousness' arising from Transcendental Meditation in such
terms for it is sald that T.M. practices result in lowered oxygen intake,
heart rate, blood pressure and lactates (10) which together constitute

a recognizable metabolic condition that iS linked to the occurrence of
the very characteristic state of mind 'cosmic . consciousness' is said

to present. Tart and others have fully represented this idea in 'Altered
States of Consciousness' suggesting that various states of mind are
specific to various meditational and religious practices and the
specifiable metabolic states these induce and whilst the notion, say, of
ten distinguishable yogic states of mind tied to equally distinguishable
practices is not without its difficulties, the principle of symdromic
mental activity is well established. Though various explanations

of dreams, for example, have been given, short of giving a full description
of how they come about, T see no reason for saying athhiﬁg at all about
such phenomena other than that dreaming is simoly something we do in

sleepe - This is not to say that they do not also give us information,

perhaps about our metabolism, subliminal intellectual processes etce,

but only that any such observation would be unwarrantable as an explanztion.
It would be tempting to treat mystical experience as the product of

some little known psycho-physiological state but the central pfoblems in
showing this to be the case are not only is it difficult tec characterize
nystical experience, at least formally, in the way we might dreams or
otherwise show that it constitutes a characterizable state of mind but

that we have no distinguishable metabolic state to tie the phenomenon toe

VWhereas sleep constitutes a definable form of metabolic finctioning -

brain wave patterns and the like - and we can even show the specific
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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 itselfy it cannot be held to be parasitic. Though
traumatization is a recognizable psycho=-physiological state, and, if I
am right, is a necessary condition for mystical experience, if, say,
only one in a hundred cases of shock result in mystical perception, we
cannot treat it as a syndromic featurees We may not dream everytime we
sleep but we do so often enough to think of sleep as the operative
factor but this is not the case with mystical experience = traums and,
at mosty the link is likely 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 peculiarities of this state and =
feelings of great energy, tranquility etc. apart - we have no reason to
suspect there is another form of definable physiological functioning
over and above traumatic reaction, such guesses and the whole thrust of

this type of argument are meaninglesse

TFor the reasons given above it is also difficult to show that mystical
perceptions, as impressions, are sufficiently alike to constitute a
state-specific phenomenon in the way that hypnogogic imagery or dreams
aree It is difficult to argue that x is a state-specific phenomenon

if x cannot be typified descriptively. FEqually difficult is that there
would appear to be no specific qualities associated with the 'state of
experiencing' in which mystical perception takes place other than their
apparent reality, which would enable us to describe mystical experience
as a distinctive form of consciousness as we can in the case of the

1

hypnopompic state, say. Mystical perception would appear to occur

against the background of any mind-state conscnent with a degree of
&) () (&
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trauma - including a more or less normal waking consciousness -~ and thus
there are no unique mystical qualities about the states of mind in which
these perceptions occure If this is so they are not compavoble with

altered states of consciousness arising from meditation etc. which each

have a feeling ~tone and other qualities that adepts recognize as distinctive.
If we cannot say "mystic-like" as we can "dream=-like", we have no reason to

distinguish mystical states of mind or try to treat them, on this basis,

as a product of some specific form of psycho-physiological functioning.

All precedent points to the fact that state-specific phenomena have

specific 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 spiritual outlook, characterized above, does not
represent & change in the state of consciousness but merely a change in the way
self-identity and the world are perceived. Though the change is marked

there is no suggestion that the spiritual are in anything other than a
mundane waking state and even though peace etc. may give this state a
certain distinctive tone that everyday states lack, there is nothing
sufficiently distinctive about the 'state of experiencing' or the contents

of consciousness to distinguish it as a unique and identifiable state of
mind. If there is no distinctive state of mind and mystical perceptions

do not clearly form a type, taken in conjunction with the fact that we

have not identified any physiological state, there appears to be no basis

for an analogy with sleep~dreaminge

There is one third consideration on which I would place a lot of weighte
As argued in chapter 3, there is a qualitetive difference between perceptions,

including mystical perceptions, and every other kind of mental image
o J o]
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and impression which, if they appear real to us at all, do not do so

for long. Dreams and hypnogogic imagery,. for .example, belong to the

latter class as do all other state-specific phenomenas with the possible
exception of the borderline case of 'lucid dreaming' and we therefore

have no precedent for believing that sensory or quasi-sensory perceptions

are specific to particular forms of metabolic functioning. If concrete

perceptions are tied only to whatever particular processes underlie
sensation and not to vhatever is the overall form of metabolic functioning,

we could never say of a perception as we can of a dream "you only feel/hear
hat because you are in a particular form of functioning'. EIven mirages

are not tied to any syndromic activity of the body. The weight of this

point depends on whether, as I do, you believe that there is a fundamental

distinction between perception and, for a want of a better all-embracing

term, imagination that is both descriptive and empirical but taken all in
all there appears to be very little reason to pursue a syndromic form

of explanation as there is no evidence that the mystic is in any identifiable
psycho=-physiological state, trauma apart, and this by itself will not

suffice to explain mystical perception as sleep does dreams.

B) A MECEANISM LINKING PHYSIOLOGY AND PERCEPTION.

If ever we were to identify the physiological factors relevant to the
occurrence of mystical perception it would still be necessary to describe
the process through which these factors affect perception. It is not
enough to say "x sensors have been activated he will see green" for,
without showing how activation results in this specific perception,

it cannot be assumed that the activation and perception belong to one

and the same integrated process. There are, in fact, good reasons for
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supposing that awareness may be a product of some quite separate system
from that of sensory stimulation even if it is parasitic on this. The
principal reason is that sensory stimulation does not entail awareness.
In sleepy for example, like the lower organisms we are stimulated by

and manage to respond to the enviromment - thus showing that as organisms
we have been stimulated quite adequately yet we'may no; be aware of any
of this activitye It can be shown that in sleep we register changes of
temperature, that our neurones fire in their specialized way to noises
and our bodies respond autonomically - increasing heat, shaking off
blankets, moving away from pressure points etc. Even when awake there

is a great deal of stimulation and response taking place all the time
which we are not normally aware of unless our attention is drawn to it.
Ve are rarely aware of our own 'body language', let alone our more subtle
responses and, as discussed in 'selective attention' in chapter 3, there
is always a great deal more that we might be aware of at any one moment
than we are actually aware of. If this is so there is no direct connection
between stimulation of various nerves etc. on the one hand and awarenessf
arising from such activity on the other and, whilst it may be that
filtering processes are built in to an integrated system, it could be
that perception is the product of an altogether separate system albeit
one parasitic on stimulstion. One night liken‘perception in this latter
case to a video monitor that decodes stimuli which can be activated
automatically by noise, movement etc. within its range or which can be
turned on and off, zoomed in and out by hand or according to a programme
which bears little relationship to whatever level of activity is within
its potential to monitor. Such a model might fit the nature of experience

in relation to stimulation quite well but, whatever is the case, since
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if x sensors are stimulated - though, if we see anything as a result we
will only see green, say =~ we do not necessarily see anything at all
as a result of this activation it is naive to assume that identification
of whatever physiological agtivity is correlated with perception is 9/10ths

of the description.

It has to be said that our knowledge of the relationship between stimulation
and perception in mundane cases, let alone mystical ones, is almost nile.
Kluver has offered an account of the way physiology shapes percéption

in the case of drug-induced experiences. Identifying four basic forms
drug-induced experience takes, 'the lattice, the cobweb, the tunnel and
the spiral', he offers an explanation of how each of these characteristic
impressions are related to changes in metabolisme For instance, 'the
tunnel' may arise from 'the way in which retinal space is mapped onto
cortical space. If a straight line in the visual cortex represents a
circular pattern on the retina, then stimulation is straight lines
occurring in states of cortical excitation could produce a sensation of
concentric rings, or a tumnel form' (11). Though in the case of mystical
perception we have nothing as characteristic as the 'tunnel' perception
fo'work-with, were we able to offer some acoouﬁt of the perception in
terms of the particular forms of stimulation with which the experience
was associated, we could accept that we had a full naturalistic
description. Iowever, though I do not doubt that the mechanisms might
one day be understood - in the light not only of television but of
self-monitoring robotics, I see no insuperable barrier to understanding
perception in naturalistic terms - since we have nelther identified the
processes correlated with mystical experience nor the mechanisms that

transcribe their activities into perception, that day is clearly a long




382,
way off and, for the time being therefore, no causal theory of perception,

mystical or otherwise, can be offerede

Despite the various hypotheses reviewed at the beginning of the section,
it is clear that we have, as yety, nothing resembling a compelling
naturalistic description of mystical experience either in terms of some
particular process or in state-specific terms. This is not to rule out
the possibility that limbic structures, say, or neuropathy, have some
relevance bﬁt only that alone they would not begin to answer all the
questions we might wish to ask about the physiology of mystical perceptionse.
Apart from the difficulty of getting any physiological evidence in the
case of gystical perception the main obstacle to progress would appear to
be +the difficulty we have in characterizing these perceptions. If we
could take, say, Charles Iinney's account - quoted above - strip it of
its religious claims without distorting or over-simplifying it and treat
the sensation of waves of electriciy described there as typical of all
mystical experience, we might begin to home in on the processes that
could be responsible or at least eliminate much that is irrelevant to our
enquirye. However, this we cannot do for, in so far as we can penetrate
the ideology of the descriptions at all, it is clear mystical perception
is a blanket term for a great variety of experience and, worse, in each
case the alterations to perception are not limited and specifiable but
complex changes in one or more sensory systems. If the 'divine', defined
so differently in every case, does not point to some single process, it
may not only be that we are looking for a number of different metabolic
correlates but, if this is the case, a number of different mechanisms
linking physical activity and perception also. In spite of these

difficulties, I nonetheless remain committed to the possibility of a
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a physiological description whether or not, should we ever have one,
we could understand the experience fully in such terms. lMy reasoning
is that, since there is evidently a general relationship between perception
and physiology as also between some mystical perceptions and physiology,
it is simpler to explain all cases of perception in terms_of_such 2
relationship than to try to introduce theological concepfs which, apart
from being beyond verification, are applicable only to some cases or
mentalistic concepts which appear quite superfluous in addition to
creating inéuperable problems. My view is re-inforced in the case of
mystical perception by its relationship with traumatization - a psycho=-
physiological condition - that clearly plays a role in the description
of these cases albeit one that I cannot describe. However, it is one
thing to assert reasonably enough that a description of mystical experience

is possible within a biological framework and quite another to show where

this might lead us if a description of the framework cannot be providede

II

NATURAL DESCRIPTIONS AND THE REDUCTION OF EXPERITIICE.

