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ABSTRACT 

Con tex tuai theories of language and experience have been introduced in 

religious studies at the end of the 1970's to undennine the thesis of a corn mon core 

in mystical experiences. Those theorics were used, a few deeades ago, to question 

the "objective" character of the modem sClentific methodology. 

A polarity of views has rcsulted from their introduction in the study of 

mysticism: on one side the proponents of the existence of a corn mon core of 

mystical experiences (or at least in the category of experience generally known as 

"introvertive"), and on the other, those who argue tha~ aIl experiences are 

"contextual", thus necessarily colored by the uaditional and cultural background of 

the experiencer. 

A brief review of the essential arguments of W.T. Stace and s:r. Katz, 

who respectively embody those views, is presented. We will then examine how the 

most consequential attempts to extract intelligible models from the mystics' 

testimonies have been reflecting, to a large extent, the philosophical assessments of 

science. We will justify the approach of modern psychology in the general endeavor 

of erecting an integrated epistemologlcal model of human awareness, since this 

approach is better positioned to respect both the subjective contribution of the 

subject and the revised concept of obJectlvity in empirical methodology. 

We will discuss the psychological process known as "cognitive alternation" 

or "cognitive adaptiveness" and its role in the creative process, and examine how 

this process reveals the essential structural orientation of consciousness. This 

analysis will suggest that the expenence of "contentless" or "pure" consciousness is 

the natural outcome of letting the mind proceed towards the upper limit of the 

"synthetic" or "integrative" mode of consciousness. Psychophysiological studies 

conducted on subjects practicing meduational techniques support that view, and 

have revealed that those techniques induce experiences that are formally or 

structurally alike. On that basis, we can assume a universal structure of the human 

cognitive processes, and thus show the inadequacy of the unrestrlcted version of 

the contextual view. 



'" l Précis 

Les théories contextuelles du langage et de l'expérience ont été introduites 

dans le domaine des études religieuses à la fin des années 70, remettant en question 

le point de vue d'un noyau commun d'expérience aux diverses traditions 

mystiques. Ces théories furent utilisées, il y a quelques décennies, pour remettre en 

cause le caractère "objectif' de la méthodologie scientifique moderne. 

L'introduction de ces théories dans l'étude des expériences mystiques a 

généré une polarité dans l'expressIOn des points de vue: d'un côté ceux qui 

soutiennent l'existenr;~ d'un noyau commun d'expérience (ou tout au moins pour la 

catégorie d'expériences généralement appelées "introverties"), et de l'autre. ceux 

qui affirment que toutes les expériences sont contextuelles, donc néce~s~!rernent 

colorées par la culture et la tradition de cel Ul qUi a vécu J'expérience. 

Une brève revue des arguments majeurs de W.T. Stace et S.T. Katz, 

principaux défenseurs de ces points de vue, est présentée. Nous examinerons 

ensuite comment les tentatIves les plus marquantes ayant pour but d'extraire des 

modèles intelligibles à partir des témOIgnages des mystiques ont reflété, dans une 

large mesure. les évaluations philosophiques de la SCIence moderne. Nous 

justifierons l'approche de la psychologie moderne dans son effort pour ériger un 

modèle épistémologique intégré de la conscience humaine, étant donné qu'elle est 

mieux placée pour respecter à la fois la contribution subjective du connaissant et le 

concept revlsé d'objectivité de la méthodologie empirique. 

Nous discuterons du processus psychologique souvent désigné par 

l'appellation "alternance cognitive" et de son rôle dans la démarche créatrice, et 

examinerons comment ce processus révèle l'orientation structurelle majeure de la 

conscience. Cette analyse nous ~uggèrera C!ue l'expérience de la conscience "pure" 

est l'aboutissement naturel du mouvement de l'esprit vers la limite supérieure du 

mode "synthétique" ou "intégrant" de la conscience. Des études 

psychophYSiologiques effectuées sur des sUjets pratiquant des techniques de 

médItation soutiennent ce pOint de vue, et révèlent que ces techniques induisent des 

expériences qui sont de nature et de structure similaires. Sur cette base, nous 

pouvons maintenir l'existence d'une structure universelle des processus cognitifs 

humains. et ainsi démontrer le caractère inadéquat de la version non-restreinte des 

théories contextuelles. 



( 

( .. 

CONTENTS 

INTRODUCI10N 

Page 

1 

CHAPTER 1 : THE RESPI::.~VE APPROAŒIES OF STACE 
AND KATZ: A PRESENTATION 

A) Stace's approach to myJticism 4 

B) Katz and the contextualist view Il 

CHAPTER II : PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE YS.. PHILOSOPHY 
OF RELIGION 16 

CHAPTER III : mE HUMAN COONmVE PROCESS: 
CONSCIOUSNESS AND EPISTEMOLOGY 

A) Contextualism, language, and cognition 26 

B) Psychology, mysticism, and the integrative and 
analytic modes of consciousness 31 

C) The hierarchic structure of knowledge 46 

D) The basic ground of con!)ciousness and 
the state of the knower 51 

E) Meditational techniques and the physiology 72 

CONCLUSION 83 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 92 



INTRODUCTION 

About twenty years after their introduction in discussions of philosophy of 

science, contextual theories have re-emerged, this time to fuel a scholarly debate in 

the study of mystical experience. These theories are used as a basis for attacks on 

the thesis thnt rnystical experiences (or at least a category of them), independently of 

the tradition al or cultural background, share a common core. The main defender of 

the contextualist cause has been Steven T. Katz, who daims that both the mystical 

experience, and tr~ language used to describe that experience, can only be 

understood contextually. 

In h.is attacks on the "perennialist" view, Katz e~pecially targeted the work 

of W.T. Stace, since it offers the clt"arest and soundest account supponing the 

thesis of a common core. While Stace's approach to mystical experience is mainly 

phenomenological and psychological, Katz's argumentation IS essentially 

philosophical. 

The aim of this paper is first to provide a justification of the psychologlcal 

approach in the study of mystical experience, and second, to show that the 

empirical study of human cognitive processes can reveal the essential structural 

orientation of consciousness. For this latter purpose, we will discuss the 

psychological process known as "cognitive alternation" or "cognitive 

adaptiveness", and examine ilS importance in regard 10 the human creatIve process 

and the "mechanics" of dlscovery and novelty. Ils analysis will reveal, In a very 

satisfactory manner, lhat the type of mystical experiences generally c1assified as 
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"introvenive" have an intelligible epistemic structure common to a11 cultures and 

religions. This analysis will also point out that the experience of "contentless" or 

"pure" consciousncss is the natural outcome of the process of "increasing 

hypoarousal", or de-exciting mmd and body. Since non-dualistic awareness is said 

to be the experiential cognitIon of consciol!sness by itself (or self-referral state), we 

can assume that it constitutes a basic "ground" of knowing, as many mystics and 

philosophers did. 

The modeni philosopher and sciemist Michael Polanyi came to that 

assurnption by minutely analyzmg the process of cognItive altemation with the 

purpose of achievmg a unifled cplstemological model of the structure of human 

cognitIve processes. We wIll rcview sorne main points of his model, and will see 

that his philosophical analysis--and synthesis--gives full support to psychologists 

like Hocking and Delkman who have maintained that the process of cognitive 

altematlon is 3 ba~lc phenomenal component of human p~ychlc actlvlty revealing 

thal transcendence--from analytic, focal, 10 the most dIffuse, sublle level of 

thoughl, then "pure" awareness--is the essential structural orientation of 

consciousness. In thls comext, we will argue that Stace was right in positing that a 

fourth major state of consciousness is reached by emptying the mind of a1l 

discursive thoughts and concepts. 

From this dl<;cussion, conclUSIve remarks WIll be drawn to show the 

inadequacy of the unrestncted theory of contextual language and experience as 

fommlated by Katz. 

Prior to the main dIscussion of Chapter III. we WIll review the respective 

positions of Stace and Katz, and then examine the slmllarity of the philosophical 

2 
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assessments between philosophers of religion and phllosophers of science, and 

how the epistemological outcomes of aIl of them lead 10 a fuller understanding of 

the human cognitive capabilities . 
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Chauter 1 

lllE RESPECTIYE APPROACHES OF STACE AND KATZ; 

A PB ESENTATION 

A) Stace's approach to mysticism 

On the jacket of the first edition of W. T. Stace's major work Mysticism and 

Philosophy 1, the publishers WTote that "it is not too much to say that Mysticism 

and Philosophy will be recognized as a work of distincticn and imponance 

comparable to The Varieties of Religious Experience by William James".2 

Looking al it with a perspective of almost thiny years, there is certainly not much 

exaggeration in that prediction. His book is probably one of the few which have 

figured most often in the philosophical discussion of mysticism during that period, 

and in that regard, Stace can be acknowledged as one of the pioneers in that field. 

As noted by Christine OveralI, "many subsequent scholars in the field have 

admitted sorne indebtedness to Stace's work. wliether to his phenomenologieal 

classification of mystical experience, 10 his delineation of the major issues, or to the 

solutions he offers to the problems raised by mysticism". 3 It is generally 

1 Walter T. Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy, London: Macmillan and Co., 1961. 
2 Quoted in Christine Overall. "Mysticism, phenornenalism and W.T. Stace", in 
TransactlOlJs of the Charle.1: S. Peirce Society, vol. 18, no. 2, Spring 1982, p. 
177. 
3 Ibid., p. 177. 
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recognized that the book is especially valuable "because it dea1s with the essential 

questions which concern mysticism If.l 

In his preface, Stace wrote that his "approach to philosophy is that of an 

empiricist and an analyst"2; this allegiance to empiricism can largely explain the 

prominent mIe of experience in his system. His approach to reveal the intelligibility 

of mystical experiences was through a caref':l analysis of the p .<periential datum. 

"Ali of philosophy", says Stace, "must take its ~,tart from experience--not sorne 

generalized, abstract experience, but j ndividual experienee: each person begins with 

his or her own experience. "3 

Since Stace considered that the m'rstics' descriptions of their experiences are 

usually a kind of mix of phenomenoiogical characteristies intertwined with injected 

beliefs and concepts, he drew a distinction between an experience and its 

interpretation: 

It is a presupposition of our enql1iry that it is important as weil as possible 
to make a distinction between a mystical experienee itself and the eonceptual 
interpretations which may be put upon it.4 

He then uses, in a famous passage, an example taken from sense experience to 

illustrate the inferential mie of the mind, which implies that he areepts the 

possibility to make different judgements aoout what is phenomenologically the 

same experience: 

It is probably impossible ... to isolate "pure" experience. Yet, although 
we Play ne ver be able to find sense experience completely free of any 

1 John Findlay, "The logic of mysucisrn", in Religious Studies , vol. 2, p. 147. 
2 W.T. Stace, op. cit., p. 6. 
3 Taken from his Theory of Knowledge and Existence, quoted in C. Overall, op. 
eit., p. 179. 
4 Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy, p.31. 
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interprctation, it can hardly be doubted that a sensation is one thing and its 
conceptual interpretation is another thing. That is to say, they are 
distinguishable though not compJetely separable. There is a doubtless 
apocryphal but well-known anecdote about the American visitor in London 
who tried to shake hands with a waxwork policeman in the enttance of 
Madame Tussaud's. If such an incident ever occurred, it must have been 
because the visitor had a sense experience which he first wrongly 
interpreted as a live policeman and later interpreted correctly as a wax 
figure. If the sentence which 1 have just written IS intelligible, it proves that 
an interpretation is distinguishable from an experience; for there could not 
otherwlse be two interpretations of one experience .... Il seems a safe 
position to say that there is an intelligible dlstmcuon between experience and 
interpretation, even if it be true that we can never come upon a quite 
uninterpreted experience. l 

Stace makes it cIear that he IS aware of the difficulty in applying the same reasoning 

to rnystical experiences, but he emphasizes the "vital importance" of this distinction 

if we are to isolate the cognitive and phenomenological components: 

We have to make a paraUel distinction between mystical experience and its 
interpretation. But here too we cannot expect to make a clear separation. The 
difficulty of deciding what part of a mystic's descriptive account of his 
experience ought to bè regarded as actually experienced and what part 
should be taken as hi$ interpretation is indeed far greater than the 
correspondi ng diffIculty in tlle case of sense expencnce. And yet ie is of 
vital importance to our enquiry that the dIstinction should be adrnmed, 
should be grasped and he Id contmually before our minds, and that we 
should make every possible attempt to apply it to our marerial as best we 
can, however difficult it may be to do so. 2 

This concept is fundamental in his approach to extract sorne common 

features in what he would consider to be of a more descriptive rather than 

intcrprctive value in the mystics' repons. He defines in the following way what he 

111cans by "interpretation": "1 use the word 'mterpretatlOn' to mean anythmg which 

the COIH.:cpwul intellect adds to the experience for the purpose of understanding it, 

whcthcr what is addcd is only c1assiflcatory concepts, or a loglcal inference, or an 

1 Ibid., pp. 31, 32. 
2 IbId., p. 32. 
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explanatory hypothesis." ) But what criteria will he use for declding that certain 

parts of mystical reports are more descriptive and some other parts more 

interpretative? To solve that problem, he introduces the notion that there are 

different levels of interpretation of mystical experience, "just as there are of sense 

experience": 

If a man says, "1 see a recl colour", this is a low-level interprelation, since It 
involves nothing except simple cIassificatory ccncepts. But a phySIClst's 
wave theory of colours is a ,,'ery high-ievel interpretauon. Analogously, If a 
mystic speaks of the expenence of ":m undifferentiatcd distmctionlc!>s 
unit y," this mere report or description using only classificatory words may 
be regarded as a low-level interpretation. But tll1S is being more fussily 
precise than is usually necessary, since for aIl intents and purposes it IS just 
a description. If a mystic says that he e):pcriences a "mystical umon wllh the 
Creator of the universe," this is a high-levd interpretal10n SInce lt includcs 
far more intellectuai addition than :i m.!re dCSC'ïptlve report It mcludcs an 
assumption about the origin of the worId and a belief in the eXistence of a 
personal God. 2 

Having made that distinction, he goes on to analyze "the problem of the 

universal core" and asks' "Is tbere any set of charactcnstics which is common to ail 

mysucal expenences, and distinguishes them from other kinds of expenence, and 

thus constitutes their universal core?" 3 He provides us with a "prehmlOary sketch 

of the conclusions we shaH reach", comprising a "central nucleus of typical cases 

which are typical because they ail share an important set of common 

characteristics". And there will he "borderhne cases", WlllCh are often con~ldercd to 

be "mystical experiences", "although none of them po~se~s ail the cOlllrnon 

characteristics of the nucleus, sOllle of them pos!>e~!> ~ollle of the~c charactcri!>tics, 

1 Ibid., p. 37. 
2 Ibid., p. 37. 
3 Ibid., p. 43. 
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others others." 1 In line with the views of many mystics 2, he excludes visions 

and voices from the class of mystical phenomena on the point that both are 

sensuous images; he aiso discounts the occasional phenomena listed as ttances, 

raptures, and violent emotionalism. 3 

After sorne considerations about the use of language by the mystics, he 

introduces his twofold typology based on the distinction between what he caUs 

"extrovenive" and "introvertive" types of experience. He recognizes that sorne 

authors already made a similar distinction: 