Given the possibility of some naturalistic description of mysticai experience,
the question begged is whether or not we would accept it as a full
account of the experience. There are three points to be considered, in
the first two of which the completeness of the description on offer is
irrelevante 1. Does the experience inform us about anything other than
the workings of our metabolism? If it does not the commonest criterion
for reduction to naturalistic terms has been mete 2. Regardless of our
answer to the first question, is it ever possible to say of a perception =
however maladaptive - that it is one and the same thing as the processes
vhich give rise to it? This is a question about the level of description
_required to account for a phenomenon for, even if we take the epi=-

phenomenalist view that perception arises from and can be entirely
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explained in terms of physical processes, it is not at all clear that
such an expianation provides us with a useful description of the producte
3+ If we can show a relationship between perception and physiology but
cannot show how & process transcribes into the experience we have, there
is room for a third argument as to the sufficiency of a naturalistic
account.e This is that, not only may perception arise.from ; quite
different process than the one indicated by the identification of a
correlated physiological activity, but that there is no necessity that
the two processes = if there are two - even have the same ontological
statuse Being a creature of the times I am not smitten by idealism
and if there are peculiarities about the workings of mind and perception =~
as there undoubtedly are in the case of mystical experience - I would
prefer ta trace these back to the mysteries of metabolism than to-
complicate matters further by adding a world of mind to that of matter.
Yet idealism has a long history and will not go away until the fullest
description of mind/percepticn has been given in naturalistic terms and
no discussion of reduction would be complete without at least mentioning -
the possibility that in no event is reduction justifieds I consider
these questions to see if there is any simple course to take should a
natural description one day be given. My conclusion, based on the first
two considerations alone, is that simple reduction will not be an option
in the case of mystical experience whatever description of the physiology
of this experience we are one day offered. It is for this reason that,
in the final sectiony, T go on to examine the implications mystical
experience appears to have for an understanding of ourselves and the
world notwithéfanding my acceptance that a. physiological description of.

it may also be given.

1o PERCEPTION AND TEE WORID.

The sole criterion normally used to determine whether a naturalistic
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account is g sufficient description is the information value our perceptions
are thought to have. If it is the case that all our perceptions have a
physiological basis, then all perceptions tell us something about the
workings of metabolism in general and our own metabolism in particular
‘and thus have a diagnostic value but the question is whether they tell

us anything else that could not be deduced from a knowlédge of physiology
alone. In mundane cases it is clear that some do and some don't. If,
say, I see "stars" floating before my eyes and by all the tests I can
apply, alone and in conjunction with others, I am forced to the conclusion
that they are giving me no true information about the world, then there
seems little else but to accept that this is a characteristic effect or
by=-product of blood pressure on sight, a knowledge of which alone would
enable me to predict the occurrence of the phenomenon. In fact we do

not even need a detailed naturalistic explanation to accept a reduction
for, as in the case of tinnitus, though we do not know for sure what
causes it, for all practical purposes it suffices to say "its his ears
playing up again". However,it would be obtuse, except in the context

of an optical test perhaps, to say of most perceptions which we have
reason to treat as informative, that they only show that our optics are
working normally for we accept that these are also telling us something
about our sensory enviromment. We already know what type of perception

I should have under certain physical conditions but the particular view

I bave from my window cannot be deduced from any knowledge of physiology
or abstract account of the way in which it is stimulated. Even in mundane
cases we do sometimes have difficulty in deciding whether a perception

is informative or not. Ve might be taken in by the noises of tinnitus

on our first experience of it and it is not always easy to determine whether
we are hot because we are running & fever or because it is a hot day - it

is even possible in the extremity of hypothermia that we may feel warm
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when air and body both are colde Nevertheless we assume that, should
we take the trouble, there are scientific ways of determining the status
of our perceptions. However, it is not at all clear that the information

value a perception has can always ve determined unequivocallye.

Should a perception be patently maladaptive, I walk into doors perhaps,
I will have no difficulty in deciding that my senses are conveying false
information and will readily accept that misjudgement in this case arises
from brain lesions. It is perhaps worth pointing out in passing that,
whilst in all cases where we have knowledge of the physiological back=
ground of maladaptive perception, we find morbidity, which, if we had
any doubts, confirms maladaptivity, the discovery of morbidity does not
‘necessitate that the subject's perceptions will be maladaptive. One
might imagine the case where a tumour on my optic nerves causes me to
see blue where everyone else sees red and vice versae Though it may

be unaesthetic and out of sfep where the conventional use society makes
of colour is concerned, the major function of colour vision, i.e. the
differentiation of objects around us, is being performed by my abnormal
perception and it is not therefore maladaptive. A separate point,
neither is it in any way false for sensory adaptivity is not at all the
same thing as a scientific description. Since colour is not even a
property of objects but only a consequence of the inter-action between
environment and physiology, it is not false to see blue at one wave=-
length rather than another, merely abnormal. Though maladaptivity is
the usual way in which we learn whether or not our perceptions are false,
it can happen that our perceptions are false even when they are not
patently maladaptive. For example, the ponzo effect makes it seem to

us that rail-lines meet in the distance. Since we never reach the épot
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where they seem to meet, we cannot apply the test of maladaptivity as
I do if I walk into doors but must learn of the mistake in other ways.
However, in the case of mystical perception, not only do we have no
evidence of maladaptivity but, almost uniformly, we have no way of showing

that these perceptions are false.

Whatever it is like, mystical perception is not like walking into a door or,
as some L.S.D. experients do, believing that you can flye Though it may

be that mystics have a reduced efficiency, at least when inter-acting

with a complex and artificial enviromment, there is no evidence that

mystical perception leads to injury, shortens life or is associated with

any other disadvantage common to maladaptive perceptions. It is not that
these pe;ceptions, like retinal dots, have no consequences, they do but
none of the consequences gives the subject reason to think his perceptions
are false. UNor is there any way to establish on other grounds that the
claims about these perceptions are false. As discussed in chapter 1,
many mystical claims are inherently unfalsifiable and, whilst therefore
we may suspect their meaningfulness, we could never prove that these
claims did not relate to some state of affairs in this world or another.
Unlike claims about pink elephants, claims about love, design, divinity,
inter-relationship etc. are within the realm of logical possibility for
these could cogitably be true of some world whether or not, in fact,

they are and therefore we are not even in the position to treat them

as false until proved otherwise. Taken together with the fact that

we have no evidence of morbidity ~ which would suggest if not necessitate
reduction - tﬁere is norcdmpulsion to reduce which is no doubt why

mystical perception, unlike proven hallucinations and illusions, is a

topic of so mch intereste
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The fact that mystical perceptions are not patently maladaptive or false
does not mean that they are informative. We, after all, have no empirical
verification and they may be false but of such a nature that this could
not be demonstrated in any waye. Many who accept a scientific cosmology
may think such a position reasonable® and point to other exagples where
private experiences are beyond testing and from which gbod consequences
sometimes, fortuitously, flow. However, it is equally possible to explain
the lack of verification in ways which do not over-stretch credulity.
Mystics generally claim that the objects of their perception are non-
material and we should not therefore expect to verify these claims using
methods developed for physical claims. There are also subtler argumentse.
For example, mystical claims may be informative but of such g nature that
the info;mation is not understood in the form it is presented or that they
are informative without being of the least consequence and in neither case
would we then expect the improved adaptivity and predictive advantage
knowledge usually bringse As to the first possibility, since we are dealing
with sensory claims and not with claims couched in scientific form, there
is no reason to expect to find the god of mystical experience 'out there!
in the form mystics describe. The fact that spaceships have failed to
find God or microscopes a universal fluid of love does not mea; that such
claims yield no true information. Just as you will not find colour in a
scientific description of reality, yet we know-the perception of it gives
valuable information about the world albeit in an encrypted form, so
mystical experience may Jjust be the way the complex and sensitive instrument
our body is,.conveys and represents certain information to us. Since
scientific apparatus tells us that there are many forces in the world of
which we have no immediate knowledge, it is not impossible that, under

certain conditions, mystics do become aware of one or other of these in
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encrypted forme I see no reason to suppose that the capacities of the
body to detect aspects of the world are finite and restricted to the
parameters we are accustomed to in everyday consciousnesse. On the
contrary, we are of such complexity that there may well be other
sophisticated modes of functioning yielding information whic@ we do not
recognize as such or know how to make use of. It is thoﬁght birds
migrate using magnetic patterns, if we had such information available
to us, would we recognize it for what it was or know how to use it?
The argument here is not that mystics do have some such information
but that it is possible they do and therefore we cannot make too much
of the fact that mystical perception does not inform us about things
which we can straightforwardly verify. Igually, regarding the second
point, it.is possible that mystics have stumbled upon facts which are of
no possible value or use to anyone at all. Though we are used to
informative perceptions giving advantaces - the sighted are better placed
. than the blind - there is no logical connection between knowledge and
adventage and science itself has discovered many arcane items of information
which it can do nothing at all withe FEven in everyday cases much that
we see and hear is of no conceivable use to us yet we do not doubt the
veridicality of our perceptions on this ground. Though, in this case,
there is no reason why mystical claims should not be verified, it would
nonetheless explain why mystical 'knowledge' could be so unlike the
twentieth century paradigm of knowledge which gives us power over the
environment etce The point is that, if a perception is neither clearly
adaptive or unadaptive, the truth or falsity of the cleims arising from

it may be very difficult to determine.

Though there is no empirical evidence, it might even be argued that the
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balance of probability favours the possibility that mys%ical perception
conveys some sort of information about the worlde I am not here thinking
of pragmatic arguments, the value of believing x to be true as judged by
the consequences of so believing is no criterion of its truth value. IMystics
may well have better integrated personalities as a result of their
experiences lor perfectly understandable psychological reasons but, in
general, it is rather hard to define what we mean by good consequences
and life-enhancement and in any event the value we attach to beliefs
about x forms no part of an empirical description of the world. The sort
of thing I am thinking of is, say, the generic identity of all living
matter. It is an elementary observation that all living things do have
a great deal in common at the biological level and going further back
still, all material' objects have a family resemblance at the level of
chemistry or physicse. That scientists prefer to concentrate on what
distinguishes does not mean to say that a vision that dismisseé the
atomistic and concentrates on what unites us all in a family is false.
That mystics who frequently hark on the common nature of all things,
do not describe thei:r vision in terms acceptable to scientists 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 anywaye Perhéps the divine and the teleological
explangtions frequently encountered also may take on more meaning if we
started to look at the biosphere entire. Mystics could be thought of as
verhzps offering a complementary picture to the one science usually presents,
reporting on facts about the woild taken as a whole that are disregarded
by sciences I do not know how strong such arguments are = I recognize

they invite more questions than they answer - since neither I nor anyone
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else knows how definitive the scientific account of reality currently on
offer ise All T would suggest is that since mystical claims are not
demons trably false, we have a long way to go before ascertaining, even

provisionally, whether or not they have any truth value.

If we cannot be sure whether a perception has information value, there
are other considerations we might wish to introduce though it is hard

to see how any of these could be decisives It might be argued that the
momentary and occasional nature of mystical experience in the context

of trauma suggemts reduction. We have no precedent for believing that
veridical perceptions are tied to unusual metabolic conditions morbid

or otherwisq. It would be odd to argue that x can only be seen in some
uncommon physiological circumstance, angina perhaps, or euphoria as if
this were tantamount to the privile.ged position of an observer with a
special set of instruments. However, if we did have rarely used powers
of perception it would follow that they might only bhe revealed in an
uncommén circumstance. It could also be argued that being traumatized,
the witness of mystics, like that of drunks, is inherently unreliable.
It seems worth making two points about this. Firstly, traumatization

is not necessarily a state of extreme psycho-physiological disorder such
that we must discount the witnesses testimony unless it is verified by
supporting evidence for 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, if at all, 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 2 ¢:nk might
make that he definitely remembers seeing x though he cannot remember

where or whem, if only because of the unanimity of mystics as to what

it is that is clear and unmistakable. The perception is not randomly
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remembered nor does ity as it were, appear to accidenﬁally impress itself
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 alcoholic's for there is no evidence that, taken as a group,
they have lost touch with reality and their life-long insistence that
their experiences are informative should count for somethinge One final
thought is that we have no precedent for believing that claims arising
from a veried group of sense perceptions are invariably false. Iiirages
and tinnitus give rise 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 priori that they are not
informative. None of these thoughts in itself carries much weight but
certainly they do not all point in any clear directione The problem
remains whether, in some way, mystical perceptions are informative or
not for they cannot be shown to be false and the lack of verification

is by no means conclusives

Unlike most everyday perceptions, we then have no clear way in the case

of mystical perception of determining truth value and thus no obvious
reason to deny that it yields - in sensory form at least - some
information about the environmente In theory we could hold to this
position regardless of the kind of naturalistic description which might

be offered, since there is no necessity for morbid perception to be
uninformative, though perhaps in the face of clear evidence of disease,
one might accept reduction to naturalistic terms. Ve have no such evidence
however for unlike other, more certain, victims of misperception, mystics
are not, as a group, to be found in the doctor's surgery nor come to harm
as a consequence of their experiences. The situation is without precedent

but as there is neither clear reason nor even good reason to speculate
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hat knowledge of the metabolic processes involved will enable us to
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explain all that needs explaining about mystical perception, the main

criterion for reduction to naturalistic terms has clearly not been met.

2. PERCEPTION AID PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION.

The second area of difficulty concerns the order of explanation required
to account for a phenomenon. 'hether oxr not perception is an epi=-
phenomenon of metabolic processes, it is not at all clear that a
naturalistic description would fully describe it and, for this,perhaps

a higher order of description is required which may not be reducible or
transcribed to physiological terms. In terms of this argument it 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 veridical percention.

L common example given to show the sufficiency of naturalistic descriptions

in some cases is the way in which heat and light can be explained wholly

as by-products of electrical activity. IHowever, even in this case, there

is roan to doubt vhether in fact an account of electrical activity

mounts to a full description of its epiphenomena. In the first place,

all Lt

e

t and light are separable from their.cazuse. Tight, we are told, iravels

endlessly through the universe long after the star's activity which gave

7 have ceased and, certainly, ny bed remains warm long aiter

rise to it ma,
the electric blanket has been switched off. Ve may therefore talk about
o

thece nroperties of electrical activity quite outside of the context of

electrical activity. Secondly, rerardless of whether these properties

are physically separable or not we can talk of them in quite

berms from those in which we would describe the process which gave rise

I

to them for they have an identity and function over and abeve that whic
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they have in relation to electrical activity. If I blame the excessive
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heat for the wilting of my plants or the burning of my supper, I am
referring specifically to the role heat plays in my world and not to

that played by electrical activity. One might say "you burnt the supper
because the stove was turned too high" but in view of the separability
of cause and efiect - my supper may have been cooked on pre-heated stoves
and left there too long - the cause of the heat may play no pert in

the description of the events. Therefore, even in the case oi the
entirely explicable epiphenomena of physical activity, it might be that

an account of the processes involved would be too simplistic to describe

nave

the by-products or the separate roles and functions these might have.
These two difficulties might arise in the case of sense perception also,
even if this is treated sinply as an epiphenomenon of various niysical
processes. One cimply does not know whether perception is separable from
its causes in the way that heat and light are. Various experiences of a
out-of=-the-body type suggest that it may be but, in any event, we can
talk of perception as if it had an entirely distinctive identity and
even show that perception qua perception plays an independent role such
that it can have a feed-back on the very processes on which it is said

to be parasitice Ve can talk about a beautiful sight or mystical vision,

the happiness the sight of x gave us, the consequences of seeing x or
believing we see x none of which is deducible from an account of optics or
the way these are stimuleted. It is also noteworthy that there is a feed-
back from perception to sensory process such that any on~zoing account of
sensation must treat the nature of the perception one has - which cannot
be deduced from knowledge of physical operations = as a separate causal
factor in the process in its own right. ot liking what I see, I can

close my eyes which, unlike the involuntary closing of my eyes in bright
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light, is an action that establishes its independent 10le in the very
sequence of which it is here supposed to be a by-product. Quite simply
it does not make sense to attempt to describe the world of sensory
experience solely in physical terms for, even though such an account
may be given, its higher order functions could not be translgted into
naturalistic terms. Thus even if we had a naturalistic bescription of
mystical experience and established that mystical perception was not
informative, there would still be good reason not to accept such a
simplistic description unless, on being given such an account, mystics
henceforth totally disregarded their perceptions qua perceptions and
talked of them as they might tinnitus only in naturalistic terms.
3+ IDEALIS!M.
Until we have the sort of mechanism that Kluver offered for the perception
of tunnels to account for perception in general and mystical perception’
in particular, it is not entirely self-evident that sensory awareness -
as an aspect of consciousness = could be accounted for in naturalistic
terms even if perception was known to be correlated with various physical
processese AsS diséussed above, there is no logical relationship between
stimulation and sensory awareness, even if the latter is parasitic on
the former, and therefore no reason to assume that they are both parts
of a single system. It may be that all that will be needed is a more
complex naturalistic account involving two or more physiological systems
but, until this is ascertained, it can be argued that mind belongs to an
entirely different category from natural activity and not simply to a
different physiological process. Such arguments have a long history

which I cannot do justice to here but, as the need for a different order
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of explanation shows, mind and physical activity are not self-evidently
of the same category. There appears to be nothing else comparable to
consciousness in all the workings of nature and we rarely think of our
experience in such a contexte Since, illness apart, we have no need to
think of our perception in felation 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 of mystical experience this may be especially true since this
usually has little if anything to do with the world and, quite often,
does not even sppear to involve our everyday sensory processes at all,
thus there is even less reason than usual to conceive of it in natural=-
istic terms. As there is, as yet, only the slightest evidence for the
correlation of sensory awareness with metabolic activity and none showing
that stimulation and perception form a single chain, it would not be too
difficult to come up with explanations that at most place mind in some
tangential relationship with physical processes. OCne might accept that
we only see green when certain sensors fire but expléin this épparenf
parasiticism in terms of the sychronization of two quite separate worlds
each having a different ontological status. Though there are a number
of oddities in the empirical world, say, the continued common identity
of sub-atomic particles which have been split, which would more readily

be explained if a metéphysioal realm were added to nature, I reject all

such argunents on the sole ground that "they are unnecessarily complex.

| Why multiply worlds to explain oddities until we have exhausted the
possibility of explaining them in terms of the material - the existence
of which alone is not in doubt? Thus I reject all notions that percepiions,
subjectivity etc. are part of some gossamer substance that pervades the

grosser material of nature but which cannot be described in natural terms
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simply because all such ideas are, cosmologically, extravagant and need
the discipline of parsimony. I would not therefore take the idealist
position into account when considering the sufficiency of naturalistic
descriptions of experience though it is perhaps worthwhile pointing out

that such a position existse.