The two main types of experience, the extrovertive and the introvertive, 
have been distinguished by different writers under various names. The 
latter has been called the "in ward way" or the "mysticism of introspection," 
which is Rudolf Ouo's terminology and corresponds to what Miss 
Underhill caUs "introversion". The other may be called "the outward way" 
or the way of extrospection. The essential difference between them is that 
the extrovenive experience looks outward through the senses, while the 
introvertive looks inward into the mind. Both culminate in the perception of 
an ultimate Unity--what Plotinus called the One--with which the perceiver 
realizes his own union or even identity. But the extrovenive mystic, using 
his physical senses, perceives the multiplicity of external material objects-­
the sea, the sky, the houses, the trees--mystically transfigured so that the 
One, or the Unit y, shines through them. The introvertive mystic, on the 
contrary, seeks by deliberately shutting off the senses, by obliterating from 
consciousness the entire multiplicity of sensations, images, and thoughts, to 
plunge into the depths of his own ego. There, in that darkness and silence, 
he alleges that he perceives the One--and is united with it--not as a Unit y 
seen through a multiplicity (as in the extrovertive experience), but as the 
wholly naked One devoid of any plurality whatever. 4 

As we will be more concerned, in the latter part of this paper, with the 

experience of "pure consciousness" (the introvertive type), let us review his main 

1 Ibid., p. 46. 
2 He refers particularly to Eckhart, Ruysbroeck, St. John of the Cross, and a 
passage from the Svelasvalara Upanisad. 
3 W.T. Stace, op. cit., pp. 47-55. 
4 Ibid., pp. 61-62. 
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remarks about the experience. It is wonh noting that "Stace's characterization of 

'pure' consciousness includes its behavioural antecedents" 1: 

Suppose that. after having got rid of all sensations. one should go on to 
exclude from consciousness aIl sensuous images. and then all abstract 
thoughts. reasoning processes. volitions. and other particular mental 
contents; what wou Id there then be left of consciousness? There would be 
no mental content whatever but rather a complete emptiness, vacuum. void. 
One would suppose a priori that consciousness would then entirely lapse 
and one would falI asleep or become unconscious. But the introvertive 
mystics--thousands of them all over the world--unanimously assert that they 
have attained to this complete vacuum of panicular mental contents, but that 
what then happens is quite different from a lapse into unconsciousness. On 
the contrary. what emerges is a state of pure consciousness--"pure" in the 
sense that it is not the consciousness of any empirical content. Il has no 
content except itself. 

Since the experience has no content, it is often spoken of by the 
mystics as the Void or as nothingness; but also as the One, and as the 
Infinite. .., 

The paradox is that there should be a positive experience which has 
no positive content--an experience which is both something and nothing. 2 

So the preliminary psychological process to be perfonned in order to allow 

the rnind to merge in the underlying unit y woulrt he to eliminate aIl sensory and 

conceptual images, aIl relationships thal would main tain an awareness of 

multiplicity. He goes on to quote the Mandukya Upanisad, which treats the 

experience as a major state of consciousness like the three ordinary states of deep 

sleep (prajna ), drearning (taijasa ) and waking (vaifvanara ); il is referred to as the 

"turiya " state, or the "fourth" state: 

The Fourth, say the wise ... is not the knowledge of the senses, nor is il 
relative knowledge, nor yet inferential knowledge. Beyond the senses, 
beyond the understanding, beyond ail expression, is the Fourth. It is pure 
unitary consciousness wherein awareness of the world and of multiplicity is 

1 James R. Home, "Pure mysticism and twofold typologies: The typology of 
myscicism--James 10 Katz", in Scottish Journal of ReliglOus Studies , vol. 3, 
no. 1, 1982, p. 8. 
2 Stace, op. cit., pp. 85-86. 
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complete1y obliterated. It is ineffable peace. It is the Supreme Good. It is 
One without a second. It is the Self. 1 

He uses the same procedure as he did with the extrovertive type of 

mysticism, namely to present [Ifst a statement from mystics of ancient times (which 

usuallyare more "compressed" and limited to "the bare bones of the experience" 2), 

and then to introduce a more detailed perspective from a more recent author (with 

the purpose to try "to illuminate and supplement it [the old rendering] by the fuIler 

psychological description of the same type of experience given by a contemporary 

mind" 3 ). So then he gives the account of the nineteenth century man of letters 

J.A. Symonds, in which, he argues, we find the same basic psychological 

characters as in the statement from the Upanisad. To further support his view, he 

includes statements from the medieval Catholic mystic Jan van Ruysbroeck, the 

German Dominican monk Eckhart, the Spanish mystic St. John of the Cross, From 

Plotin us lias representing the classical pagan world", from the two Sufi mystics 

(Islam) AI Ghazzali and Mahmud Shabistari, etc., and notes: 

It is the same process of emptying the mind of ail empirical contents as we 
find with Eckhart, with the Upanishadic mystics, and indeed with aIl 
mystics who have been sufficiently intcllectual to analyse their own mental 
processes. This ridding the mind of aH particular images and thoughts is 
precisely that obliteration of aIl multiplicity of which the Mandukya 
Upanishad speaks. For the multiplicity referred to is nothing else but the 
manifold of sensations, images, and thoughts which usually flow through 
consciousness. 4 

1 Ibid., p. 8~. 
2 Ibid., p. 90. 
3 Ibid., pp. 90-91. He mentioned previously, on p. 88, that lias usua! with 
descriptions of mystical states given by people who lived long before the dawn of 
science and the modem interest in the details of psychology, the statements which 
we get in the Upanishads are abrupt and very short, ... ". 
4 Ibid., pp. 102-103. 
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B) Katz and the contextualist view 

What will be called hereafrer the "contextualist" view of mysticism is that 

approach which considers that mystical experience 1S conditioned by tradition and 

culture, and constructed by the subject's beliefs and concepts. This VICW is often 

also called "pluralistic" or "constructivistic" and was already explicitly a11lculatcd at 

the beginning of this century by Rufus M. Jones: 

There are no "pure expenences", i.e. no experiences which come wholly 
from beyond the person who has them .... The most refined mystÎeism, 
the most exalted spiritual experience is partly a product of the social and 
intelleetuai environ ment in which the personal IIfe of the mystic has fOnl1cd 
and matured. There are no experiences of any sort whlch are indcpendent of 
preformed expeetattons or unaffeeted by the prevalhng bcliefs of the time . 
. . . Mystical expenenees will be, perforee, saturated with the domInant 
ideas of the group to which the mystie belongs, and they WIll rdkct the 
expectatlOns of that group and that period. 1 

Although the thesls dld not slgnificantly capture the attenl10n of ~cholars of 

mysticism for more than half a century, it has gained momentum over the las! tcn 

years mamly due to Stevcn J. Katz2 vIgorous attemplS la restorc ilS ercdiblhly. 1 lis 

work has been used here to discuss the contextualist account of my~tical 

experience, since it offers the c1earest statement of the argumentatlOn that fonns the 

foundation of that account3 

1 R.M. Jones, Srudies in Mystical Religion, London: Macmillan, 1909, p XXXIV. 
As we WIll see 10 the next chapter, a similar contextual thcory of cxpcncncc was 
also presented at the end of the 1950's in regard to the sClenufic proce~s of 
investigation 
2 Katz has prescnted his argumentation in two essays: "Language, cpl,>tcmology, 
and mysl1cI~m", 111 S.T. Katz, ed., Mysticism and P/ziloJoplllCal AllalY.\I.\", New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1978, pp. 22-74; and "The "consavulivc" 
character of my~tical experience", In S.T. Katz, ed., MyStlCI.\m and RellxlOu.\ 
Tradl1lon, New York: Oxford Ul11versity Press, 1983, pp. 3-60. 
3 Other dIscussions of mysucal experiences from a contextualist perspccllve can he 
found in: Bruce Garsldc, "Language and the intcrprctation of mystical cxpericncc", 
in Internatiollal .Ioumalfor the Philosoplzy of Reli/.:ion, voL 3, 1972, pp 93-102; 

Il 
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Katz presents in the following way what he calls his "single epistemological 

assumption ": 

There are NO pure (i.e. unmediGtted) experiences. Nether mystical 
experience nor more ordinary forms of experience give any indication, or 
any grounds for believing, that they are unmediated. Thal is to say, ail 
experience is processed through, organized by, and makes itself available to 
us in extremely complex epistemological ways. The notion of unmediated 
experience seems, if not self-contradictory, at best empty. This 
epistemological fact seems to me to be true, because of the sorts of beings 
we are, even with regard to the experiences of those ultimate objects of 
concern with which mystics have intercourse, e.g. God, Being, nirvana, 
etc.1 (Italics in original) 

Katz occasionally expresses the view that the beliefs and concepts which a 

mystic has inherited from his culture and tradition play a causal role in determining 

the phenomenologie al content of experience: 

... the experience itself as weil as the form in which it is reported is 
shaped by concepts which the mystic brings to, and which shape, his 
experience.2 .•• The forros of consciousness which the mystic brings to 
experience set structured and limiting parameters on what the experience 
will be, i.e. on what will be experienced, and rule out in advance what is 
"inexperienceable" in the parricular given, concrete, context.3 ... the 
entire life of the Jewish mystic is permeated from childhood up by images, 
concepts, symbols, ideological values, and ritual behaviour which there is 
no reason to believe he leaves behind in his experience. Rather, these 
images, beliefs, symbols, and rituals define, in advance, what the 
experience he wants to have, and which he then does have, will be like. 4 
What 1 wish to show is only that there is a clear causal connection between 
the religious and social structure one brings 10 experience and the nature of 
one's actual religious experience.5 ... we conclude with the summary 

John Hick, "Mystical experience as cognition", in R. Woods, ed., Understanding 
Mysticism, Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday and Co., 1980, ppj. 422-437; and Peter 
Moore, "Mystical experience, mystical doctrine, mystical technique", in S.T. Katz, 
ed., Mysricism and P hilosophical Analysis, op. cil., pp. 10 1-131. 
1 S.T. Katz, "Language, epislemology, and mysticism", op. cit., p. 26. 
2 Ibid., p. 26. 
3 Ibid., pp. 26-27. 
4 Ibid., p. 33. 
5 Ibid., p. 40 . 
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generalization that the experienee of mystics cornes into being as the kind of 
experience it is as a necessary consequence of the linguistic-thcological and 
social-historie circumstances which govern the mystical ascent. And these 
circumstances are grounded in specifie ontological schemata whieh shape 
the configuratIon of the quest and its goaLl 

Since there is a great variety of religious beliefs and symbois from one tradition to 

another, this VICW imphes that the experiences of the mystics from different 

tradItions will aiso vary greatly. 50 Katz expresses at the end of his paper that IlIS 

"investigation suggests what it suggests--a wlde variety of mystical cxpcnences 

which are, at 1east In respect of sorne determinative aspects, culturally and 

ideologically grounded."2 Since beliefs and expf".Ç(at.ions have such a dccI~ive role 

in shaping the experience, then it is no surpnse that he infers that the expenenccs 

will he different for each mystic wIthin one tradItion: ''Care must aiso be taken 10 

note that even the plurality of experience found 10 Hindu, ChristIan, Muslirn, 

Jewish, Buddhlst mystIcai traditions, etc., have to be broken down lOto srnaller 

unIts. "3 

WJlh reference to the work of Stace, he con~iders the dIstinction bctwccn 

experience and interpretation as being "simplistic"4: "In order to treat adcquatcly the 

rich evidenee presented by mystics, concentration solely on post-experiential 

reports and the use of a naive distinction--almost unIversally held by ~cholars-­

between 'raw experiencc' and interpretation, will not do. "5 Hl' takc~ Stace's 

comment that "it is probably impossIble ... to Isolate 'pure' expcncncc" a ... a 

statcment in coneen wnh hls own opullon that there 15 no ~uch lhmg a ... unmclh.llcd 

1 S.T. Katz, "The "con~crvativc" charactcr of mystici~m", op. CIl., p 43. 
2 S.T. Katz, "Language, cpIstcmology, and mystlcIsm", op. CIl., p. 66. 
3 Ibid., p. 27 
4 Ibid., p. 31. 
5 IbId., p. 30 
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experience. He accuses Stace of failing "to grasp cJearly the force of this concern" 

on the basis that the sole discussion of the post-experiential data leaves behind a 

proper consideration of the "primary epistemological issues which the original 

recognition requires." l 

He doubJcd the contextual theOl"y of experience wilh a corresponding 

contextual theory of meaning, which, like the former, had been defended 

previously in regard to the scientific mode of inquiry (see next chapter): 

... what appear to be similar-sounding descIiptions are not similar 
descriptions and do no! indicate the same expenence. They do not because 
language is it-;elf contextual and words "mean" only in contexts .... What 
emerges clearly from thIS argument is the awareness that choosing 
descnptlOns of mystIc experience out of their total context does not 
provIdc grounds for their intelligibility for it emplies the ch os en phra~es, 
terms, and descnpuons of definite meaning.2 (Italics in original) 

On that basis, he argues that "Stace ... and the others who follow a similar 

procedure and arnve at sImilarresults are here being misled by the surface grammar 

of the my~tical reports they study."3 He also speaks about "Stace's failure to 

arpreciate the complcxity of the nature of 'experience' wlth its linguistic ... and 

conceplUal contextuality"4, and defends his strong reliance upon the literai use of 

language in the following tcmlS: 

... If the mystic does not mean what he Sltys and his words have no 
literaI mcalllng whal~oever, then not only Il is impossible to estabhsh my 
pluralistic VICW, bt.:t il JS also logically impossible 10 establish any view 
whatsoever. If none of the mystics' utterances carry any literaI meaning then 
they cannat serve as the data for any position, not mme, and certainly not 

1 Ibid., p. 28. 
2 Ibid., pp. 46-47. 
3 Ibid., p. 46. 
4 Ibid., p. 29. 
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the view that aIl mystical experiences are the same, or reducible 10 a small 
class of phenomenological categories.} (Italics in original) 

1 Ibid., p. 40 . 
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Chauler Il 

PHILOSOPIIY OF SCIENCE 

U 

PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION 

The development in Western countries of a more global consciousness 

aIong with a process that has been called "secularization" has established a fenile 

ground for the inter-religious study of mysticaI expen'!nce. This transformation 

came about through the graduaI ingestion over the past several centuries of the 

scienufic paradigm, which has led the modern human being ta free himself, to a 

great extent, from the dominance of religious belief and institutions. Right from its 

birth, modern science was kind of destined to investigate not only the outer 

physical world, but also the inner world of consciousness and psychic phenomena: 

"The true scientist must subJect ail thmgs in he aven and under it to experiment" 1 

wrote the Franciscan Roger Bacon, one of the fathers of the "scientific method". 

And since the Kingdom of Heaven is said to be within us ... 

It is not by chance that one of the few works that had the greatest influence 

in this century on the study of religious experience was written by a psychologist: 

William James' cIassic work The Varieties of Religious Experience 2 is pemleated 

1 Quoted m William Johnston, Sllent Music, New York: Harper and Row, 1974, 
p.45. 
2 His book "has continued to be in pnnt since initially delivered as the Gifford 
lectures in 1902" (In Bernard Spilka, Ralph W. Hood, Jr., and Richard L. 
Gorsuch, The Psych%gy of Re/igion--An Empirical Approach , Englewood 
eliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1985, p. 154.) 
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with the ingrained convIction that mystical expenences are mtelllglbie ln some 

ways. James apphed the empincal approach to these cxperienccs ln the ~ame way 

physicists or biologists apply lt to the material world: wlth the impltclt assumption 

that there is orderliness in nature. In his PrincIp/es of Psych%gy, he asserted hi~ 

belief that we can progress towards a consistent Vlew of the structure of hUll1un 

consciousness: 

OUl general conclusion [is] that introspection is dlfficult and fallible; and 
that the difficulty is simply that of all observation of whatever kind .... 
The only safeguard is in the consensus of our farther knowledge about the 
thing in question, later views correcting earlier ones, until at last the 
harmony of a consistent sy!"..-.:m is reached. 1 

He did'nt set any formai rule in regard to judging what kinds of connections 

are plausible, probably because, as the preceeding quote Imphes, he was aware that 

in determining "agreement with observations", as Barbour would put Il, "the 

assessment of evidence requires personal judgment". 2 He basically viewed 

science as a dynamic process, as a very human enterprise whose endeav~r is to 

identify reCUITent patterns in phenomena and experiences that art:. initially pcrceived 

as "chaotical". Commenting aoout the presuppositions of the ~';lentiR.; enterprhc, 

Barbour wrote: 

More common today is the instrumentalist view that the idea of unifomlity 
is a procedural maxim or policy for inquiry, a directive to search f(\1 
regularities. It is said to he a useful methodological recommendation ("Look 
for recurrent pattern"), rather than an absolute metaphysical daim abolll 
reality ("Nature is al ways lawful"). We would reply, however, that it is nol 
simply an arbitraI)' maxim; the policy It recommends IS fruitful only becalJ\c 

1 Quoted in William Lyons, The Disappearance of Introspectwn. Cambndgc, 
Mass.: The MIT Press, 1986, p. 17. 
2 lan G. Barbour, Issues in Science and Religion. New York: Harper and Row, 
1966, p. 179. 
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the world is indeed ùrderly. Confidence In a procedural peliey reflects tacit 
metaphyslcal assumptions. 1 

That basic "tadt metaphysical assumption" which led James in his inquiry is also 

the same axiom which is implicitly present In the various analyses of the great 

scholars of mysticism who came after him, such as Evelyn U nderhill, Rudolf Otto, 

R.e. Zaehner, S. Radhakrishnan, Ninian Smart, and others. There are variations in 

their degree çf .. universal intent" 2, but they were aIl dedicated to extract intelligible 

models out of th,! seemingly chaotic sea of testimonies. For instance, in a classic 

statement in which she expressed her belief in an orderly structure of the conscious 

processes, Evelyn Underhill described mysticism as: 

... the name of that organic process which ... is the art of [man's] 
establishing his conscious relation with the Absolute. The movement of the 
mystic consciousness towards this consummation, is not merely the sudden 
admission to an overwhelming vision of Truth: though such dazzling 
glimpses may from time to time be vouchsafed to the sou1. It is rather an 
ordered movement towards ever higher levels of reality, ever doser 
identificat;r-,n with the Infinite. 3 

She argues very often in her book that mystical experiences have an "objective 

reality". For instance, she mentions that "It is one of the many indirect testimonies 

to the objective reality of mysticism that the stages of this road, the psychology of 

the spiritual ascent, as described to us by different schools of contemplatives, 

always present practically the sa me sequence of states." 4 

1 Ibid., pp. 181-182. 
2 We find in lan Barbour (op. cit.), that "objectivny is not the absence of personal 
judgment but, as Polanyi puts it, the presence of universal intent . It is commitment 
to univcrsahty and rationahty, not an attempt at Impersonal detachment, which 
prevents such decisions from being purely subjectIve." (p. 181) 
3 Evelyn Underhill, Mysticism: A Study in the Nature of Man's Spiritual 
Consciousness. New York: Dutton, 1910; New American Library, 1974, pp. 81-
82. 
4 Ibtd., pp. 91-92. 
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Thus the cIassica! studies of mysticism have been broadly phenomeno-

logical, most of the authors assuming that if they wanted to Identify the recurrent 

patterns of mystical experience, they had to strip the testimonies from thelr doctrinal 

content and theologically-tainted idiosyncrasies 111 order to leave the cogniuve data 

as naked as pos~ible. After William James, the ability of the scholars of mysticism 

to perfonn that exercise varied greatly, since practically none of them had that ideal 

blend of sound philosophical analysis coupled with a rigorous empirical approach. 

The next scholar who succeeded in introducing a lastlIlg paradigm 111 the 

study of mystical expenence was not an empiricist acqua1l1ted with phtlosophical 

analysis but rather a philosopher aequainted with the methods of empirical research. 

Walter Terence Stace approached the study of mysticism with the convlCUon that 

there was a cognitive dimension in these experiences, assessmg that the problem of 

the inaccessibiht) of mystical experiences is not unique to them (that it is, 111 faet, 

characteristic of all types of experience) 1. If the privacy of mystica1 experienee is 

indeed a serious methodological problem, the faet that it is universally possible or 

attainable gives a "public" character to the expenenee: 

There is a reason to believe that this claim of the mystics to the uIllversal 
possibility of mystical experience is correct. And this means that my~tical 
experience is potentially just as "public" as sense experience, since to say 
that an experience is public only means that a large number of priva te 
experiences are similar, or would be similar if the appropriate steps were 
taken. As has already been observed, ail expenences are in themselves 
equally private, and the public world is a construction out of private 
experiences. 2 

1 Christine Overall, Mysricism, Phenomenalism, and W.T. Stace, op. cit., p. 
184. 
2 W.T. Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy , op. cit., p. 139. 
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With a similar perspective, philosophers of science, after acknowledging the 

influence of the observer on the data, have reformulated the ide a of objectivity in 

tenns of inlersubjeclive leslabilily and universalily : "If the goal of science is to 

understand nature, universality is based in pan on the conviction that the sa me 

structure of nature is open to investigation by other scientists. Science is thus 

personal bUi nol orivate ." 1 

In her analysis of Stace's earlier metaphysical and epistemological writings, 

Christine Overall outlines the following points: 

It should first be remarked that throughout his work Stace consistently 
avows an allegiance to empiricism. This emphasis upon empiricism signaIs 
the importance, in his system, of experience. In The Theory of Knowledge 
and Existence, his early study in epistemology, Stace defines "empiricaI" 
as "that which does not attempt to transcend the bounds of experience," and 
the term is opposed to "transcendental", meaning that which attempts to go 
beyond the bounds of experience. Stace regards epistemology as an 
empiricai science, "on a par with biology," which takes the data of 
experience as its basic material, withJut inquiring how or why those data 
have arisen. Epistemology seeks to show how knowledge has been built up 
from the raw data. 2 

The data, or the "given", is a central concept in his phenomenalistic 

approach to understand the nature of experience. As noted by OveraII, Stace's 

reliance on this concept and his strong emphasis on phenomenalism connect him 

with "the main stream of AngIo-American philosophy in this century". 3 She adds: 

He is not to any degree an innovator, and his phenomenaIism is derivative 
from the work of more original minds. But his studies are distinguished by 
his meticulous examination of the full significance of an epistemology and 
metaphysics predicated upon a phenomenalisric given. Thus Stace's concept 
of the given is ultimately interesting not so much for its own sake, but 

1 lan G. Barbour, op. cit., p. 183. 
2 Christine Overall, op. cil., p. 178. 
3 Ibid., p. 179. 
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because of the use he makes of it, especially in analyzing mystical 
experiences. 1 

We will come back later to Stace's interpretation of the "given" when we will 

discuss the critique that Steven Katz made of that concept 

In a general work reviewing the historical development in the field of 

psychology of religion, Spilka, Hood and Gorsuch remarked that "while James had 

long ago provided criteria to define mysticism, these did not lead to operational 

measures facilitating empirical research. On the other hand, Stace's work did." 2 

Following sorne early interest among psychologists at the beginning of the century, 

the subjeet of mysticism came to be put aside for more than fi ft Y years to re-emerge 

as a central topie of concem in the seventies. The reason for that, as it would 

appear, is that they didn't have any interpretive and experienttal models to identify 

possible reCUITent patterns. As expressed by Boyer, Alexander, and Alexander: 

"Until recently, research psychologists avoided serious consideration of such 

exceptional inner experiences. largely because of the lack of a sufficiently 

comprehensive theoretical framework to interpret the significance of the reported 

experiences, the lack of an experimental paradigm to test the verity of the 

experiences, and the lack of a systematic subjective methodology to replicate the 

experiences." 3 The proccss of continuing to collect data became less relevant and 

interesting as the researchers cou Id not evaluate them in the light of an appropriate 

1 Ibid., p. 179. 
2 Bernard Spilka, Ralph W. Hood, Jr., and Richard L. Gorsuch, The Psych%gy 
of Religion--An Empirical Approach . Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice­
Hall, 1985, p. 176. 
3 R. Boyer, C. Alexander and V. Alexander, "Hlgher states of consciousness in 
the Vedic psychology of Maharishi Mahe~h Yogi: A theoretical introduction and 
research review", in Modern Science and Vedic Science, vol. 1, no. 1, p. 90. 
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conceptual framework. As Barbour remarked: "The mere amassing of data or 

cataloguing of facts does not produce a scientific theory. But new concepts and 

abstract interpretive constructions do enable us to see coherent patterns of 

relationship among the data". 1 

ln significantly pushing ahead the study of mysticism into the womb of 

empiricism, Stace's criteria had the consequent effeet to expose it to the dialectieal 

convulsions that shake the world of philosophy of science. By the middle of the 

sixties, a few influential works had appeared in the philosophy of science 

emphasizing the arbitrary character of scientifie concepts and theories. The main 

exponents of that diseourse were Thomas Kuhn and Paul Feyerabend 2, who make 

use of the contextual theory of meaning to argue that competing scientific theories 

are "incommensurable". 3 Feyerabend wrote, in words that are reminiscent of 

those used later on by Katz: " ... the meaning of every tenn we use depends upon 

the theoretical eontext in which il oceurs. Words do not 'mean' something in 

isolation; they obtain their meanings by being part of a theoretical system." 4 The 

1 lan G. Barbour, op. cit., p. 142. 
2 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1962; Paul feyerabend, "Explanation, Reduction, and 
Empiricism". in Scientific Explanation, Space, and Time , H. Feigl and G. 
Maxwell, eds., Minnesota Studies in the Philosophy of Science, vol. 3. 
MinneapolIs: University of Minnesota Press, 1962, pp. 28-97. 
The idea of contextuality in regard to experience was mainly defended by Norwood 
R. Hanson, Patterns of Discovery , Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1958. 
3 See Anthony N. Perovich, Jr., "Mysticism and the philosophy of science", in 
Journal of Religion, vol. 65, January 1985, pp. 66, 67. 
4 Quoted in Anthony N. Perovich, Jr., op. CiL, p. 66. In the case of Kuhn, the use 
of the contextual theory of meaning is more imphcit. 
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consequence is that comparisons between different theories and paradigms are 

impossible. As expressed by Perovich: 

If the meaning of a tenu is detenuined by the theoretical context in which il 
is employed, no terms figuring in different theoretical contexts can sharl! 
their meaning; this undennining of any corn mon ground for the two theories 
seems to make comparison of the c1aims of the different theories 
impossible, for the possibility of a common language requisite for carrying 
out such a comparison has been abandoned. 1 

Similarly, at the end of the fifties, Norwood Hanson 2 ~uggested that the 

process of measurement and collecting data is lOfluencl!d by pnor theonl!s, thus 

setting the basis for a contextual theory of experience in the flcld of scÎl!l1ufic 

inquiry. "Each stage of investigation presupposes many princlples that for the 

moment are taken for granted. Thus aIl 'data' are, as Ilanson puts it, alrcady 

'theory-Iaden', ... and 'ail properties are observer-depcndent.'" 3 

Thus we see that the ideas and questions that wcre discussed 111 regard to 

the scientific methodology came to be considered in a very similar manner in 

philosophy of religion. As noted by Rottschaefer: 

Frederick Suppe has observed in the new afterword to his highly influential 
and authoritative assessment of contemporary phliosophy of science that "to 
an overwhelming degree the history of epistemology (and metaphysics) is 
the history of the philosophy of science ... ". There is evidence, 1 believe, 
to support Suppe's daim. Indeed, a similar daIm tmght be made about 
philosophy of religion. Modern and contemporary phllosophy of religion 
has to a large extent reflected philosophical assessments of science. More 
specifically, modern Anglo-American philosophy of religion has been 
highly influenced by positivist and postpositivist interpretutions of 

1 Ibid., p. 67. 
2 Norwood R. Hanson, Patrerns of Discovery , op. cil.. 
3 lan G. Barbour, op. cit., pp. 139, 285. 
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knowledge, interpretations based ultimately on analyses of the scientific 
enterprise. 1 

It would be appropria te also to signal the reciprocal aspect of that 

phenomenon: an important number of scientists and thinkers from the field of 

science have been greatly influenced by perspectives issued from mysticism in their 

inquiry to understand reality. Many renowned physicists like Niels Bohr, Erwin 

Schrodinger, Werner Heisenberg, David Bohm, 1. Robert Oppenheimer, and 

others, have acknowledged the important contribution of "models" and ideas taken 

from mysticism, especially Eastern 2, When Erwin Schrodinger declared that our 

scientific view needed to be "amended, perhaps by a bit of blood transfusion from 

Eastern thought" 3, he was anticipating the reinstatement of consciousness as the 

prime factor in our epistemological models. The idea that empirical science and 

mysticism have necessarily to converge towards a single unified view of man and 

his world has gained more acceptance in the last two decades, and the two 

approaches are seen less as opposites and more as complementary. In the words of 

Fritjof Capra: 

1 see science and mysticism as two complementary manifestations of the 
human mind; of its rational and intuitive faculties. The modern physicist 
experiences the world through an extreme specialization of the rational 
mind; the mystic through an extreme specialization of the intuitive mind. 
The two approaches are entirely different and involve far more than a certain 
view of the physical world. However, they are complementary, as we have 
learned to say in physics. Neither is comprehended in the other, but both of 

1 William A. Rottschaefer, "Religious cognition as interpreted experience: An 
exanlination of lan Barbour's comparison of the epistemic structures of science and 
religion", in Zygon , vol. 20, no. 3, September 1985, p. 265. 
2 See Fritjof Capra, The Tao of Physics . London: Fontana, 2nd ed., 1983, part 1. 
3 Erwin SchrOdinger, quoted in John Briggs, Fire in the Crucible--The Alchemy of 
Creative Genius . New York: St. M~:1in's Press, 1988, p. 122. 
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them are necessary, supplementing one another for a fuller understanding of 
the world. 1 

Modern science and religion have never been so close to the goal of 

achieving a unified epistemological model of the structure of human cognitive 

processes. This is so because on the side of science came the recognition that 

knowledge is a process very intimately connected with the state of the knower, and 

on the side of religion came the recognition that mystical states of consciousness 

have an intelligible epistemic structure that can he investigated empirically. 