In the light of the first two points alone there would seem to be no clear
reason to reduce mystical perception to a naturalistic description however
full this might bes Mystical claims are not evidently false and could

yet prove to be informative in some way despite the current lack of evidence
for thise. DNor would we wish to stop talking about mystical perception
separately from whatever aetiology it had since no explanation of the
latter is likely to fully describe all aspects of the former and thus these
experiences qua experiences would continue to need descriptidn in higher
order terms. Since we do not have any knowledge of the metabolic processes
involved nor of the mechanism which transcribes metabolic activity into
such unusuval perceptions, there is not in fact the slightest reason to
think that, should we ever have such a description, this alone would
suffice for us to comprehend mystical perception and the role it plays

in the world of human experience. Therefore, though for the various
reasons outlined elsewhere, I can only believe that perception and mystical
perception alike have a.biological contexty, I do not believe we would

ever wish to explain away elther simplistically in physical terms. If

not reduction, we must either leave mystical experience on the shelf or
seek to find ways to determine whether or not it does inform us about

some state of affairs over and above the workiﬁgs of our own physiologye
Given the lack of verification for mystical claims, I will not try to

make something of 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 lot from it and that, by pursuing the lines
indicated, we might one day be in a position to évaluate the claims

mystics makee

111

MYSTICAL EXPERTENCE AND HUMAN ORGANIZATION - A WAY FORWATD.

If a naturalistic explanation is unlikely to suffice as a description

of all that mystical experience encompasses - not only the sociology

and the possibility of its being informative but alsc the very concepts

wve apply to humanity i.e. identity, personality etc. which perhaps can
only be identified with the workings of the organism as a whole - I believe
it is ine&itable that we must loock at the problem in terms of a higher
order of explanation.. This is not to dispense with a simple physiological
account wﬁich will be needed to underpin any model offered but to
supplement it with a level of 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 of human organization. These are, firstly, the
possibility of describing experience in non-subjective terms which has
implications for the concept of ego-identity. Secondly, the possibility
of personality complexes which cannot be related to individual functioninge
Thirdly, the possibility that we may recognize as meaningful ways of
interpreting the world which are not derived from intellect. 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 vhy claims about Union, God etc. are made. The model of
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human functioning I outline is designed to solve three particular
questions but I hope offers the prospect of going on some day to
examine the content of mystical claims within a context that relates
them to the empirical worlde As hard cases make bad law, I should here
point out that the model of human organization I suggest should not be
Judged solely in relation to the degree it solves some of the questions
which mystical experience posese Though I no more than touch upon its
wider applicability, if it does not have universal application, it is
quite useless for it is my belief that, if mystical experience can be
shown to have any importanqe for us, this cannot be done by treating it
in isolation but only by relating it to the wider biological picture
in which we operates In attempting to find a way of incorporating
mystical experience into the mainstream of knowledge and thus putting
ourselves in a position to ascertain whatever value it might have, T
recognize that I reach the border where analysis gives way to speculatione.
Howevery, if nothing else, I hope to provide food for thought fqr future
researchers who, having more data at their dispgsal, may be better placed
to decide in which direction we gare most likely to find a satisfactory
framework but placing mystical experience firmly in the context of human

operation does not appear to me to be a bad place to start.

1o MYSTICAL FXPERIENCE AND SELF=-IDENTITY.

Lgo is a concept that has been defined in various ways but in every
account the self and individuality are invariably declared to be all=-
embracing. It is always said to be the sole form of human organization
which physioclogy in its obscure way serves. Put crudely, man is lir. Smith
or Mrs. Jones, a particular and unique identity on two legs who, even

in sleep, reveals his idiosyncracy in dreaminges A doubtful concept at

the best of times, I believe it breaks down entirely in the case of

mystical experience.
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Pace Searle, I believe that subjectivity is not an integral characteristic
of consciousness unless the concept of subjectivity is used as a rag-bag
into which every perception of identity is meaninglessly thrown. At the
moment of mystical experiencey, the mystic finds that his sense of personal
identity, individuality and autonomy has dissolved into or, ‘at the very
least, has been subsumed within the identity of énother. Whatever the
precise nature of the new identity he, for a moment, is no longer seeing
whatever he sees as Mre. Jones, a remark which holds true for monistic
cases as well for solipsism is not compatible with the definition and
particularity that ego-identity implies. Equally in the spiritual phase
that follows, extended identity sets limits to the subjectivity of
perceptione More commonly we find the same loss of the subjective if
not its replacement or partial replacement by a non-individual identity.
In trauma and the depersonalization typical of a variety of physical
and 'mental' illnesses subjectivity is broken down as it is'in more
natural moments such as the hypnopompic state, moments of euphoria etce
when self=-perception is greatly reduced without consciousness necessarily
being lost. The point is that, at the descriptive level, it is
meaningless to call non-subjective states or states in which a wholly
non-personal identity is reported, ego states for ego is only a descriptive
concept and not an empirical one and must break down if it cannot be
characterized at alle I do not doubt the value of the concept of self
if used in a restricted sense and I can accept that it is applicable to
a wide range of self-perceptions and we certainly use it of our own
varying perceptions.of ourselves, which change with age, time of day,
state of health etc. but we must also recognize that some instances
fall beyond description in terms of self-identity. To describe all cases

meaningfully, the concept of identity must be made more complex at the
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expense of comprehensiveness such that we can talk of  different types

of identity rather than various sub=types of ego.

I would also point out, as it also relates to the question of the
sufficiency of the concept of ego as a description and because it is
relevant to the model I wish to propose to replace it, that there is no
reason either to apply the concept of self to periods of unconsciousnesse.
By any standard there simply is no subjectivity in sleep, fugue states,
coma, etce - it is incoherent to offer a description of identity that
encompasses states of identity and non-identity - and it is mere fancy
to extend the concept of ego, as Freud did, to all our modes of 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 infer from subjectivity in most conscious moments

to subjectivity in unconsciousnesse. For this reason I would not accept
ego as a comprehensive description of identity even if it was adequate
as a description of all conscious states which, I have argued, in

any event it is note

We need a new model of identity that covers the descriptions of non-self
identities reported in mystical experience and states, conscious or
otherwise, in which there is no subjectivity as well as those states in
which;cthCiousness.is-experiencediin'terms of self. In providing a model
that will accomplish this, I believe we will begin to understand what

mystical experience is aboute

2+ MYSTICAL IXPERTENCE AND PRRSONAILITY.

As discussed in chapter 4 the spiritual orientation, which always follows
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mystical perception and is usually preceded by it, is a syndromic personality
state exhibiting a very typical outlook and set of values and feelings..
The point I wish to make here is that we cannot, except in terms of
'brainwashing'y, accommodate in the context of individuality personality
complexes which crop up in a standardized form worldwide and in all ages,
often briefly, regardless of prevailing culture. ‘Since neither brain- )
washing nor the internalization of religious paradigms of personality
alone could account for all the cases in which this complex is reported, it
has to be accepted that the combination of feelings such as 'basic trust',
altruism etce. owes nothing to acquisition from culture, kin and peers.
The only altermative - unless one wishes to argue that this stereotypical
personality is acquired during some universal phase that all humans go
through, the foetal, perhaps, or is an evolutionary artefact - is that
the complex reflects a non-individual human persona, something we simply
arey, be it a universal characteristic of human functioning or the result

: of some particular and abnormal form of metabolic condition. Ve are
familiar with cases of bothe Ve can talk of clinical depression, a mind-l
state not presumed to owe anything to the individuality of the victim's
acquired personality and of paranoia which seems to be an analogous cases
Since there is no reason to think of spirituality in terms of morbidi ty,

it is more reasonable to treat it as & universal product of human functioning
P

albeit one which is rarely fully manifested in human consciousness. Ve
can talk of childhood psychology, adolescent psychology, the psychology

of old age etce whichy like the spiritual orientation, set individuality

in quite characteristic non-personal contexts and it is my view that the
spiritual outlook is similarly an aspect of thc humen, rather than the
individual,condition. The point being that, if this is so, we need a model
of human personality that can be described both in terms of the individual

and of the universal and non-personal for any explanation in terms of
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ego-identity alone would be insufficient.

If it is not an aberration, like clinical depression, it may be that the
spiritual complex plays a central, rather than a marginal, role in the
definition of personality. I believe it could be argued from, the
experience of mystics that this complex is central to the concept of
human development and maturity. The spiritual orientation, in any

marked form, is a temporary phase described by experients in such terms

as 'becoming fully human for the first time', 'whole', '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 wa;e Iy belief is that, not only can we identify a spiritual
complex, but we could relate it to personality development and emotional
maturity. The nossible peak-~age for mystical expericence in the late teens
"would be very significant in this context and we could sugges®t that
whereas, in the case of mystics, the integration of individual and
non~-individual traits is sudden and often unstable = several shifts may
be needed - the same sort of integration occurs in non-mystics gradually
and thus less noticeably. It is the sudden contrast between old and new
personality which needs to be recognized descriptively and which mz2y give
us an insight into the workings and nature of maturation. UYhere are

two possible objections to such an argument. TFirstly, that long term
changes in personality in the case of mystics, if indeed the:e are ony,
for mystics could be Ceceiving themselves, are entirely contingent on

the way tlie experience is construved and on the simple accidents of 1life.
One is likely enough to attempt to 'improve! oneself, perhans in line

with religious models, if one is certain & god, in some form or another,
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exists and that his aim is human betterment and salvation and society
will knock off everyone's rough edges in the course of time. I would
only say to this that, if we recognize maturity in general and accept
that in most cases it occurs gradually, the sudden onset - though not
necessarily completion - -of the same sort of maturity in the .case of
mysticsy must be significant and would count against any‘argument that
maturation is solely & product of contingent factors, rather it would
indicate a coupling together of innate and acquired patterns. The
second objection would run that human maturity is too nebulous a concept
to be meaningful, at best no mere than a cultural stereotype. If so
there arey, at most , only cultural stereotypes of maturity and we have no
other way of discriminating between the mature and the immature. As
Rumke believed that 'basic trust' authenticated a mature and rounded
personglity, I believe we do recognize a wider set of personality traits
in which individuality should be set as marking a fully developed
" personality though these are not easy to define and certainl: not
quantifiable and, if you do not understand vhat I mean, I cammot explain
it to you. IHowever, though the notion that maturity is tied, consciously
or unconsciously, to the workings of a spiritual complex would give
substance to the concept of matirity which would have many implications

4

for the evaluation of ourselves = we could provide a check-list of traits
to determine authentic maturity and fulfillment of the potentialities of
human character = I accept that any argument based on the long=term
develoment of a mystic's character must be tenuous. HNevertheless,
central or noty we are left with the problem of syndromic personali ty

states which certainly are of a marked nature and brief duration and

which cannot be understood in terms of individuality aloneo.
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3¢ MEANINGFULNESS AID MYSTICAL CIAINMS.
The third challenge mystical experience poses for a rational view of
humanity could be summarized as why do mystics make certain thematic
buf - in an empirical sense - meaningless claims about the world
apparently without using normal intellectual procedureé? To outline the
problem I will need first to show that mystics do not usé‘any'normal method =
empirical or tautological - to arrive at their claims and secondly show
that their claims are not simply illogicale Taken in conjunction with
the nature of the claims, I believe these considerations show that mystical
clzims, neither in form nor origin, bear any resemblance to any other
type of human claim, sane or irrational. IMystics simply recognize that x
is a meaningful and valid description of the way things.are. The problem is

how then é}e we to explain why it is mystics find their cleaims 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 first possibility it might be suggested
that mystics make inferences about their experience from whatever knowledge
they may have of religious doctrine. At first sight this seems plausible
for probably everyone is acquainted at least with a minimal level of
religious teaching and might apply this such as it is to sitvations to
determine whether theirs was an authentic experience of this or that.

Yet, though familiar terms might be borrowed to describe what is otherwise
indescribabley, I doubt whether their use implies any such rational process.

In monotheistic religions especially, terms such as God are rarely
predicated ip sufficient detail for anyone to be able to say that he had

had an authentic experience of, for example, the Christian God. Unlike
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a vision of the Virgin for a Roman Catholic, most mystical claims have
to do with matters that have few recognized attributes and it is
significant that there is never any attempt to justify the identification.
Even theologians would have problems recognizing God in experience yet
we never find signs of an intellectual process pointing out in what
respects their experience was authentic or of any "I had bettei look
that up" approach which would take time as we would if encountering
some mundane obJject we were unfamiliar with but only an immediate
appellation "this was God and I could not doubt the fact". That inference
is not the main tool for determining the meaning of mystical perception
is made clear by the fact that many mystics coin private terms to describe
what they experienced = 'pure being' etce By doing this they deny any
possibility of 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 it is
our senses are presenting us with, we can just see that red is not the
same as blue or square as round it might be thought that mystics are
meking 'judgments of perception's One might, for 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
etce 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
first is that there is no logical necessity for us to find our perceptions
meaningful in any way whatsoever. So, given the nature of mystical
perception, it is something of a surprise that all experients do find

them meaningful and, moreover, do not restrict themselves to basic
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judgments but make sophisticated universal claims whether or not inference
allows them to do soe The major difficulty 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 alle In a case such as 'a flash of illumination ... & few seconds ..
I had experienced a world mind ... I seemed to uhderstaﬁd immediately,
without effort, the meaning and truth of immortality, omniscience and
omnipresence! (12) we have the usual sort of mystical insight but no
cogitable basis either for judgment or inference at alle If mystical
truth may be arrived at without some concrete perception of divine things,
there is no logical relationship between perception and meaning in the

case of mysticisme

Other arguments that mystical revelations arise from cognitive processes
are equally unconvincinge. 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 it

is something we may know whether or not we have empirical illustrations

of it nor do mystics ever claim that they worked out, say, that the
universe must be love in any such way. Nor do mystics, gnlike many
ordinary religious, cleim to know what they know on the basis of some
authority - the bible perhaps. Mystics may use religious doctrine as

a form of confirmation for their revelations but this is neither the origin
of their claim nor are their claims offered to us subject to confirmation =
Teresé,gf Avila, for instance, was dismissive of 'a certain confessor!

who found himself unable to agree with what she simply 'knew' to be the
cases Nor would I accept any argument about subliminal intellectual

processes whether or not tied to sensory stimulation of 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, if it is a solution, it 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' of this type, such as the benzene ring, provide no lasting
solution nor can they even be worked out consciously, as it were, in
reverse - one simply knows a mystical truth, it is not something that,
once known, one can work towards demonstratinge I do not rule out the
possibility that one or more of these processes plays a role in explaining
how it is a mystic-knows so immeaiately and certainly what he does but
would argue that none offers a sufficient explanation of the origin of

these claims.

If we cannot treat mystical claims as the product of rational thought
processes, it might alternatively be argued that we could view them

simply as idiosyncratic and illogical. We are after all free to imagine
what we will and attribute whatever meaning we wish to our sensory
experiences. There are three objections to such a line. The first is that
we have no general reason to think of mystics as a group as either
irrational or as obsessed by religious/supernatural matters and thus

liable to apply such ideas randomly and in a wholly private way. Unlike
the intellectually confused or those suffering from some mania, mystics,

if anything, appear to be logical individuals, sticklers for detail and
certainly do not all have such a religious background as might lead one

to suspect that theirs is a neurotic nature obsessed by relipious ideas.
Mystics such as J. Trevor scrutinized and tried to test their illuminations
in every way possible but still have not been able to concede even during

the course of a lifetime that these brief episodes were delusions, wishful
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thinking or whatever. Honest and sane men may easily be misled but

that they believe they are meking claims about that which is not personal

and private but which has 2 universal significance and are often aware

that such claims may make them look ridiculcus =~ since whatever significance
the claims have cannot be found in the public domein - is not what we would
expect of 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 idiosyncracye Though it is difficult
to cheracterize mystical claims, they do not appear to have that diversity

vhich we have come -to expect from wholly private thoughts. It is
ignificant in this context that many authors have sought to analyse

~

mystical claims in various ways, treating them as if they were internally

€
consistent, amenable to logic and to have discerned common threads running

-

through them sufficient to relate them to models such as the 'pat

-

'seven mansions' etce It is not merely that ther bear a certain

compatibility with religious doctrines of one sort or znother which make

such activities apnear reasonable but, 1f compared one with another both

in content andé form, that they do . appear to constit te a recormizable
ferily verhaps to the point where we could agree about whether a case

+ 1y

did or did not belong to ite Vhat criteria we would usze I do not know ~

erhaps their unfalsifigbility, their subject matter Cod, love, union =

- 1.1

but this appearznce of a theme and of 2 common form marks out the type

from the sinply random and idios nackgronnds

of the exverients adds weight to this crsumente The third onljectio
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is that mystics not only find that temporarily, when in the right Ifrane

-

of mind, they undersiand the meaning their experience has- wiietvher or

not they can understend it later when oiften only the certainty that it
v v J

did have a meaning may remain = others apnear in some wa:” o recosmnize
(& v b e ~
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this meaning alsoe Mystics turned guru attempt to impart their insight
to others =~ though perhaps significantly not often in rational ways -
and groups often give the appearance of being on the same wavelengthe
This might prove a most interesting area of study for, if it could be
shown that mystics genuinely understood each other in some way it would
be the strongest argument of all against the chafge that'mystical claims )
are simply private, idiosyncfatic and illogical for we could not under=-
stand or even empathize with another's irrationality. The impression I
have is that these claims, if not rational and thus allowing easy access
by all, nonetheless do not simply have private meanings either and thus
whatever significance they do have cannot be sought in the personal domain

alone.

If we do not know how mystics come to know what they know yet have reasons
for believing that they are making some sort of trans-personal claim, it
is worth looking at these claims to see whether, as a group, they really
bear any resemblance to other empirical or tautologous knowledge at alle '
My thinking here is that, if we find these claims meaningful, it cannot
be for the same reasons that we find other claims to do with the public

domain meaningful and thus we will have to explain the meaningfulness

of mystical claims -~ at least for mystics and their associates = in other

terms. As argued in chapter 1, mystical claims are rarely in a form

which allows verification and never have been verified or falsified which
distinguishes them as a group at the outset. It is also very curious
that we can do nothing with these claims. Theology has sought to show
that they make sense in terms of this or that cosmology but since these
models remain unverified they are, for all intents and purposes, beyond

approach in terms of the world. Neither, taking mystical claims as a
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starting point, can we work back or forward from them &s was done in the
case of the dream of the benzene ring to show to what it is they relate
and thus whether or not they have a place in the scheme of things. It is
also very curious the way most mystics recognize the meaning momentarily
with absolute clarity yet simply cannot say later what this was beyond
the fact that it was certainly of some immense sighificaﬁce both for
themselves and for mankind. Others try to capture it in words only to
find that they are making statements of questionable meaningfulness or,
as when Boehme wrote of the 'signatures' of plants, statements which are
apparently nonsensicale. If ever I understood 'relativity theory!
I do not do so now &et I have ways of going back to the understanding
I had of it and thus ways of making clear its meaning to others which
mystics siﬁply do not have = if you are to make a mystic of another,
there is no rational way to do thise. Not to labour the point, though,
if put into theological terms, mystical claims make a certain minimal
.amount of sense, they are not otherwise translatable into terms graspable
by the intellecte Thus it is not even a case of mystics versus non-mystics
but mystical insight versus every other form of insight. Since theology
offers us no reason to believe that the application of logic to these
claims, which gives them an apparent meaningfulness in relation to the
world, is an activity which can be justified, there is every reason to treat
nystical insights and whatever significance they have for us as something
entirely self-contained. Can there be ways of looking at things which
have other than e private meaning yet whose meaning for us does not
originate in rationality? My suggestion will be that mystical insights,
and mystical perceptions likewise, belong to an arbitrary and internally
coherent order of events to which, as humans, we all 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 of
rationality - our own or God's = or that they tell us anything about
the world at all for our ability to recognize mystical descriptions

of life may only tell us something about our own nature.