1 Fritjof Capra, op. cit., p. 339. 
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Chauter III 

THE HUMAN COGNITIVE PROCESS; 

CONSCIOUSNESS AND EPISIEMOLOGY 

A) Contextualism, language, and cognition 

As we have mentioned previously, one of the major outcomes suggested by 

the ideas of Kuhn and Feyerabend in regard to the contextuality of meaning was to 

make compeung scienuflc theories "incommensurable". Katz used the same view in 

the context of rnystical experience to argue chat we can't compare the reports of 

mystics from different traditions. Many writers in philosophy of religion have 

maintamed mat the replies offered in the sClentific milieu are relevant to the debate in 

phllosophy of religion. For Instance, Peter Byme wrote that "the sort of reply made 

to Kuhn by defenders of realism in the philosophy of science IS applicable to Katz's 

claim about mysticism." 1 He goes on to assert that "the meaning of concepts is 

surely not wholly determined by specifie contex[s of use and in any case contexts 

are not water-ught but overlapping" 2, and uses an example from physics to 

iIlustrate his point: 

Newton's definition of the concept of light will be different from that given 
by a contemporary physicist. But there will be sorne continuity of interest, 
intention and description which links their uses of this concept, sufficient 
for us to say they are talking about the same thing, ev en though their 
conceptIons of It are not in ail respects the same. 3 

1 Peter Byrne, "Mysticism, identity and realism: A debate reviewed", in 
International Journalfor Plulosophy of Religion, vol. 16, 1984, p. 243. 
2 Ibid., p. 243. 
3 Ibid., p. 243. 
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Moreover, philosophers of science soon realized that "this theory made 

impossible disagreement between those of different theoretical backgrounds" 1 ln a 

discussion of Feyerabend's views on meaning, Dudley Shapere noted that "in order 

for two sentences to contradict one another (to he inconsistent with one another), 

one must he the denial of the other; and this is 10 say that what is denied by the one 

must he what the other asserts; and this in turn is to say that the theories must have 

sorne common meaning." 2 

The absurdities to which an unrestricted version of the theory was leading 

are also applIcable in the context of its use ln the discussion of religious expenences 

(this being said wlthout implymg a hosulity to contextualism). Contextuahty does 

not imply the absolute impossibility for two subjects to argue from Iwo different 

paradigmatic understandings, or from two different cultural and/or traditional 

backgrounds. 

The theoretical compone nt of the study of mysticism, IIke that of science, IS 

made of theories, models and "maps" whose discrete elements are concepts. The 

interventions, in discussions on scientific methodology, of phllosophers like Kuhn 

and Feyerabend, have had the salutary effect of making the scientific community 

more aware that language is abstractive and selective, and that a concept is a 

schematic delineation which IS removed from the immediacy of human experience. 

As expressed by 8arbour: 

1 Anthony N. Perovich, Jr., "Myslicism and the Philosophy of Science", in 
Journal of Religion, vol. 65, January 1985, p. 67. 
2 From his article "Meaning and Scientific Change"; quoted in A.N. Perovich, Jr .. 
op.cit., p. 67. 
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ln prevlOus centuries this symbohc character of scientific language was 
overlooked; science was assumed to provide a literai description of an 
objective world. Ils concepts were thought of as exact and complete replicas 
of nature as it is in itself--a view we now cali "naïve realism." There was 
assumed 10 be a one-to-one isomorphic correspondence between every 
feature of a theory and a matching feature of the entity il reproduced or 
"mirrored." Today concepts are consldered to be symbols that deal with 
only certain aspects of the phenomena in order to achieve particular and 
limited purposes. The contribution of man's mind in inventing concepts, 
and the role of imagination and creativity in the formation of new theories, 
are widely acknowledged. Cor.cepts are not given to us ready-made by 
nature; theyare terms in human symbol-systems. 1 

Whether we want to use language "referentially" to design a te a state of an object or 

a state of consciousness which is perceived as "objective", the "referent" will 

al ways be represented only partially. The philosopher of science Cornelius 

Benjamin asserts: 

Every symbol aims to represent I1S referent, but no symbol is able to portray 
ail of the features of the referent; hence, it is obhged to omit one or more of 
them. Given any symbol, therefore, one may lOfer the referent, since the 
symbol resembles H, but not aIl of the referent, since the symbol is an 
abstraction .... Since the human mind is incapable of grasping any event 
in ail of its configurations, certain of its relations are more or less arbitrarily 
neglected and are not included in the resulting symbol. As a consequence, 
every symbol is abstract in its representations of nature; it Joses sorne of 
nature and hence is not strictly adequate as a representative. 2 

The process of integrating the symbolic value of words and concepts must therefore 

rely strongly on the "awareness background" of the observer, on his more 

"synthetical" or "mtegrative" 3 modes of cognition, and not exclusively on the 

particulars (or more analytic, expliclt modes of cognition). Writing about the 

1 lan G. Barbour, op. ci t., p. 157. 
2 A. Cornelius Benjamin, from his IntroductilJn ta the Philosophy of Science, 
quoted in lan G. Barbour, op. cit., p. 156. 
3111e word "integrative" is more commonly used nowadays in cognitive 
psychology. See Abner Shimony, "Is observation theory-laden? A problem in 
naturalistic epistemology.", in R.G. Colodny, ed., Logic, Laws, and Life: Sorne 
pllilosophical Complications. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1977, 
pp. 185-208. 
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epistemological theOl"y offered by Michael Polanyi (which will be discussed with 

more details in section C of this chapler), John Apczynski mentioned that "the mOSl 

general feature of Polanyi's position, pervading every facet of his theory, is that 

knowing is an achievernent" 1 He goes on to summarize sorne of his insights on 

the constitutive elements of the structure of "tacit knowing", which posit that the 

mind derives a meaning out of the bunch of senses data by proceeding towards the 

more diffuse, less tangible layers of the "integrative" pole of awareness: 

The dynamic interaction between the explicit and subsidiary poses of 
knowledge can be specified by means of an analysis of the structure of tacit 
knowing. The functional structure refers to the recognil1on that the act of 
knowing involves a tacit integration (which is neither a dcductlon nor an 
explicit form of inference) whereby we attend frorn partlculars toward a 
focal whole. The phenomenal aspect of tacit knowing noints to the fact that 
the subsidiarily known partlculars appear In a new fonn ln the focal whole, 
.... The sernantic aspect of tacH knowing speCifies further that the 
meaning of the particulars is to be found in thelr JOInt coherence. And 
finally, the ontological aspect of tacH knowing Imphe~ that every act of 
knowing leads us beyond ourselves2 to sorne aspect of reality. 3 

One of the happy consequences, in philosophy of science, of the 

discussions over contextualism engendered by Hanson, Feyerabend and others was 

to prompt a greater recognition of the importance of the subject's contribution In the 

process of knowing. One of Hanson's view was that the study of psychology is 

relevant to epistemology 4. Shimony insists that "there should be a dialectic 

interplay between psychology and epistemology" 5, and we can sense from the . ., 
1 John V. Apczynski, "Mysticism and epistemology", in Sciences Religieuses 1 
Studies in Religion ,vol. 14, no. 2, 1985, p. 198. 
2 We can infer that the word "ourselves" here is probably restricted to the empirical 
"selves". 
3 Ibid., pp. 199-200. 
4 See in Abner Shimony, op. cil., p. i86. 
5 Ibid., p. 186. 
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numerous articles published on the subject in the last twenty years that the authors 

are more and more implicitly, if not explicitly, adopting that view. 

There is one such case of reciprocal action that appears to me to be of a 

basic importance for our understanding of the knowing process and, indeed, of 

man as a knower. The principle from which Polanyi's epistemological model is 

issued is generally tenned "cognitive altemation" or "cognitive adaptiveness" in the 

branch of psychology which is specifically concemed with the mechanisms of 

perception and cognition 1. It refers to that feature of the human cognitive ability to 

perceive in both integrative (synthetic) and analytic modes; in the language inspired 

by Polanyi, we would say, as we have seen, that it is the process of "tacit 

integration ... whereby we attend from particulars toward a focal whole". It is 

very interesting to note here that this distinction seems to be acknowledged "with 

various names and descriptions, by psychologists holding very different 

theories" 2: this fact supports the argument that different theories may he parti aIl y 

incommensurable, but cenainly not totally. 

A good understanding of this psychological process will delineate the 

phenomenological basis through which, as 1 shaH argue, we will justify the use of a 

model that can greatly increase the intelligibility of mystical experiences. It will 

confinn that we cannot use, like Katz did, any unrestricted version of both the 

contextual theories of meaning and experience. Il will offer evidence (hat the 

language of mystics can only he conceptual, and therefore cannot he used literaIly, 

as Katz did also. And it will also justify the perspective that the previous beliefs of 

l Abner Shimony, op. cil., pp. 196-200. 
2 Ibid., p. 196. 
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the mystic do not reveal the structure of the category of "religious" experiences 

usually termed "contentless awareness" or "pure consciousness". 

B) Psychology, mysticism, 

and the integrative and analytic modes of consciousness 

The emphasis given to the experiential aspect in this presentation is very 

easy to justify: "mysticism" has first and above ail to do with ~xperience. Sallie B. 

King has expressed that concem as a reminder to contextualists: 

While it is necessary, in connection Wllh mysticlsm, to discuss literature, 
institutions and persons, it must be remembered at ail times that insofar as 
the subject of discussion is a mystical phenomenon, il always points beyond 
itself to mystical experience as such. The experiential element is not to be 
elimimned since il is the basis of ail the other and related factors. Ninian 
Smart uses the term "mysticism" in reference to "t~e contemplative life and 
experience," and this indeed is the heart of the matter: "myslicism" pnmarily 
has to do with a life and an expenence, and only secondarily with a body of 
literature, or a philosophy based on the experience. 1 

At this rime of the history of human scientific enterprise, the approaches and 

methods of psychology are consldered by many ta be most appropriate for the 

study of mysticism, because they alm at investigating the nature of the mind. It is 

not an exaggeration to say that the studies published in the last fifteen years in 

joumals such as the Journal of Transpersona/ Psych%gy and the Journal of 

Humanislic Psychology have done more to raise the understandlng of the nature of 

cOI.~riousness and mystical experiences in the North American academic milieu 

th an all the papers produced by theologians and philosophers of mysticism in the 

same period. An empirically-trained mind free from the bias of reductionism, 

1 Sallie B: King, "Two epistemological models for the interpretation of 
mysticism", in Journa! of the American Academy of Religion, vol. LVI, no. 2, 
1988, p. 258. 
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sympathetic to the cause of "mystics" l, who is himself acquainted with meditation 

or sorne technique conduci ve to the experience of a more integrative, synthetic 

mode of awareness 2, seems to be in a good position to facilitate the extraction of 

intelligIble patterns from those expenences. And, moreover, the language of 

modem psychology has a more universal appeal than the idiosyncratic dialects of 

theologians, although it is also culture-bound. As expressed by King: "Language 

that may possibly, however problematically, hold out sorne degree of hope for 

cross-cultural communication falls into two overlapping categories: psychological 

1 We usually have a kind of reluctance to use the word "mystics" for sorne of our 
conternporaries, although, thanks to the extensive and systematic teaching of 
various rneditatIon techniques, their number in the world is probably greater than 
ever. One of the reasons may be that we have attached sorne negative meaning to 
the word. As Stace wrote: "We may remark that the very word 'mysti<.:ism' is an 
unfonùnate one. It suggests mist, and therefore foggy, confused, or vague 
thinking. It also suggests mystery and miraclemongering, and therefore hocus­
pocu:;. It is also associated with religion, against which many academic 
philosophers are prejudiced. And sorne of these latter persons might be surprised to 
learn that, aIthough man y mystics have been theists, and others pantheists, there 
have also been mystics who were atheists. It would be better if we cou Id use the 
words "enlightenrnent" or "iHumination," which are commonly used in India for the 
same phenomenon. But il seems that for historical reasons we in the West must 
seule for "mysticism". AlI that we can do is to try graduaUy to overcome the 
prejudices which it tends to arouse." (Mysticism and Philosophy • op. cit., p. 15). 
William E. Hocking presented a plausible psychological factor to explain the 
histoncal source of the word: "In the historical origins of the word 'mystic', the 
thing signified was a certain social disconnection--the initiate unable to 
communicate his knowledge to the world, the world unable to make connections 
with the initiate. But the underlying faet is psychological: mystely is feIt whenever 
there are two bodies of experience not in perfect communication, quite apart from 
the question whether the one or the other is inherently wonderful or weird. Mystery 
does not lie in either of those two bodies al one; it expresses the state of mind of one 
who beglnS 10 see, that is, who begins to see one expenence in terms of another. It 
is thus the chamcteristic quality of any new idea, not wholly naturalized in the 
mind." ("Mystieism as seen through its psychology", in Richard Woods, ed., op. 
cit., pp. 231-232.) 
2 It seerns indeed to be the case, now, with a rnajority of researchers on the 
cognitive processes of "aitered" states of consciousness. 
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and phenomenologieal-descriptive. Sueh temlS, especially the psyehological, may 

already be excessively eulture- and ideology-bound, but they are a clear 

improvement over religiously doctrinal tenns for our purposes and can be uscd with 

an appropriately cri tic al and skeptical attitude. "1 Another factor that supports the use 

of that approach is that the study of mystical experiences must nnt h(> clj~connecled 

from the study of the mind. In the words of Frits Staal: 

The study of mysticism is at least in part the study of certain specifie aspects 
of the mind. Mysticism apn mystical experienee cannot be understood 111 

isolation from the more general problem of the nature of the mind. 
Conversely, no theory of mind which cannot account for mysl1cal 
experience ean be adequale. 2 

One of the students of William James and Josiah Royee at Harvard, William Ernest 

Hocking, who beeame "one of America's foremost philosophers in the thlrtIes and 

forties",3 also developed a great interest in the study of myslÎclsm. ln an Important 

article fifst published in Mind , in January 1912, he identified the relative 

advantages of psychology in the following way: 

Psychology looks first to the experience and its effeets, more or less 
careless of its objects or lack of objects: sometlmes H seems to intimate that 
the objects make no difference, the essence of religion being in the 
experience as subjective fact; but without falling into that gratuitous and 
damnable mistake, we may weIl believe that for finding the meaning of 
mysticism psychology has advantag~s. For where self-expression falters the 

1 Sallie B. King, op. cit., p. 270. 
2 Frits Staal, Exp/oring Mysticism . Harrnondsworth, G.B.: Penguin Books, 
1975, p. 186. In the sixties, Louis Dupré argued: "Indeed, the exploration of the 
self as it extends beyond conseiousness [probably meaning here consclOUS 
awareness] has been done outside the realm of philosophy propcr. Whalever liule 
scientific knowledge of it we possess, we owe to the psychologlcal investigations 
of conscious behavior that could not be explained In terms of conseiousness alone." 
(From his article "The mysticaI expcrience of the Self and ilS philosophical 
significance", in Richard Woods, ed., Understandlng My:mcism , op. cit., p. 450.) 
3 Richard Woods, in Richard Woods, ed., Understanding Mysticism ,op. CIL, 
p. Il. 
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signs of meaning may still he read in causes and effects. The thread of 
meaning, often lost to the mystic himself in bis ecstatic moment, may at that 
very moment appear, so to speak. on the reverse of the cloth, as something 
accomplished in the active disposition of the subject. Self-interpretation has 
always been a weak point in mysticism: it has never done weIl to put its 
speculative foot forward: eloquent in psychology, it is a stammerer in 
metaphysics. 1 

More than fi ft Y years befoTe the idea became fashionable in discussions of 

philosophy of science, he supported the view that there should be a dialectic 

interplay betweell psychology and epistemology: 

In the purpose and motive of the mystic we have the point at which the 
metaphysical (and ethical) judgment of mysticism naturally joins the work 
of psychology and completes il. The bold intention of the mystic to establish 
sorne immediate COnSci01JS relation with the most Real, and his firm belief in 
his own experience as fulfilling his intention, make it necessary for 
psychology and epistemology to work c10sely together in .nterpreting that 
experience. A revision in the one must bring about a revisi<..;! in the other. 2 

Il seems that Hocking was the ftrst to recognize the importance, in regard to 

our understanding of mystical experience, of the distinction between the analytic 

and integrative modes of consciousness, although that principle was "possibly first 

articulated by French researchers at the end of the nineteenth century." 3 He 

formulated what he called "the princip le of altemation", which he stated in the 

following temlS: 

Concrete living is a condition in which we pursue sorne total good under 
shapes and by means which are inadequate to il, and so partly false to il. We 
are from time to time obliged to reject what Wf': have done, to withdraw our 
forward moving efforts, and revert to the Whole. This necessity is due not 
simply to the faet of error--which might eonceivably be remedied on the 

1 William Ernest Hocking, "The meaning of mysticism as secn through its 
psychology", in Richard Wooks, ed., op. cit., p. 223. 
2 Ibid., p. 224. 
3 Richard Woods, in Richard Woods, ed., op. cit., p. 12. 
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spot by sorne rnoving compensation--but to the type of error: it involvcs not 
only our tools, but our empirical selves, the opera tors. l 

By adopting this ontological perspective over sorne psychological 

observations, Hocking has derived an epistemological principle which can include 

within ilS scope not only the daily operations of human psychicaI activity, but also 

its higher manifestations, life creativity and innovation. He considered the process 

of "origination" to be an outcome, a by-product of the cognitive faculties opernting, 

at least in sorne degree, in the integrative, synthetic mode of consciousness. Thert, 

the mind gets an "influx of new freedom": 

Alternation lies deep in the nature of things psychical as weIl as 
physiological: it is the fundamental method of growth, of the influx of ncw 
freedom; and 1 am inclined to regard the mystical experience as an incident 
in the attainment of a new psychicallevel, and one which in various forms 
and degrees is a manifoldly recurrent event 111 every person's life .... 
Mysticism, as an identifying of the subjective with the absolutc-univcrsal, 
rnight be described as an organic cultivation of reason--though not of the 
"reason which can (as yet) be reasoned": its fruit IS an insight without 
reasons (without palpable roots in other insights), .... The vltal function 
of mysticism is origination , the creation of novelty. 2 

ln this, again, he is confirmed by a great number of observations and 

testimonie'i; one of them, which is quite well-known among those interested in the 

study of the creative process because of its detailed psychological descriptions, has 

been given by the French mathematician Henri Poincarré in his classic essay 

Mathcmatical Creation. There he explains how several determining ideas came to 

him "spontaneously", in a less-excited state of consciousness, in the "~ubliminal 

self' where "reigns what 1 should call1iberty''.3 Very often he could expenence that 

1 W.E. Hocking, op. cit., pp. 233-234. 
2 William E. Hocking, op. cit., pp. 230, 233. 
3 Henri Poincarré, "Mathernatical Creation", in Brewster Ghiselin, ed., The 
Creative Process, New York: New American Library, 1952, p. 42. 
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state when, after having fought with a problem, he would simply abandon it and 

relax. He speaks about "the feeling of absolute certitude accompanying the 

inspimtion; in the cases cHed this feeling was no deceiver, nor is it usually." 1 But 

there are exceptions, which occurred especially "in regard to ideas coming to me in 

the morning or evening in bed white in a semi-hypnagogic state." 2 He also 

mentions that there were cases when, in the excitation of work, he could be aware 

of the reciprocal play between the two modes of consciousness (i.e. integrative and 

analytic): 

It seems, in such cases, that one is present at his own unconscious work, 
made partially perceptible to the over-excited consciousness, yet without 
having changed its nature. Then we vaguely comprehend what distinguishes 
the two mechanisms or, if you wish, the working methods of the two egos. 
And the psychologie observations 1 have been able th us to make seem to me 
to confinn in their general outlines the views 1 have given. 3 

But, for most of us, as Ghlsehn remarks in his very illuminating essay on the 

creative process, "we are not usually much aware of this less detenninate pan of 

our psychic life, for consciousness is dominated by system, to which we cling." 4 

The case of Albert Einstein is also quite well-known. His colleagues often 

reported his capacity to retain a broad perspective over a subject while dealing with 

1 Ibid., p. 38. 
2 Ibid., p. 38. 
3 Ibid., p. 42. 
4 Brewster Ghiselin, "Introduction", in B. Ghiselin, ed., op. cil., p. 22. For other 
interesting presentations a'isessing the dynamical interplay between the integrative 
and analytic modes of consciousness in the process of creativity, see Jacques 
Hadamard, Essay on the Psych%gy of Invention in the Mather,'atical Field, 
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1945; W.LB. Beveridge, The Art of 
Scientific Investigation, New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 1950; A. Ehrenzweig, 
"The undifferentiated matrix of artistic imagination", in W. Neusterberger and S. 
Axelrad, eds., The Psychoanalytic Study of Society, New York: International 
Universnies Press, 1964, pp. 373-398; and John Briggs, Fire in the Crucible--The 
Alchemy of Creative GenizlS , New York: St. Martin's Press, 1988. 
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the details. In a tetter to Jacques Hadamard, he referred to his ability to maintain 

diffused, free-floating ideas along with focahzed attention: 

The words or the language, as they are written or spoken, do not seem to 
play any role in my mechanism of thought. The psychical entities which 
seem to serve as elements in thought rue certain signs and more or less clear 
images which can be "voluntarily" reproduced and combined. 

There is, of course, a certain connection between those elements and 
relevant logical concepts. It is also cIear that the desire to arrive finally at 
logically connected concepts is the emotional basis of this rather vague play 
with the above menticned elements. But :aken Jrom a psych%gical 
viewpoint, this combinarory play seems to be the essential Jearure in 
productive thought --before there IS any connecuon with logical construction 
in words or other kmds of signs whlch can be communicated to other::.. 1 
(italics are mine) 

ln addition to attributing them a baSIC epistemologlcal function, Einstein himself 

considered those experiences to be of a "my .;tical" nature: 

The most beautiful and most profound emotlOn we can experience is the 
sensation of the myslical. It Îs the source of ail true science. He to whom 
this emotion is a stranger, who can no longer stand rapt in awe, is as good 
as dead. That deeply emotional conviction of a supenor reasoning power, 
which is revealed in the incomprehensible universe, fonns my idea of 
God.2 

One experiential feature WhlCh is often reported by persons who can more 

easily render their synthetic cognitions an analytic language or in any discrete 

medium (Le. those that we call "creative persons") is that in the integrative mode, 

the "knowledge" is "seen" or cognized 111 a capsule form, "aH at once". For 

instance, Wolfgang A. Mozart reportcd, in a letter: 

All this fires my soul, and, provlded 1 am not disturbed, my subject 
enlarges itself, becomes methodised and defined, and the whole, though it 
be long, stands almost complete and finished in my mind. so that 1 can 

1 Albert Einstein, "Letter to Jacques Hadamard", in B. Ghlsehn, op. ciL, p. 43. 
2 Albert Einstein, quoted in Kenneth R. Pelletier and Charles Garfield, 
Consciousness East and West, New York: Harper Colophon Books, 1976, 
p. 120. 
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survey il, like a fine picture or a beautiful statue, at a glance. Nor do 1 hear 
in my imagination the parts successively , but 1 hear them. as it were, aIl at 
once (gleich alles zusammen ). What a delight this is 1 cannot tell! AlI this 
inventing, this producing, takes place in a pleasing lively dream. Still the 
actual hearing of the tout ensemble is after ail the best. What has been thus 
produced 1 do not easily forget, and this is perhaps the best gift 1 have my 
Divine Maker to thank for. 1 

To "plunge" from the analytic mode towards deeper layers of the 

integrative, synthetic mode means going from differentiation towards 

indifferentiation, from discreteness to wholeness, from excited wave-pattem to 

"oceanic consciousness". And to altemate from one mode to the other is not a 

secondary or subordinate character of human cognitive process, but rather a basic 

feature inherent to the epistemological structure of consdousness. That process is 

spontaneously going on in our daily life, and we usually don't look at it as being 

"mystical" or "esoteric", probably because only a few of us have access to the 

extreme manifestation of the integrative mode (which is experienced when the mind 

completely transcends the faintest level of the analytic mode 10 be left in 

nondualistic awareness 2). Wc often make use of the integrative mode wh en we 

need to infuse more fluidity to our mental processes in order to connect different 

paniculars. In the words of Anhur 1. Deikman: 

To take a very mundane example: trying to remember a forgotten name by a 
direct, consclOUS effon may yield nothmg. In such a situation we typically 
remark, "It wIll come (0 me in a minute"--and it usually does. We stop 
struggling to remember and allow ourselves to he receptive. Only then does 
the oame pop into awareness. Our shift in attitude--a change in strategy-­
permitted a latent function to he exercised. Switching to the receptive mode 

1 Wolfgang Amadeus Mozan, "A letler", in B. Ghiselin, op. cit., p. 45. 
2 1 will argue further on that the experience of "pure" consciousness is the 
integrative mode experienced in ilS extreme, "peak" value. 
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permits the operation of capacities that are nonfunctional in the action 
mode. 1 (Italics in original) 

Although, to my knowledge, he never explicitly referred to Hocking's 

work, Deikman, an American psychologist interested in mystical experiences, 

reformulated his insights with the modem terminology of cognitive psychology. He 

named the analytic mode the "action mode" and defined it as 

... astate organized to manipulate the environment. To carry out this 
purpose the striate muscle system is the dominant physiological agency. 
Base-line muscle tension is increased and the EEG usually features beta 
waves. Psychologically, we find focal attention, heightened boundary 
perception, object-based logic, and the dominance of formai characteristics 
over the sensory; shapes and meanings have a preference over colors and 
textures. 2 

He then goes on to define the integrative mode, which he caUs the "receptive 

mode": 

In contrast, the receptive mode is astate whose purpose is receiving the 
environment, rather than manipulation. The sensory-perceptual system is 
usually the dominant agency rather than the muscle system. Base-line 
muscle tension tends to he decreased, compared to the tension found in the 
action mode, and the EEG tends to the slower frequencies of alpha and 
theta. Psychologically we find that attention is diffuse, boundary perception 
is decreased, paralogical thought processes are evident, and sensory 
qualities dominate over the formaI. These functions are coordinated to 
maximize the intake of the environment. 3 

Like Hocking did in 1912, Deikman identifies the shift from the analytic, active 

mcxle to the integrative mode as the basic cognitive process responsible for creative 

intuition and origination: 

Typically, there is an initial stage of struggling with the problem. A sense of 
impasse develops and the struggle is given up. Sometime later, while 
completely occupied with a less important activity, or perhaps waking from 

1 Arthur J. Deikman, "Bimodal consciousness and the mystic experience", in 
Richard Woods, ed., op. cit., p. 265. 
2 Ibid., p. 261. 
3 Ibid., p. 261. 
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sleep, the answer suddenly appears. Often, it is in a symbolic or spatial 
form and needs to be worked over to make it coherent and applicable. In 
terms of the modal model, the process begins with the use of the action 
mode during the preliminary or preparatory stage. When progress is 
blocked. a Shlft takes place to the receptive mode. In that mode, our capacity 
for creative synthe sis is able to function and the intuitive leap to a new 
configuration takes place. Then, we shift back to the action mode in order to 
integrate the new fomlUlation with our previous knowledge and to 
communicate it to omers. 1 

He brings the point that as we "develop" from childhood to adulthood, we proceed 

to function more and more in the analytic mode, and for reasons inherent to the 

nature of this cognitive process, plus the cultural bias, we have come to considf 

the diffused, not-so-well-known states of the integrative mode as abnorma1: 

As growth proceeds the receptive mode is gradually dominated, if not 
submerged, by a natural and culturally enforced emphasis on striving 
activity and the action mode that serves il. The receptive mode tends, more 
and more, to be an interlude between increasingly longer periods of action­
mode organization. One consequence of this bias IS that we have come ta 
regard the action mode as the normal one for adult life and to think of the 
unfamiliar receptive states as pathological. 2 

ft is a fact that the se states are most of the time being perceived as 

"threatening" in regard to a proper, responsible social behaviour. In his essay on 

creativity, Ghiselin has adequately identified and emphasized their role and 

importance in respect to origination. He pointed out that in its most intense manifes-

tation, the experience has a mysucal character, but without much explanation or 

analysis, he assumed that its persistence would affect performance negatively. He 

described the receptive or integrative mode as a SUite 

... in which nothing tends toward determination, nothing of a particular 
character seems to be implied, in which, there fore , ail is still apparently 
free. Il is alike for thinker and anist the offering of adventure, but adventure 
nameless and fcatureless, which shaH be defined by something not even in 

1 Ibid., pro 265-266. 
2 Ibid., p. 262. 
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the periphery of conSClOusness, but rather implicit in the whole spread of 
the subjective IIfe. This state in no way involves or suggests irresolution. 
Paradoxically it often appears as an enhancement of certainty. It is as if the 
mind delivered from preoccupation with particulars were given into secure 
possession of its whole substance and activity. This yielding to the oceanic 
consciousness may be a distracting delight, which as Jacques Maritain has 
pointed out can di vert the worker from fonnal achievement. In this extreme 
the expenence verges upon the rehgious, but it is rarely so intense or so 
pure, and, when it is, it is not often so enduring a preoccupation as to 
constitute a real threat to performance. More often il defines itself as no 
more than a sense of self-surrender to an inward necessity inherent in 
something larger than the ego and taking precedence over the established 
order. 1 

His remark about the "pure" experience as being "not often so enduring a preoccu-

pation as to constitute a real threat to perfonnance" is indicative of our poor 

knowledge, at least ln our Western cultures in general, of the "mechanisms" and 

"processes" that contribute 10 integrate hannoniously the two modes of awareness. 