Though these three questions might each be answered in various ways,

taken togetherrs common solution is indicated which, I believe, will

in turn shed light on other aspects of mystical experience and perhaps
better describe the nature of humanity generally. My proposal is simply
to draw a distinction between subjectivity and everything else that
constitutes human psycho-physiological functioninge My notion is that the
functioﬁing of the human organism can be described in two very distinctive
ways which, presumably, at the physiological level represent distinct modes
of operatione The human organism may well have developed to its present
level of complexity without, until very recently, having developed the
neans to create individuvality. Subjectivity I treat as an additional

and specialized mode of operation which has arisen from some more
sophisticated technique of information processing or simply a more
sophisticated way of combining a number of long developed features

suchh as memory. Ve therefore may talk of self and all that it stands for
in relation to the activation of a particular pattern of neurological
operation and, equally, offer & description of the human in non=-personal
terms Iory it is inportant to point out = this not being an inheritance
theory - that I do not believe that the development of subjectivity

has subsumed our autochtionous orgenization into its workings. My

reasons for believing that subjectivity is an operation parasitic on

a non-personal structure rather than one which has incorporated all
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aspects of functioning within one integrated and individualistic mode
of organization are various. As discussed, even conscious awareness
does not entalil subjectivity and a description of unconsciousness =
during which times we continue to function and respond to enviromment
in terms of subjectivity is wholly inappropriate, Even in consciousness
individual identity has little control over our Bodily functions, our
reactions or that whole range of impulse and behaviour we describe as
instinctive and in times of crisis, such as trauma, we often find that
subjectivity is pre-emptorily closed down to be replaced by a form of
autonomic psycho-physiological functioning that requires a different
order of descriptione lMoreover, as in mysticism and deep dreaming, we
are aware, of another identity or of universal symbols which we sinply
cannot place in the context of self. T therefore believe we can talk of
the biological machine in higher order terms as having two distinct
forms of identity of which the primordial is primary and the suljective
secondary - an order which does not match oir usual perception. This
increasec the complexity of our understanding of human nature to the
point where we ma)y provide comprehensive descriptions of it yet not *o
the point where, as in the case of idealism or theological concents of
soul etce,y, 1t becomes ontologically extravagante There is onl; one
machine which, I believe, has a characteristic form of organization and
a complementary higher order faculty which we wrongly assume to play a
central role in its workings.
The point I am making about primordial organization is not that we can simply
describe human physiology without reference to self but that this form
of organization itself requires a higher order level of description than
physiology alone could provide. Quite what this level, glimpsed in
mystical experience, is like is something which needs to be investigated
but it gives the appearance of having an identifigble character, sense

of identity and a very distinctive way of representing the world to itself.
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There is no reason to doubt that a complex organism such as the human
being is capable of a level of self-expression which all members of the
species manifest and which is the hallmarlk of their membership and a

token of the common way in which they each, individually, function.

Maybe it is quite natural for us at this level to see ourselves in terms

of species, recognizing by their behaviour, perhaps, that other members
likewise have a similar sense of identity, outlook and personality that is
determined by context - roles and envirommental demands = rather than by
individuality. It should be noted that for now I am only suggesting

that there may be an suthentically human form of 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
activities of individual members or which allows for communication
between members in a non-material way. Iystics would in fact appear to
be claiming that we do not merely have a family resemblance at this level

7
i

but that we are quite literally joined together by supra-personal forces.
This may be so, I would certainly wish to leave the possibility open, but
T find no need to complica ne.tters to this degree in order to answver

the questions that mystical experiences initially present us with. If

we each have an identity derived from our common metabolisms we can

understand to what it is mystics are referring and why it is others can
recognize what they are talking about without becoming ontolozgically
extravagant. Though we would function at this primordial or adamic level
continuously, there is little reason for us to be aiare of it in the
normal course of eventse. One might imegine that when, so to speak,
subJectivity is switched on it largel; excludes any conscious awareness
of this level though self may be compatible with some degree of
onscilousness of non~personal elements, especially of character, and,
if ﬁy remarks above about maturation have any basis, we may conclude

that there is nc incompatibility between the awareness of the personal
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and some impersonal contents. Of necessity I can say little else about
this level of awareness. Mystics wmay do their best to describe what it
feels like to view the world from the perspective of 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 different in
the absence of the circuitry that, I believe, subjectivity is a part of -
there is no reason to suppose that we can translate primordial ways of
looking at things into terms recognizable by the self. It may be, however,
should we be aware of this primordial vision, that we naturally enough
recognize it and, treating it in its own terms, find it meaningful though
beyond zmalysis in rationzl terms.

Depersonalization in various states and mystical claims about the
dissolution of self into some greater whole become comprehensible in
terms of this model. Once subjectivity has stopped, as it often seems

to do in trauma, we continue to function autonomically - perhaps more
efficiently in cases where the concerns of self are superfluous and a
distraction from more pressing bodily needs - and, sometimes, we recognize
or become submerged by an impersonal identity. One might imasgine that
our primordial nature is not often conscious at all but that when it is
it is blissfully unaware of its own individuality and the particularity
of its plight and only aware of its common identity with the species

and more generally with the world of which it is part. This failure

to consciously differentiate between self and others or, at least, tp

do so clearly may arise from poor data processing (subjectivity
notwithstanding, without my glasses I feel more 'at one with the world')
or it may be that this is the way we must necessarily view ourselves and

our relationships in the absence of subjectivity however sophisticated
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our information processing.
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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 it is that the spiritual suddenly find
themselves kitted out with a new, larger personality that authoritatively
presents and challenges the self with a new vision of what they are, or
should be, and transforms the way that they look at the world. before, in
Starbuck's terms, they feel a 'backsliding' and sﬁbjectivity reasserts
itself. It is the cyclic nature of these intrusions and the contrast they

present which demands description and explanation.

Though the only point I am making is that, by hiving off subjectivity,

we can explain syndromic changes in personality in terms of the organism's
rather than the individual's personality and thus give both aspects the
full and independent roles they appear to us to have, I am not unaware that
my model could be thought to carry implications which I do not intend it

to convey. Ve cany, I belicve, describe a number of personality states

‘as authentic examples of the "simply human" yet, whilst these states
invariably make a great impact upon us - -since our consciousness of them
seems provortionate to the simultaneous reduction of subjective awareness =
I do not see that we should loak on them as moral imperatives whether or
not, in practice, experients treat them as if they are. lMany religions set
great store by the transformation from 'sinful' self to a state in which
ego is subordinated o, what I would call, the spiritual orientation, yet
in ny model there is no basis for evaluation between the two as both have
the same ontolozical status and, in fact, the sniritual represents a less
sophiisticated form of functioning than the subjectives. These non-personal
forms of psycho=physiological functioning may form a benchmark for +he
evaluation of individual members by providing the only common basis for

group identity we have, the;” may enhance our feelings of well-being and
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maybe, if everyone regularly attended revival meetings, the world would
be a happier and pleasanter place but they do not provide authoritative
blue-prints for individual personality. I doubt that the self could do
better than integrate its acquired elements with those provided by its
identity as a member of the species but unless one believes that the
latter identity is also sentient at some trans-personal level, concerned
with the wider welfare of the species, omniscient etce. there is no
compulsion to do so and many individuals, perhaps rightly, feel that
trans=-personal values are a straightjacket inhibiting individual
development and efficiency. (I earlier argued that in proportion to
the degree of felt spirituality, individuals appear less able to deal
effectively and flexibly with the sophisticated non-natural environment
which subjectivity has made possible). As,if there is a non-human
identity at all it lives in a different world from subjectivity, these
remarks are only intended to show that my model carries no moral or
ethica%rimplications, unless, as mystics and other religious claim,
there is a great deal more to trans-personal identity than we, at first

sight, have need to suppose.