But there is no doubt that without proper guidance, the more intense versions of the 

experience often generate a strong disruptll1g effect on the subject's "vision of 

reality". As noted by Pelletier and Garfield, "whether such experiences are validated 

or esteemed is largely dependent on the cultural context, but their effect on 

individuaI behavior is undisputed. Their ability to inspire is surpassed only by their 

ability to disrupt, for such an experience must be translated into terms that are 

comprehensible to the ego."2 This explains why man y authors emphasized the 

importance of staying weil grounded and connected with the more active and 

analytical layers of IIfe. These states, which "constitute the essence of religious, 

creative, and scientific Inspiration",3 can con vey their greatest enrichment to ail 

aspects of personallife when the subject can integrate thelr meaning in constructive 

1 Brewster Ghiselin, op. cit., p. 14. 
2 K.R. Pelletier and C. Garfield, op. cit., p. 120. 
3 K.R. Pelletier and C. Garfield, op. cit., p. 12l. 
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social activities. This fact was recognized by Carl Jung in respect to bis own 

persona! experiences, while acknowledging the meaningfulness of these states in 

regard to his "real" life: 

Particularly at this rime, when 1 was worldng on the fantasies, 1 needed a 
point of support in "this world." ... ft was most essential for me to have a 
nonnal life in the real world as a counterpoise to that strange inner world . 
. . . No matter how deeply absorbed or how blown about 1 was, 1 always 
knew that everything 1 was experiencing was ultimately directed at this real 
life of mine. 1 

The degree to which a person will manifest the potentialities of those states 

seems to he proportional to the level of psychophysiological integration. It is widely 

acknowledged among modern psychologists and psychiatrists that a large portion of 

the population has developed, to different degree, what they cali "neurotic 

tendencies"; overexposure to excitation and stress gradually inhibits the flow of 

"infonnation Il between the different levels of the personality, and therefore has a 

damaging effect on sensitivity. Marianne Frankenhaeuser of the University of 

Stockholm has noted the biological effects "of bombardment with too many, too 

strong or too frequent stimuli--as happens in the multi-media world of the modem 

city. One of the effects is thal the nervous system adapts by gradually failing to 

respond" 2; 

The physiological stress effects become less intense and feelings of aversion 
and discomfort fade. But so do feelings such as involvement, 
understanding, consideration and sympathy ... the mechanism of 
habituation involves a blunting of emotions, a reduction of sensitivity and 
reactivity. 3 

1 Carl Jung, quoted in K.R. Pelletier and C. Garfield, op. cit., p. 122. 
2 David Hay, Exp/oring Inner Space , Hannondsworth, G.B.: Penguin Books, 
1982, p. 198. 
3 Marianne Frankenhaeuser, quoted in David Hay, op. cit., p. 198. 
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Repeated hyperarousal of the nervous system does not seem therefore to he a factor 

conducive to fruitfull interchange between the integrative and analytic modes of 

awareness. Over-stimulation rather generates the tendency to function in one mode 

or the other, hampering a flow that otherwise could he easy if psychophysiological 

integration would be high enough. In the words of the psychiatrist Harold H. 

Bloomfield: 

An essential characteristic of creative thinking seems to be the mind's 
capacity to entertain free-floating ideas and reveries yet remain able to focus 
sharply on a particular idea if desired. The average middle-class neurollc 
tends to block the spontaneous flow of ideas by getting caught up so!ely 111 

focused attention [analyticJ or losing himself In unstructured lh r nkll1g 
[integrative] out of whlch nothing tangible emerges. 1 

When the dlchotomy between the two levels is total, or extreme, then the subJecl 

has developed the psychopathology termed "schizophrenia" by psychologists. 2 

Through the process of habituation (also called "automatization") as describcd by 

Marianne Frankenhaeuser, the person gradually suppresses his inner world to 

accomodate unpleasant situations and stressful stimuli. The benign version of thls 

process aims at setting a selective operation through which we increase our 

efficiency in the active, analytic mode.3 But the more a person will have recourse to 

habituation or automatization to maintain a convenient façade and structure in her 

1 Harold H. Bloomfield and Robert B. Kory, Happiness, New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1976, pp. 143-144. 
2 See Kenneth Wapnick's article "Mysticism and schizophrenia", in Richard 
Woods, ed., op. cit., pp. 321-337. 
3 As noted by Arthur Deikman: "Studles In percepllon and dcvelopmentaJ 
psychology indicate that wc have exercised a significant selection proces~ over the 
array of stimuli with which we are presented. For efficiency's sake, wc have 10 pay 
attention to sorne things and not to others, and we automatIze that selection proccss 
to such an extent that we cannot recover our perceptual and cognitive optIons." (In 
Richard Woods, ed., op. cit., p. 266) 
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social reality. the more the emotions--which penain to the receptive, integrative 

mode--will become perturbed and entropie .• If nothing is done to infuse coherence 

in the integrative layers, the vicious circle will go on and the individual will 

gradually gel caught in very stereotyped behavior patterns, loose his spontaneity 

and sensitivity, become emotionally blunt, etc. The disjunction between the 

empirical, anal y tic ego and the inner self can become so severe that eventually a 

major breakdown occurs, and, to use Lara Jefferson's expression in Wapnick's 

case study, the person must "die ofher former self'.2 

The phenomenology of this well-known pathology shows how vital this 

altemating flow between the analytic and the in:egrative modes is. And what the 

"mystic" actually does is lO consciously remove the filters of "habitJation", lO 

purposefully loosen the control mechanisms of "automatization" so that the freedom 

of unbounded awareness constantly refreshes the tight logic of focal attention.3 And 

again, it is William Hocking who, eighty years ago, had the insight to identify the 

process of cognitive alternation as the basic phenomenal component of human 

1 This process can be developed in a very large array of degrees, but it a1ways 
follows the same pattern: in order to maintain a minimum of structure in her outer 
reality (analytic, active mode), the person builds up control mechanisms to not let 
her emotions emerge, 
2 In Kenneth Wapnick, op. cit., p. 334. In fact, when this point is reached, the 
breakdown can he seen as a "constructive process, wherein the individual attempts 
to correct the inadequacy of his functioning." (Ibid., p. 329). Gregory Bateson 
wrote, about "the process of schizophrenia and its purposeful quality": " ... the 
mind contains, in sorne fonn, such wisdom that it can create that attack upon itself 
that willlead to a later resolution of the pathology." (Quoted in Wapnick, op. cit., 
p. 329; italics in original). 
3 We will see that this is precisely the purpose of meditational techniques: to bring 
the mind in the extreme value of the integrative mode, which is the state of pure 
consciousness, unbounded awareness beyond the subject-object dichotomy, and 
then make it focalize on the finite, discrete aspects of dynamic activity (i.e. a regular 
voluntary altemation of the two modes). 
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psyehic activity responsible for what we have been ealling "mystieal" experiences in 

Western countnes: 

Take the case of intellectual originality. One wishes to know the whole 
truth--some unknown truth. The best means to that end are--reason, and 
social reason; he who would originate must fill himself as full as possible of 
science, history, social motives, the whole world: but there comes a 
moment when these very things, his necessary means, become, as we sai d, 
his enemies--his poisons. This is the moment at whieh they become 
himself. It is this self which must be withdrawn and reoriented; it must 
turn its back upon itself, and lose itself in the unknown whole. Every dctail 
of psyehical operation shows this method of action. Attention is a mpidly 
alternating cUITent, perpetually withdrawn from its object and lnstantaneous­
ly replaced: but in the instant of withdrawal havlng recovered a bettcr poise 
and a steadier tennination, havIng wiped away the film of relauvity wuh 
which self and object had begun to infect each other. The mysllc only docs 
consciously and totally that which we are aIl continually dOIng In the 
minuter movement of psychical life, that which we aIl resort to in 
fragmentary and instinctive manner. 1 

The growth towards enhghtenment then can be interpreted as the process by 

which the indlvidual, while refimng to the extreme hls "inner" synthetic cognition 

of the "whole", can hannoniously integrate it with his "outer" analytic mode of 

funetioning. It is the knowledge of the whole that allows to "wipe away the film of 

relativity with whieh self and object had begun to infect each other". The integration 

of those seemingly opposite cognitive funetions is not only a prerequisite for the 

personal unfoldment of full creative potential, but for health in general. As 

expressed by Kenneth Wapnick: 

The mystic's life may be seen as a recognition of the existence of the inner, 
personal experience, which though independent of, and even antagonistic 
to, the social reality, cannot be fully developed unless the inèividual also 
affmns his role in society. Beautiful and powerful feelings are not sufficient 
to improve one's functioning in the social worId. What is needed is the 
integration of these inner experiences with the various social roles one 
adopts. The mystic provides the example of the method whereby the inner 

1 W.E. Hocking, op. cit., p. 234 . 
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and outer ma)' be jomed; the schizophrenie, the tragic result when they are 
separated. 1 

C) The hierarchic structure of knowledge 

One of the consequent outcomes of the previous description of the epistemic 

activity of cognitive processes is that knowledge is hierarchically ordered. Of 

course this point has been developed before (especially in the Vedantic model of 

consciousness), but for the Western scientific community to integrate it in its 

paradigm, we had to uncover "empirically" the discrete apparatus of its functioning. 

The concept of psychological structures, developed in the fifties, has enabled the 

cognitive ps)'chologists to account for differentiation in mental processes. As 

defined by Rapaport and Gill: 

Structures are configurations of a slow rate of change ... within which, 
between which, and by means of which mental processes take place .... 
Structures are hierarchically ordered. ... This assumption .,. is 
significant because it is the foundation for the psycho-analytic propositions 
concerning differentiation (whether resulting in discrete structures which are 
then co-ordinated, or 10 the mcreased internal articulation of structures), and 
because it implies that the quality of a process depends upon the level of the 
structural hierarchy on which it takes place. 2 

And as it would be nonnal to expect after our analysis of the creative process, the 

integrative mode is being accorded a functional primacy. In analyzing the respective 

stands of two eminent cognitive psychologists who made their mark in research on 

the integrative and analytic modes, Abner Shimony wrote: "Without minimizing the 

1 Kenneth Wapnick, op. CiL, p. 337. 
2 Quoted in AJ. Deikman, "Deautomatization and the mystic experience", in 
Richard Woods, ed., op. ClL, p. 248. See also U. Neisser, Cognitive Psychology , 
New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1967, p. 85. For some interesting analysis 
on the hierarchical unfoldment of the human cognitive processes see: S. Arieti, The 
1 ntra-psychic Self, New York: Basic Books, 1967; and J. Loevinger, Ego 
Development, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1976. 
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deep theoretical differences between Gibson and Bruner, on~ can say that thcy 

agree in ascribing functional and biological primacy to the integrative strategies; and 

1 think that it is fair to make the same ascriptIon to most other psychologists, even 

to the classical empiricists who maintain that sensations are constitutive of and 

temporally antecedent to integrated perceptions." 1 

On the basis of the "organizational qualities of states of consciousness" 

(gestalt or system propenies), Charles Tart has very convincingly demonstrdted 

that one of the most imponant qualities of knowledge is that it is "state-specific": 

"What you can know depends on the state of consciousness you are in".2 And 

again, as to exemplify the adage that "there IS nothmg new under the sun", this 

theme is a recurrent one in the yogic and vedanuc hterature of India: "It is axiomatlc 

in the yogic tradition that "knowledge IS dlfferent 10 dlfferent states of 

consciousness" (Rig Veda). In other words, our level of consdousness completely 

determines how much of the truth we see of any given situation." 3 From his 

analysis of the psychological alternation between the empirical self and the "depth 

of self-consciousness", William Hocking has derived the same principle which he 

stated as the basic feature of the human knowing process: 

1 Abner Shimony, "Is observation theory-Iaden? A problem in naturalistic 
epistemology", op. cit., pp. 196-197. For an argument from an evolutionary point 
of view in favor of this primacy, see his article "Perception from an evolutIonary 
point ofview", in Journal of Philosophy, vol. 68, 1971, pp. 571-583. 
2 Charles T. Tart, "Consciousness, altered states, and worlds of expenence", in 
Journal of Transpersonal Psychology , vol. 18, no. 2, 1986, p. 169. For a more 
complete argumentation, see his article "Stages of consciousness and state-specific 
sciences", in Science, vol. 176, pp. 1203-1210. 
3 Alistair Shearer, Effortless Being--The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali , London' 
Wildwood House, 1982, p. 26. 
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Thus, a[ the bottom of the psychological altemation there lies an 
epistemological principle, which deserves to he called the Principle of 
Altemation. It is the counterpart and corrective of the Principle of Relativity. 
Ir ;s not knowledge that is relative, but the oct of knowing . It is my concrete 
historical nature which detennines that at any moment 1 may sec but one 
side of the shield; il is my knowledge of the whole which leads me, by an 
alternation of position, to repair the defect of my knowing. In ail science we 
recognize the alternate use of categories whkh are singl:' imperfect, but 
mutually corrective. The concept of substance, whether in the fonn of atom, 
or of energy, or of soul, may he inadequate for knowledge, but is 
indispensable for knowing. 1 (ltalics are mine) 

The philosophicaI integration of this principle in a coherent epistemological 

model has been accompli shed by a scientist, Mich~el Polanyi, who was professor 

of physical chemistry at the University of Manchester. An imponant and powerful 

feature of his work is that every philosophical point he brings is always backed by 

observations of the process of attention and data from cognitive psychology. This 

of course doesn't entai! that his deductions are aIl necessarily right, but rather that 

his theory of knowledge is "empirically" based, in the sense [hat we gave to this 

word in Chapter 1 (i.t. not in th~ classical sense). It satisfies very elegantly 

Polanyi's own definition of "objectivity", which is not the absence of personal 

judgment, but the presence of universal intent . 2 His theory has a universal scope, 

in that it uncovered man y aspects of the fundamental structure of the knowledge­

acquisition process, and this independently of the cultural or religious (or what you 

will) backgr<Jund or "context". His model has been largely discussed in the last 25 

years not only in the milieu of philosophers of science, but also in the context of 

philosophy of religion. This is highly significant in regard to our discussion of 

1 William E. Hocking, op. cit., p. 234. 
2 Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge , Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1962, pp. 64-65. 
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Chapter Il, as it confirms the view that "modern and contemporary philosophy of 

religion has to a large extent reflected philosophical assessments of science." 1 