The third area of difficulty can also be understood in terms of a
separate, impersonal level of awarenesse. Vhat mystics try to describe
and, perhaps wrongly, attempt to formulate in religious or quasi=-relizious
terms - but in no case offering us anything that is transcribable into
rational terms - is maybe no more than a picture of the way the organism
perceives the world to be. Though much that is perceived by the organisn,
the low level of differentiation say, may arise from inferior data
processing, we have no reacon to assume that, in empirical terms, any
understanding based on such perception is meaningless nor, thoush they

may be unapproachable, +that if formualted the claims arising would be
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nonsensicale MAs even our own refined sensory processes reflect the world

in ways which are useful %o us rather than in & form which any logical

being could understaend = colour perception, for example, symbolizes
information about the world in a form common to and recognized by all
menbers of the species yet which is only alogically 1'ela‘§ed to the fact
being represented - so it might be with much of the picture mystics
report. Without operating at the non-subjective level and knowing what
use the organism puts its picture of the world to, one simply does not

know vhether the picture the organism has of t{rans-personal forces eic.

is meaningful or not. Egqually though the piciure the organism has of

By

the world may bte entirely alogical,informational or not, there is no

reason to<assume that it ic nonsensicel simply because it cannot be
formulated in logical or proto-logical terms. Though I cannot recognize

what cubist paintings, say, are conveying, others can and thus these

+ oy me

images have more than & privete significance. TFerhaps mysiicel claims,

hrvever impenetrable, likewise convey socething of significance to the
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ted though this neazning could never clezrly de put into wordse
very meaningful indeed. All mystics, in 2ll places and ages, not only
find it meaninzful but, as far as one can tell from the thematic nature
of the claims, find it meaningful in much the seme weye Certainly they

expect others ¥ vrovide us with and some

apparently do. Treating mystical clainms es arising from the stereotyped
comprehension of a non-rationzl creature, which in part I belisve we all
arey, does explain the two most @ifficult points avout mystical cleims

vhich are the cericinty mystics have thet their insights are meaningful

and the problem the; have in formulating, in words at leest, what this
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significance is. If one needs to be locked-in to the.organisﬁ's whole
integrated mode of operating before we can find comprehensible what it
finds comprehensibley, it would also explain why many mystics cannot
remember the significance of so much 'other-worldly' knowledge when self
supervenes moments after even though the experience remains stamped on
their memory. Ve could make little of it, if it proved the case that
the organism had developed a uniform way of comprehending its existence
and the world for this need not show language or any other form of
communications It may be no more than a logo which identifies authentic
human comprehension which is quite possible since, without subjectivity,
there would be nothing to prevent our_processing information in identical

ways given a common psycho=physiological Tunctioning. As humans operating

at that level we recognize that this is our way of viewing the world.

Having taken what Are; to my mind, the three most accessible questions raised
by mystical experience and offered a model of the human being in terms

of which we can answer them, I leave it tc others to determine whether
there is any merit in continving further with this line of enguiry. T

do not pretend to know whether the adamic entity of my rypothesis is

some purblind, barely conscious, creature or whether it is much more
complex than that - and there are questions about mass behaviour, mass
learning and our interaction ﬁith the environment that do suggest something
truly nysterious at the heart of each of 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 of human identity seems to
provide one such ~ the only such? - opening. It is not therefore a
solution in terms of which all aspects of mystical experience can be
understood but a starting point that may enable us to investigate the

subject rationally and perhaps, one day, even empiricallye
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I began this chapter by considering whether or not we could offer a
naturelistic description of mystical experience since various reasonings
suggested that the key to explanation lay in our own metabolisme I argued
that, not only could we not do so at present but, beyond saying that

there were few signs of morbidity, we could say nothing else as the
account would need to be of such complexd ty that we must walt for a

full understanding of how the various fnctions of our biological machine
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equipment we have evolved or simply to the more sophisticated use of
such equipmente The model, whatever its failings, does solve the
descriptive problems posed by mystical and some other aspects of human
experience without ontological extravagance - there is only one machine
requiring two higher order descriptions of its functioninge If I am on
the right lines, mystical experience, at the very least, is a diagnostic
tool giving us an insight into human orgenization which we may not
otherwise have been able to approache. As far as we can tell there would
be no more reason to reduce our transhuman persona to phyéical terms
than there would be our everyday one since both would require a higher
order of description than could be contained in naturalistic terms alone.
There is also the possibility that mystical experience could open up
whole new vistas of knowledge if the organism devoid of subjectivity
proves not to be an automaton, for it may be conveying wsable information
perhaps in an encrypted form about the world of trans-personalitys. The
settliqg of this question is a very long way off even if we were to
establish non-personal identity as a fact rather than as a description
but it is this possibility, about which mystics have no doubts and other
religious also accept, that alone should be sufficient to force us %o
dedicate a great deal of effort in trying to solve all of the questions
which mystical experience poses. To answer the question I asked, however,
a naturalistic explanation is unlikely to suffice though it is probable
that one could be given eventually. Ve need to understand how mystical
experience fits into the wider world of human orfanization and
functioning and physical descriptions alone are unlikely to enable us

to do this for, at best, these can coniirm and keep our speculations on

the railse
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POSTSCRIPT

Mystical experiencey, I believe, is something more that a non-natural
perception or a group of claims loosely related by a supernatural theme
for it is a very distinctive psycho-physiological event that takes

place in recognizable circumstances. Any explanation of th; picture
which emerges needs to address all aspects of a many-faceted phenomenon.
We need naturalistic descriptions and higher order accounts of personality
as well as examinations of the significance these claims about the

nature of reality 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 & full
picture of the way human beings function at different levels aud the way
in which these different levels interact. Some readers may have been
disappointed that, in view of the arguments in chapters 1 and 2, I have
felt unable to pursue the content of mystical claims and discuss such
questions as divinity, unferlying unity etc. which are of course what’
has given mystical experience such prominence over the centuries. I take
no view about such claims in isolation from the experience - its background
etce - as a whole but believe this is challenging enough, provoking as

it does questions of real import for philosophy of mind and psychology,
and that coming to a view about these questicne we may be better placed
to assess what, if 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 of the experience and followed through
some of the major implications, e.g. the difficulties of accounting for

it in mentalistic terms, this picture has. I shall, however, be well-

satisfied if others, partly as a result of this work, see mystical
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experiences as L do in terms of a thought-provoking conﬁndrum that
challenges - one might say jars - the undemanding rational picture
of ourselves and the world that a scientific age has given us. Mystical
experience stands oute It is not to be dealt with as a footnote to
psychology or physiology but needs to be given a more central place in
our self-understanding even if this requires that many of thelassumptions
on which our scientific world view is based need to be reshaped to
accommodate it. Perhaps Nietzsche's madman who 'entered divers churches
and there sang a requiem aeternam deo' (1) was truly mad, certainly, on
the basis of reports we have and my analysis of these, his actions were

prematures
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APPENDIX A

NON-NATURA I/DISCONTINUOUS (See page 91)

In view of the argument in chaper 1 that religious claims are of
doubtful meaningfulness and therefore of questionable intelligibility
and the argument in chapter 2 that any way, regardless‘of the wider
picture, mystical claims are impenetrable throﬁghout I treat as futile
any attempt to characterize or analyse the content of these claims. I
make use only of the more intelligible aspects of the reports of the
experience, its background and consequences etce. from which, I believe,
a great deal more may be gained than from a study of concepti whose
meaningfulness is more apparent than reale I do not deny that these
conceptg may have reference and certainly they are thematic, suggesting
a transpersonal rather than a wholly private significance - for a possible
explanation see chapter 6.III - but in no case do I believe that it is
possible to transcribe religious lanpuage into a logical or otherwise
analysable forme. For this reason, throughout I ignore the content of
mystical claims about the nature of the world for, though it is uppermoét
in my mind that mystics have experiences which they report in terms of
divinity, union etce.y I believe, in our present state of knowledge,
such claims are unapproachables I therefore seck a non~valuative definition
such that we can talk of mystical claims as a type, despite thelir great
variety, and which distinguishes them from claims which are amenable to
verificatione. TIdeally the definition would also distinguish the thematic
nature of the mystical type but there are two objections to this. The
first is that any further characterization of the non-natural would be
- unwarrantably selective. Christians, say, might wish to treat as mystical
only those claims couched in terms of theism and love but this would

simply be an extraction from the bulk of the material and would have no
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corrigible basis unless it 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 mysticale The second is that whilst, "by nose",
we might tell 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 Wayvof 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 cleims in which selected terms such
as divinity did not appear or accept, as I do, that any non-natural
claim arising in a given set of circumstances is mystical whether it is
clearly o do with divinity, union etce or note I therefore choose non-
natural/discbntinuous to identify the primary characteristic of the claims
made by nystics, and the religious more widely, which is that they are
not seemingly empirical claims and cannot be translated into empirical
terms. By this I do not exclude the possibility that they have a thematic
nzture but doubt whether we can ever precisely identify what it is,

beyond their discontinuity with worldly claims, that they have in common.

The borderline between natural and non-natural claims may not be clear
in all cases and for +this reason I would only use the definition or make
mention of mystical claims at all in conjunction with the wider set of
criteria, I argue, can be used to identify mystical experience. Whilst
it is manifest that Boehme's celebrated percention of the 'signatures'
of plants was non-natural since the clain ie beyond verification and
quite untranslatable into empirical terms, other claims are less easy
to categorize. In 'l perceived myself standing some four or five feet

in the air and saw my body lying on the bed eeo I beheld a person who .
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said "I am your guardian angel"'-(lundahl ~ Near-Death Experience of
Mormons) the natural and non-natural are mixede A perception of one's
body, veridical or not, relates to an empirical state of affairs whereas
the 'guardian angel' appears distinctly non-natural. In other cases,
especially in 'nature' mysticism, familiar objects may stand in some
unfamiliar relationship with other objects whilst'remainiﬁg recognizable
in everyday terms. Such cases present difficulties in determining whether
or not all perceptions in broad terms we might wish to call mystical are
clearly discontinuous with everyday experience. However, it is only in
so far as a perception is non-natural that I would consider it to be
mystical for, if 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 will find that all experiences which, on other grounds, ve
can identify as mystical do give rise to claims which are wholly or, at
least, largely discontinuous with everyda)y experience and this, in the
wider context, non-natural/discontinuous plays a part in the charact-

erization of the experience.
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APPENDIX B.