Polanyi's basic "finding" was that the integration of the numerous 

particulars from the explicit pole of knowledge (analytic) is being done sequentially 

by the mind in proceeding towards the subsidiary pole (integrative, synthetic). He 

acknowledged that his analysis of the knowing process is "closely linked" to the 

discovery of Gestalt psychology about the structure of awareness 2, and he brietly 

expressed his central thesis on the above process of integration in the following 

tenns: "This shaping or integrating 1 hold to be the great and Indispensable tacit 

power by which aIl knowledge is discovered and, once dlscovered, is held to he 

true." 3 The functional structure of tacit integration in volves neitlter the process of 

deduction nor an explicit fonn of inference, and as su ch cannot he replaced by any 

explicit analytical procedure. 4 Polanyi insisted that this process is going on within 

the range, the spectrum of consciousness: 

If this analysis convinces us of the presence of two very different kinds of 
awareness in tacit knowing, it should also prevent us from idemifying them 
with conscious and unconscious awareness. Focal awareness is, of course, 
always fully conscious, but subsidiary awareness, or from-awareness, can 
exist at any level of consciousness, ranging from the subliminal to the [ully 
conscious. 5 

In subordinating the subsidiary to the focal, tacit knowmg is direcled 
Jrom the first to the second. 1 calI this the functional aspect of tactt 
knowing. Since this functional relation is set up between two kinds of 

1 William A. Rottschaefer, op. cit., p. 265. 
2 Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, Anchor 
Books, 1967, p. 6. 
3 Ibid., p. 6. 
4 See Michael Polanyi and Harry Prosch, Meaning , Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1975, pp. 39-42. 
5 Ibid., p. 39. 
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awareness, its directedness is necessarily conscious .... This vectorial 
quality of tacit knowing will prove important. 1 

It is a mistake to identify subsidiary awareness with subconscious or 
preconscious awareness, or with the fringe of consciousness described by 
William James. The relation of clues to that which they indicate is a /ogical 
relation similar to that which a premise has to the inferences drawn from it, 
but with the important difference that tacit mferences drawn from clues are 
not explicit. They are informaI, tacit. 2 (Italics in original) 

A very significant feature of the structure of tacit knowing is that ilS 

ontologicai aspect implies that every act of knowing leads us beyond "ourself" 

towards less tangible manifestations of knowledge, but nevertheless more "real". In 

this way, the mind "breaks out" or "breaks through" 3 sequentially from particulars 

(analytic mode) towards the tacit ground of the "real". Being hierarchically ordered, 

reality unfolds from a unified whole towards more and more "concrete" layers of 

differenciation 4, but for the mind to integrate the meaning ofvarious particulars, il 

must proceeds sequentially in the reversed direction: 
An aspect apprehended by the integration of elementary particulars thus 
becomes, in Ils tum, a clue to a more comprehensive entity, and so on. 
_ .. as we move to a deeper, more comprehensive, understanding of a 
human being, we tend to pass from more tangible particulars to increasingly 
intangible entiues: to entiues which are (parti y for this reason) more real: 
more real, that is, in tenus of my definition of reality, as likely to show up 
in a wider range of indefinite future manifestations. 5 

1 Michael Polanyi, "The logic of tacit inference", in Marjorie Grene, ed., Knowing 
and Being ,Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969, p. 14l. 
2 Michael Polanyi, "The structure of consciousness", in Marjorie Grene, ed., op. 
Cil., p. 212. 
3 Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge , Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1962, Chapter 6, Section 13. 
4 It is very significant to note here that neurologists hold a similar hierarchic 
structure for the nervous system: " ... the nervous system is arranged 
hierarchically. That is, the nervous system is built up of a number of physiological 
and anatomicallevels each of which is controlled by the one above at increasing 
levels of generality." (Anthony Campbell, Seven States ofConsciousness , 
New York: Harper and Row, Perennial Library, 1974, p. 38.) 
5 Michael Polanyi, "Tacit knowing: Its bearing on sorne problems of philosophy", 
in Marjorie Grene, ed., Knowing and Being , op. cit., p. 168. 
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We have seer. that by attending from the proximal l synthl!tically, 
SUbSldiarily known] to the distal [analytically, focally knownl, we cause a 
transformation ln the appearance of both: they acquire an integrated 
appearance. A perceived object acquires constant size, colour and shape; 
observaùons incorporated in a theory are reduced to mere instances of it; the 
parts of a whole rnerge their isolated appearance into the appeamnce of the 
whole. This is the phenomenal accompaniment of tacit knowmg, which 
tells us that we have a real coherent entity before us. At the same time il 
embodies the ontological daim of tacit knowing. The aet of tacit knowing 
thus implies the cJaim that its result is an aspect of reality which, as such, 
may yet reveal its truth in an enexhausuble range of unknown and pcrhaps 
still unthinkable ways. 1 

We make sense of experience by relying on clues of which we are 
often aware only as pointers to loeir hidden meaning; this meaning is an 
aspect of a reality whlch as such can yet reveaillself m an indetenninate 
range of future discovenes. This is, in fact, my definiùon of extemal reality: 
reality is something that attrasts our attention by clues which harass and 
beguile our minds lOto getting ever doser to H, and whlch, since 1t owcs this 
attractive power to its independcnt existence, can always mamfest itself in 
still unexpected ways. If we have grasped a truc and deep-sealed aspect of 
reality, then ilS future mamfestations will be unexpeeted confimlatlOns of 
our present knowledge of il. 2 

Since this ontological aspect of tacit knowing points out to the eXistence of a basic 

coherent ground of the "real", a ground of "selfllOod" (there is al ways continuity of 

awareness), how can we, in psychologicallanguage, relate this "intangible" ground 

to our formaI, tangible, empirical self? We Will now consider sorne interesting 

contributions on that question, contributions which rnight help modern theorists of 

psychology to clarify the status of the "knower" as a conscious "coherent entity". 

D) The basic ground of consciousness and the state of the knower 

The "ontologicai claIm" of tacit knowing is embodied, as Polanyi stated, in 

the phenomenal accompaniment of taeit knowing: the cogniuve process of 

1 Michael Polanyi, "the logic of tacit inference", in Marjorie Grene, ed., op. CiL, 
p. 141. 
2 Michael Polanyi, "The unaccountable element in science", in Marjorie Grene, 
ed., op. cit., pp. 119-120. 

51 



.. 
-1 .. 

l 

integrating the particulars In "breaking out" towards the more comprehensive levels 

of synthetk awareness implies that knowledge is hierarchically structured in 

consciousness, and that we must postulate the existence of the knower as an entity. 

This tacit orientation toward the ground of aIl knowing is the source of human 

intelligibility, and as such, constitutes the basic phenomenologie al aspect of this 

ontological dimension of the structure of consciousness. 

As we know, the idea of the "knower as an entity", or of "human 

consciousness", has not been a very popular one among scienusts, at least until 

recently. Polanyi has called the rejection of the existence of human consciousness 

one of the "absurdities imposed by the modern scientlfic outlook"l. He goes on to 

quote "three authoritative voices denying the existence of human eonsciousness" 

(namely Hebb, Kubie, and Lashley), and mentions that "it is not that these 

distinguished scientists really believe that consciousness does not exist. ... But 

they feel obliged to deny the existence of consciousness, for it eludes explanation in 

term of science. "2 

This has been, through ages, the basic di fficulty in our attempts to explain 

the nature of consciousness: it cannot be systematically explained in tenns of 

anything else. The changing content of ordinary consciousness cannot adequately 

account for the permanent continuum which underlies these changing features. 

Plato <!xpressed that peeuliarity in an interrogation: "What is that which always is 

1 Michael Polanyi and Harry Proseh, Meaning, op. CÎt., p. 25. 
2 Ibid., pp. 25-26. 
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and has no becoming and what is that which is a1ways becoming and never is?"l 

The British philosopher G.E. Moore wrote (using a blue patch as his object of 

consciousness): "The moment we try to fIx our attention upon consciousness and to 

see whar, distinctly, it is, it seems to vanish: it seems as if we had before us a mere 

emptiness. When we try to introspect the sensation of blue, aIl we can see is the 

blue: the other element is as if it were diaphanous."2 Consequently, in order to fit 

the idea of objectivity as understood at that rime, the great majority of scientists had 

recourse to the theory of consciousness as an emergent property of matter. But 

soon the most eminent of them (especially from the fIelds of neurology and 

physics) raised the voice to assert the primacy of consciousness, aIl the more as 

sorne observations were pointing toward that hypothesis. The renowned British 

neurologist Sir John Eccles declared: "The program of the ... materialists is ... 

to reduce conscious experiences to the science of brain states and hence to physics. 

Thus everything would he reduced to properties of matter. Their efforts to deny or 

to ignore conscious experiences have collapsed hecause of its intrinsic absurday. "3 

On the basis of many observations made during his researches on the brain, the 

neurologist Roger W. Sperry has argueà that consciousness works as a causal force 

operating at the upper levels of the ne~lral system, transcending the details of 

1 Quoted in Roland Fischer, "On creative, psychotic and ecstatic states", in John 
White, ed., The Highest State ofConsciousness, Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 
1972, p. 175. 
2 G.E. Moore, Philosophical Studies. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, Ltd., 
1922, p.25. 
3 Sir John Eccles, quoted in Huston Smith, Forgotten Truth, New York: Harper 
Colophon Books, 1977, p. 65. 
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nervous impulse as the celI transcends its molecules or the organism its ceUs.l The 

eminent neurologist Wilder Penfleld, from McGill University, stated: "To suppose 

that consciousness or the mind has localization IS a fallure to unl1erstand 

neurophysiology. "2 

One of the most important by-products of the experiments and discussions 

in quantum mechanics over the last flfty years has been the re-installment of the 

observer as the central and primary "component" of any scientific endeavour. The 

discovery of the basic roIe that human consciousness plays in quantum 

measurement has actually ushered the redefinÏtlon of the concept of objectivity in 

modem science. It has become consequently more cornmon to hear, from reputed 

physicists, statements simlIar to the foIIowing: "The doctrine that the worid is made 

up of objects whose existence 1S independent of human consciousness tums out to 

be in conflict with quantum mechamcs and with facts established by experiment."3 

And often, we couid hardly differentiate their statements from those of mystics. For 

instance, Max Planck says: "1 regard consciousness as fundamental. 1 regard matter 

as derivative from consciousness. "4 The idea that consciousness must he included 

in models explaining Ùle phYSICal world is hardly a new one, but the fact that rnany 

eminent physicists are supportmg it is symptomatic of the convergence of what we 

1 R.W. Sperry, "An objective approach to subjective experience: Further 
expia nation of a hypothesis". Psychological Review, vol. 77, 1970. pp. 585-590. 
AIso: "In se arch of Psyche", in F.G.Worden, J.P. Swazey and G. Adelman, eds., 
The Neurosciences: Patlz ofDlscovery, Cambndge: MIT Press, 1975, pp. 425-
434. 
2 Quoted in D. Orme-Johnson. "The cosmlC Psyche", in Modern SCIence and 
VelUc SCience, vol. 2, no. 2, p. 126. 
3 Bernard D'Espagnat, "The quantum theory and reaIity", in Scœntific American, 
Nov. 1979, p. 158. 
4 Quoted 111 D. Orme-Johnson, "The cosmic Psyche", op. cit., p. 126. 
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used to calI the "objective" and "subjective" ways of gaimng knowledge. Here are 

quotations from two Nobellaureate physicists on that; first Eugene Wigner, from 

Princeton University: "Our inability to describe consciousness adequately, to give a 

satisfactory picture of it, is the greatest obstacle to our acquiring a rounded picture 

of the world."l And Brian D. Josephson, from Cambridge University, O.B.: 

"L'intégration de notre connaissance de l'expérience consciente peut conduire à des 

explications nouvelles et meilleures de certaines classes de phénomènes. En second 

lieu, les recherches de ce genre peuvent permettre la découverte de nouveaux types 

de phénomènes physiques. "2 Already at the begtnning of the century, the respectcd 

Gennan scientist Herman Weyl wrote: "We are concemed In seeing cIcarly that the 

datum of consciousness is the staning-point at w/1ich we must place ourselves if we 

are to understand the absolute meanmg as weil as the nght to the Supposition of 

reality .... 'Pure consciousness' is the seat of that whlch is philosophically a 

priori. "3 

Psychologists, on their side, were so concerned about attempting to apply 

the objective methodology of science to study the extremely subjective area of 

mental activity that they came to focus exclusively on measurable behavior. 

Behaviorism arose in response to the difficulty of using that methodology in the 

study of the mind. 

1 Quoted in R.K. Wallace, The Neurophysiology of Enllghtenment, Falrf.e1d, 
Iowa: MIU Neuroscience Press, 1986, p. 21. 
2 Brian D. Josephson, "L'expérience de la conscience et sa place en physique", in 
France-Culture, ed., Science et conscience: Les deux lectures de l'univers, Paris: 
Stock, 1980, p. 3 1. 
3 Hennan Weyl, Space-Time-Matter, transI. from the German by Henry L. Brose, 
New York: Dover Publications Ine., 1922, p. 5. 
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The behaviorist~ treated self-reports of mental events as observable 
behavior, which, hke any other behavior, could be studied without 
reference to the mmd or any aspect of subjectivity at aIl. It came to be 
believed that behavior was controlled by environmental contingencies of 
reinforcement and could be completely understood in terms of such 
contingencles. The mind, if it existed at aIl, was considered to be a mere 
"epiphenomenon", nelther fundamental in nature nor having a causal 
influence on the interaction between behavior and environment. 1 

The limits of that approach became soon very apparent2 • and by the end of the 

1950's, man y psychologists had renewed with the study of subjective clements 

such as creativity, attention, modes of awareness, etc. "The new generation of 

cognitive psychologists argued that important information about conscious 

processes could be inferred from objectively measurable physiological and 

behavioral events. Cognitive psychology has been primarily concerned with 

selective attention--that aspect of cogmtive processing that selects information for 

further processing."3 In addition to make funher elaborations on the principle of 

cognitive altemation (or adaptiveness), which we have discussed in the previous 

section, they have disclosed many important features of human mental processes. 

"However, as sorne theorists have noted, there remains a major problem in this 

enterprise, namely that it is not known who processes and interprets infonnation: 

Who is the knower?"4 If features related to the empirical ego can be objectified, the 

characteristics of the "observing ego" were not to be located or "seized", since they 

are purely "subjective", remaining apart from the contents of consciousness: As 

Deikman remarked, "whatevcr we can notice or conceptuaIize is already an object of 

1 D. Omle-Johnson, "The cosmic Psyche", op. cit., p. 117. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid., p. 118. 
4 Ibid.; for further reflections on that problem, see A. Costall and A. Still, eds., 
Cognitive Psych%gy in Question, New York: St. Martin's Press, 1987. 