'SPIRITUALITY AID TRLIGION' (See page 232)

I characterize spiritual orientation in terms of its typical perception

of self-identity as something extended beyond the borders of body image

or otherwise inter-related with some greater non-material whole and also
in terms of its associated feelings and attitudes -~ moral tfansformation,
metaphysical outlook, 'basic trust' and altruism. Few would have
difficulty recognizing an individual with such an outlook as an inherently
religious figure but I avoid using this term as spirituality and religion
are not synonymouse I do not wish to define religion here but simply
argue that not all religious individuals have a spiritual orientation -

in the sense that T am using this term - and that one might have such

[

an outlook and yet not be considered religious. In identifying spirituality

and the cycle in which it occurs, I am not attempting to portray a religious
state of mind but rather characterize a particular perception of the

world and self which may or may not, in all its variety of expression,

be construed as religious. Neturally, spirituality covers many aspects

of religious experience. lMany conversion cases, for exsmple, exhibit a
shift to spiritual identity but I do not wish to define religion in terms

of the phenomenon of spiritual identity alone for, as it is normally
urderstood, religion is a much more complex concept than this, needing

to be defined in terms of sociology, theology and psychology, and does not

focus on this particular attitude with which T am concerned.

1) Cne might be considered religious even though one's perception of self
and the world and one's attitudes bear no resemblance to those I have
characterized as spiritual. Ieaving aside the stock psychological type,
the 'extrinsic religious personality' - & business man perhaps who adopts
religious beliefs and practices only for status or monetary gain -~ it -

appears quite possible to sincerely hold religious beliefs and participate

in religious practices without perceiving self and the world in the way

me S j—pa S vy S i W SR e
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I contend that spirithal individuals do. In some societies, &s in some
sub-cultures also, religious beliefs and practices represent received
wisdom backed by the authority of those such cultures deem wise. In such
cases a subscription to extrinsic forms of religion is both rational and,
by any definition, religious in terms of both belief and behaviour though
any given individual in these circumstances need have na perception of
himself as anything other than a being delimitated by body image. A
conceptual awareness of super-~human forces or of a religious cosmology
need no more affect the individual's perception of himself and the world
around him than a scientific cosmology does i.ee. they are matters of
intellectual awareness rather than personal experience.

It might be argued that one's beliefs shape the experience of self and the
world one has and thus religious behaviour will, if one accepts my criteria,
be spiritual also but I think it can be shown that this is deﬁonstrably
not the case. I have argued against the contextual hypothesis that religious
experience is shaped by belief elsewhere bui what could the contextualist’
make of a complaint such as this? 'You may ask why she does not conform
herself to the will of God since she has so completely surrendered herself
to it. Ilitherto she has been able to do so and she consecrated her life
to it; but now she cannot ... why should she seek %~ live zpart from her
only Good? (Interior Castle 6.11.5)'s Teresa of Avila's trouble was that
she could not al times perceive herself to be in relationship with Cod

but rather felt alone,isolated and alienated from Iim and His creation
despite a continuing religious belief and living in a religious milieu.
Many cases similarly support a distinction between the beliefs one has and
the way self and the world are perceived to be. It appears to me that the

mentalistic account of religious experience is derived from two sources
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both of which have been misinterpreteds A) Studies of religious sub-
cultures in the west show a high.correlation between beliefs and percaption
i.e. members tend to see the world and themselves in terms of stereotypes
laid down by doctrine. Yet in an age of plurality of cosmological
systems this link is suspects It is more likely members are drawn into
the orbit of religious thinking because this better reflects their experience
or perceptions of the world than that adopting a minority viewpoint
shapes their experience. In fact, in western religious sub=-cultures,
there is no necessary connection between beliefs and experience and
this was brought out by James using a Starbuck survey. 94% of evangelicals,
it was shown, experienced a life-long intellectual conversion, but almost
the same percentage (see James chapter x) found that their perception
of themselves and life did not for long equate with their beliefs. HMore
than threequarters found that they could not fully supnort their beliefs
with the conviction of personal experience, a few even had to abandon their
religious beliefs on this ground, whicb ig not what one exvmects if beliefs
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 of this is that
western researchers have been unable to distinguish between religious
beliefsy, myths etc, on the.one hand and the fact that relatively few
primitives experience ego-identity, in the sense I use it. Xin and Clan
identity, identification with place (from all of which they can be cut
off for a variety of reasons) perhaps & more reverential and/or
superstitious attitude all conspire to give the impression that religious
beliefs determine their self image and the way they see the worlde This
is not however evidence that they are more likely to have an intrinsic

orientation than other groups for though they rarely exmerience isolation
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and may devote much time to rituals etce their perceﬁtions and attitudes
can be accounted for in other terms. This is perhaps not the place for a
full discussion of this issue and it may be sufficient to observe that
there is a distinction between what one believes to be the case and the
way in which one actually perceives it to be (of course the two may
coincide but need not do so)s. Given this distinction it is‘perfectly
reasonable to argue that a sincere extrinsic religious orientation is
possible without a spiritual identity or indeed any other intrinsic
commitment to what is solely an intellectual outlocke
2) The second reason for distinguishing a spiritual attitude from religion

is that, whilst in some cases spiritual identity might be regarded as

J

religious™ - in others it is difficult to judge it soe It is not that

1
the teachings of most falths do not encourage an attitude in their

€2

followers not dissimilar to the one I term spiritual but that in sonme

instances the spiritual identity is not eimpressed in the form of systematic
or even coherent beliefs and in others these beliefs lack the gualities

we associate with religion. Ve may accept Zen Buddhism as a religion,
gnosticism, perhaps but alchemy even though it hes & doctrine and a long
tradition or psycho-analysis? A borderline case illustrating this
difficulty might be, 'I gradually became more and more asnostic, yet T
cannot say that I ever lost that indefinite consciousness of an absolute
reality behind phenomena ... although I had ceased my childish prayers

to God and never prayed to It in a formal manner ... in trouble or when

T was depressed ... 1 used to fall back for sunport upon this curious

* fpny attempt to define'religion'is fraught with difficulty. Is a coherent

and systematic doctrine required? Are there distinguishing beliefs or
practices? Is the appellation merited in individual cases by profession
of appropriate shibboleths, practices or the attitude presumed to lie
behind these? What about doctrines to which adherence is defined by race
(Judaism, Shinto, lMethodism in Fiji etc.) or doctrines with no super-
natural content? There is an almost endless list of such questions.
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relation I felt myself to be in to this fundamental cosmical It e«

It always strengthened me and seemed to give me endless vitality. (James:
Reality of the Unscen)'s Certainly it is not axiomatic that those who
have a spiritual orientation see themselves as religious or that religious
traditions would recognize all such individuvals as religious. As I have
defined it, spiritual ldentity does not in itself contain all the
attitudes thought to bhe appropriate to a member of any given religious
traditione Christianity, for example, requires its followers to have
love, faith, hope and humility none of which is characteristic of the
spiritual cast of mind I outline. Though these virtues are not incompatible
with spirituality and indeed are often associated with it, they do not

occur commonly enough in the orientation I discern, for this to be
equated with any particular religious tradition or even for it to be
thought of as unequivocally religious. VWishing only to concentrate on
a particular perception of self~identity, it appears wisest to avoid
callinérit a religious perception for, though many who have such a
perception could be defined as religious on other grounds, not all could

be though this difficulty may simply be a semantic onee.

It is also worth pointing out that though spiritual identity, as T
characterize it, would be recognized as an appropriate inner orientation
by many faiths, it is not the only way in which one might be thought to
have an intrinsically religious attitude. I dislike terms such as
'intrinsic orientation' for they appear to conccal a wide variation in
the ideal each religion has for the inner attitudes of its followers

and also the different types of attitude and perception each individuval
in fact brings to his religione It is perhaps sufficient to say here

that one could not treat spiritual identity as typical of all the different
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perceptions, feelings and attitudes brought to religion or even as some
highest common factor of these for I understand spiritual identity to
be a specific and identifiable state and not simply an illustration of

an 'intrinsic religious orientation'.

There are then a variety of considerations which'make-if preferable to
dissociate the characterizable ﬁind state I term spiritual identity from
the use of the term religious and all the extraneous connotations this
hase To be deemed religious you do not need such a mind state, having
such a mind state is not in all circumstances sufficient for an individual
to be deemed religious and whereas this mind state is a common one amongst
intrinsically orientated individuals, it is not the only possible form

of 'intrinsic religious orientation'. Therefore these terms are not
synonymous and , whilst I accept that this perception of self and the
world may often be thought of as religious and can be identified in many -
religious writings, it is less complicated, when trying to define one

particular orientation of mind, to select this less controversial terms

Whilst on the subject of religion and a characterizable, often cyclic,
spiritual identity and cast: of mind, it would be of interest +to explore

the wider area of the relationship between spiritual experience and

religious tradition. I doubt thet much would be achieved by sucii speculation
nowever, for there are too many personal variables. It is perhans

noteworthy though that whilst most do choose to adopt religious expressions -
even though other options are open, such as the lansuage of psycho~analysis -
perhaps because such expressions are well suited to describing spiritual
identity and the association confers & kind of legitimacy on their feelings

and attitudes there nonetheless appears to be a tension in many cases
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between the personal experience of the spiritual and whatever orthodox
beliefs they holde It may be that the often cyclic menifestation of their
feelings and perception and the difference between this perception and
orthodox accounts of the relationship between man and God, especially

where mystical perception has occurred, causes an uneasy relationship

with orthodox religious beliefs and, certainly in many gotable cases,
belief would not seem to be as straightforward as it is for other types

of religious believer. Some have moved towards heresy or otherwise
interpreted traditional doctrines in some specifically esoteric fashion
whilst others have drawn away from a fixed pattern of belief and worship
though many also seem to manage to adhere to orthodox forms of belief

and practice. VWhatever the true picture is, and it is only an impression
that those.who experience marked shifts in their perception of self=-identity
etce have difficulties with orthodox beliefs, if they have such beliefs

at all, it does seem reasonable to note that the relationship between
spiritual identity and orthodox religion is neither a necessary nor an

easy ones Throughout I therefore avoid suggesting that those who
experience the spiritual orientetion need necessarily have any recognizably

religious beliefs even though in most cases they probably do.
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