56 

1 
i 
i 
! 
1 
1 
l 

ï 

1 
j 



li 

awareness. not awareness itself. which seems ta jump a step back when wc 

experience an abject. Unlike every other aspect of experience--thoughts, cOlorions, 

desires. and functions--the observing self can he known but not located, not 

'seen"'} In the fear of jumping out of the realm of the "observable" features of 

awareness. psychologists have placed themselves in a situation in which they have 

no choice but ta argu~ middle-age-style concepts like the homunculus ("Httle 

persan" within). As Dennett remarked: 

For the British Empiricists. the internaI representauons were called ideas, 
sensations, impressions: more recently, psychologlsts have talkcd of 
hypotheses, maps, schemes, images, propositions, engrams, neural 
signaIs, even holograms and whole innate theories .. , IHoweverl 
nothing is intrinsically a representallon of anythmg; somethmg IS a 
representation only for or to someone; any representation or system of 
representations thus requires at least one user or znterpreter of the 
representation who is external to Il. Any such mterpreter must have a vanety 
of psychologicai or intenlional traits; lt must be capable of a vanety of 
comprehensions and must have behefs and goals (so 1t can use the 
representation to inform itself and thus assist itself III achievlllg ifs goals). 
Such an interpreter is then a sort of homunculus. Therefore, psychology 
without homunculi is impossible but psychology with homunculi is 
doomed to circularity or infinite regress, so psychology is impossib1e.2 

Without a proper understanding of the nature of the knower, modern 

psychology will remain a discipline without a coherent theory, or, to use an 

expression from Thomas Kuhn, a "pre-paradigmatic" body of knowledge. As nOled 

by the psychologist Arthur Deikman: 

Western psycholherapy has yet 10 confront this paradox. Thè infinite 
regression of awareness, like two mlITors placed face to face, has largely 
been a subject for philosophers rather than scientists. The psychIatrie and 
psychological literature refers to the observing self as "the observing ego", 

1 Arthur J. Deikman, The Observing Self--Mysllcism and Psychotherapy, Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1982, p. 94. 
2 D.C. Dennett, quoted ill D. Orme-Johnson, "The cosmic Psyche", op. cit., p. 
118. 

57 



( 

( 

·f , 

but does not explore the special nature of that "ego" and its implications for 
our understanding of the self.' 

Or by David anne-Johnson: 

... psychology seems to be in a position of having to posit a homunculus 
as the knower, and then a second Httle person within the fifSt little person as 
the knower within the first, and a third one within the second as the knower 
within the second, ad infinitum. Without knowledge of who the ultimate 
knower is, cognitive psychology will al ways be fundamentally incomplete.2 

The distinction previously presented between the contents of consciousness 

and consciousness itself is not only argued by Deikman, but also by a growing 

number of his fellow psychologists.3 This distinction is important mainly for two 

reasons: fIfSt, because it implies the existence of a subphenomenal dimension of the 

self, of a "ground of experience" beyond the changing stream of dichotomous 

awareness, and second because it connects modern psychology with the whole 

body of Upanisadic and Vedantic literature ofIndia in which the distinction between 

consciousness in its simplest state (cit) and its content (cintâ , the thinking process, 

also manas , the mind) is explicitly made and augued. This distinction can be 

considered as the phenornenological ongin of the idea of transcendence, which is 

the essential structural orientation of consciousness.4 The subjective experience of 

consciousness in its simplest, contentless state is often referred to as the lur'iya 

1 Arthur 1. Deikman, The Observing Se/f--Mysticism and Psychotherapy, op. cit., 
p.94. 
2 D. Omle-Johnson, "The cosmic Psyche", op. cit., p. 118. 
3 See the numerous articles and books related to that topic written by authors such 
as Roger N. Walsh, John Welwood, Deane H. Shapiro, Daniel Goleman, G.F. 
Boals, Charles T. Tart, Gordon Globus, Ken Wilber, R J. Davidson, K.R. 
Pelletier, Edgar Wirt, John Rowan, Patncia Carrington, Michael J. Stark, Hayward 
M. Fox, K.S. Pope, J.L. Singer, D. Orme-Johnson, M. Dillbeck, and others. 
4 J.G. Arapura, "Transcendent Brahman or transcendent VOId: Which is ultimately 
real?", in Alan M. OIson and Leroy S. Rouner, eds., Transcendence and the 
Sacred, Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981, p. 86. 
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state, or the "fourth" state, to distinguish it from the three usual :itates of 

consciousness: priijifa (sleep without dreams), taiJasa (dream state) and vaisviinara 

(wa}œfulness). 

One of the clearest definition of the lurlya state that we can find in the 

Upanisads is quoted by Stace, as we have seen, in his book Mysticism an..:.' 

P hilosophy. ~:nce it is at the same time condensed and meaningful. it is 

appropriate to have it quoted again in the present context: 

The Fourth, say the wise ... is not the knowiedge of the senses, nor is il 
relative knowledge, nor yet inferenual knowledge. Beyond the senses, 
beyond the understanding, beyond ail expreSSIOn, is the Fourth. Il is pure 
unitary consciousness wherein awartness of the worId and of multiplicity is 
completely obliterated. It is ineffable peace. lt 1S the Supreme Good. lt is 
One witho..lt a second. It is the Self.) 

From this definition we know that turTya (or "pure conSCIOusness" in 

modern literature) is not experienced on the level of the active, d1scriminating mind, 

but rather that it transcends the thinking process. It is an experience resuiting from 

the mind moving from the analytic, active mode of awareness towards deeper and 

deeper levels of the integrative, receptive mode, until the least excited state of mind 

is reached.2 And as we have seen in Polanyi's analysis of tacÏt knowing, while 

moving from the particulars of analytic thinking towards the less tangible 

manifestations of "the tacit ground of the "real"". we do not step out of the range of 

consciousness. The expression "beyond understanding" from the definition of the 

Mandukya Upanisad should not be taken as meaning "beyond the spectrum of 

1 From the Mandukya Upanisad, quoted in W.T. Stace, Mysticism and 
Philosophy, op. cit., p. 88. 
2 See Michael C. Washbum, "Observations relevant to a unified theory of 
meditation", in J. of Transpersona/ Psych%gy, vol. 10, no. 1, 1978, especially 
pp. 46-50. 
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consciousness", but rather "beyond the scope of conceptual thought", white 

encompassing that reCUITent idea of mysticalliterature !hat pure consciousness is to 

be reached by emptying the mind of aIl discursive thoughts and concepts. As 

expressed by Stace: 

No doubt we must be careful before we attribute to an ancient lndian hennit 
the distinctions of modern epistemology and psychology. But we find 
throughout aIl mysticalliterature, ancient and modem, that sorne such word 
as "understanding"--or what is here translated by that English word--or 
"intellect" or "intelligence" or sometimes "reason" is used to mean the 
faculty of thought as distinct from sensation; and we find throughout that 
literature that thought and understanding in this sense are excluded from the 
mystical consciousness. And l myself have not the least doubt that this is 
what is meant here by the phrase "beyond understanding". What is meant is 
precisely that this fourth state of consciousness is to be reached only by 
getting rid of concepts as weil as sense perceptions and sensuous images. l 

On this assertion, Stace is supported by quite a large number of testimonies coming 

from different eras and areas. The nondichotomous aspect of the experience of pure 

consciousness has been emphasized not only in the major Asian traditions, but also 

by most of the representatives of the Western mystical traditions. It is a recurrent 

theme in mystical literature that this experience is beyond the dual process of 

discursive thought: il is astate which transcends the subject-object dichotomy 

continually present when the mind is excÏted. St. Augustine, for instance, insisted 

on the importance of transcending the ever-changing pattern of the thinking process: 

Don't go outside yourself, return into yourself. The dwelling place of truth 
is in lhe inner man. And if you discover your own nature as subject to 
change, then go beyond that nature. But, remember that, when you thus go 
beyond it, it is the reasoning soul which you go beyond. Press on, 
therefore, toward the source from which the light of reason itself is 
kindled.2 

1 W.T. Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy, op. ci!., p. 89. 
2 Quoted in Wayne E. Oates, Religious Dimensions of Personaliry, New York: 
Association Press, 1957, p. 177. 
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In traditional Christian literature, the experience is often tenned "ligature"', since 

the usual faculties of the Jeasoning mind have come to a stop, thus letting the "soul" 

experiencing its own essence. lnstead of being aware of objects--whether thoughts, 

sensations, ideations, etc.-~, consciousness becomes aware of itself, becomes 

"pure" undivided conseiousness. In the words of St. John of the Cross: "The more 

the soulleams to abide in the spiritual, the more cornes to a halt the operation of the 

faeulties in panicular acts, since tne soul becomes more and more collected in one 

undivided and purr. aet. "2 It is the vigtlant rest, the "silentium mysticum about 

which the Christian mystics love to talk"3: Ego dormlO el cor mewn vigilal.4 

Though the word "contemplation" was often used to designate vanous other mental 

states 5, most of the scholars of mysticism agree th al it refers in a majority of cases 

to the experience of contentless awareness. As sunmled up by Nmian Smart: "ln the 

contemplative state ... discursive thought and mental Images disappe;'lI .... If 

the contemplative experience is void of images, etc., it is also void of that sense of 

distinction between subject and object whieh charaeterizes everyday experience."6 

The various eultu(al and traditional backgrounds of human history are of 

course reflected in the superficial differences found in the accounts of mystical 

1 See A.J. Deikman, "Deautomatization and the mystic experience", op. cit., 
p. 243; Louis Dupré, "The mystical experience of the Self and its philosophical 
significance", op. cit., pp. 455-459; and A. Po~lain, Des grâces d'oraison, Paris: 
Gabriel Beauchesne, 1922, lOth edition, pp. 186-208. 
2 Quoted in W.T. Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy, op. en., p. 103. 
3 William Johnston, The Mirror Mind, San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1981, p. 
77. 
4 Quoted in Evelyn Undcrhill, op. cit., p. 326. 
5 For an historical explanation of the word, see A. Poulain, op. cit., pp. 64-69. 
6 Quoted in Philip C. Almond, Myslicai Experience and Re/igious Doctrine, 
Berlin: Mouton Publishers, 1982, p. 57. 
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Iiterature. However, any student of mysticism whose attention is primarily on the 

phenomenological features of the experience rather than the doctrinal interpretations 

cannot but agree with Joseph Maréchal when he writes: 

A very delicate psychological problem is thus raised: the consensus of the 
testimonies we have educed is too unanimous to be rejected. It compels us 
to recognize the eXIstence in certain subjects of a special ps~chological state, 
whicil generally results from a very close interior concentration, sustained 
by an intense affective movement, but which, (lil the other hand, no longer 
presents any trace of "discursiveness", spatial imagination, or reflex 
conseiousness. 1 

There seems to be a general agreement among the new generation of 

cognitIve psychologists interested in the study of consciousness that this experience 

of contentless awareness is basic to the development of an integrated model of 

human cognitive capabilities. In regard to the present state of investigation, 

Oeikman noted that "the most Important distinction would appear to be between an 

experience grounded in customary affect, sensation, and ideations, and an 

experience that is said to transcend such modalities." 2 In the context of our 

discussion, we have mentionned previously that this distinction between the 

contents of consciousness and consciousness itself is important because it implies 

the existence of a subphenomenal dimension of the self, of a "basic grouud of 

awareness".3 In the experience of pure consciousness or contentless awareness, as 

1 Quoted in Arthur 1. Deikman, "Deautomatization and the mystic experience", op. 
eit., p. 244. 
2 Arthur j. Deikman, nDeautomauzat~on and the mystic experience", op. cit., p. 
244. 
3 This expression is from the psychologist John Welwood from the University of 
Califomia in Santa Barbara (see his article "Meditation and the unconscious: A new 
perspective", in Journal of Transpcrsonal Psychology, vol. 9, no. l, 1977, pp. 1-
26); for more elaborated di~cussions on this topie, see: Louis Dupré, "The mystical 
experienee of the Self and us philosophical significance", op. cit.: W. Norris 
Clarke, "The natural roots of religious experience", In Reiigious Sludies, vol. 17, 
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Steven Bernhardt and Franklin Mcrnl-Wolff have both noted, "the subject comes 

into relation with its "object" through a relation of identity" 1; to use the expression 

of an American neuro-blOlogist who presented a psychophysiological model of 

"higher" states of consciousne~". it is a "state of pure self-reference without 

content" 2, in which the observer and observed are unified in a single cognitive act: 

"There is no world of the senses or of objects, no trace of sensory activity, no trace 

of mental activity. There is no trinity of thinker, thinkmg process and thought; doa, 

process of doing and action; experiencer, process of expenencing and object of 

experience .... Here the Self stands by Itself." 3 This last quolauon IS from 

Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, who specified somewhere ebe that pure conSClOlIsnes~ IS 

characterized by a "three-in-one-structure": "The awarcncss IS open to Itself, and 

therefore the awareness knows Itself. Because the awareness knows Itself Il IS the 

knower, it is the known, and Il IS the process of knowing. ThiS IS the state of pure 

pp. 511-523, especially section 4; S.H. Nasr, "Self-awareness and ultimate 
selfhood", in Religious Studies, vol. 13,1977, pp. 319-325; James R. Horne, 
"Do mystics perceive themselves?", in Re/igious Studies, vol. 13, 1977, pp 327-
333; Robert K.C. Forman, "Eckhart, Gezucken, and the ground of the soul", ln 

Studia Mystica, vol. Il, 1988, pp.3-30; Roland Fischer, "Toward a neurosclence 
of self-experience and states of self-awareness and interpretmg If1tcrpretatIons", 111 

Benjamin B. Wolman and Montague VIIman, eds., Handbook of States of 
Consciousness, New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold Co., 1986, pp. 3-30. 
1 Robert K.C. Fonnan, op. cit., p. 20. 
2 Roland Fischer, "Toward a neuroscience of self-expenence and state~ of !'>elf­
awareness and interpreting interpretauons", op. cit., p. 20; "Cartographyof 
conscious states: Integration of East and West", in A. Arthur Sugennan and Ralph 
E. Tarter, eds., Expandmg Dimensions ofConsciousness, New York: Springer 
Publishing Co., 1978, p. 43; and "On creative, psychotlc and ecstatlc Mates", 11l 

John White, ed., The Hlghest Stace of COnSCIOu..'îneSJ, Garden City, NY· 
Doubleday and Co., 1972, p. 191. 
3 Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, On the Bhagavad-Gua, Hannond~worth. G B.: 
Penguin Books, 1973, p. 394. 
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[consciousness), wide-awake in its own nature and completely self-referral." 1 On 

this character of sclf-reference, the psychologists Boyer, Alexander and Alexander 

wrote: 

Self-referral means that the Self is fully awake within itself. Self-referral 
does not involve the recursive thinking characteristic of the adult waking 
state in which the knower knows himself only indirectly through the active 
state of feeling, thinking, and perceiving. Rather, in the least excited, 
simplest state of the mind, transcendental consciousness, awareness is 
direcùy awake to itself as a silent, unified field of pure consciousness. 2 

The French theologian of mysticism Father A. Gardeil, a Dominican priest, 

has admlrably expounded the non-lfitentIOnal character of the self-referral state of 

consciousness, and has insisted that the knowledge of the soul ("âme") through 

Itself is an experience available to every human bemg because it is inherent to the 

structure of human consciousness as "esprit" (spirit). In his work La structure de 

l'âme et l'expérience mystIque, he wrote: 

De la fusion de la connaissance de l'âme par son acte avec l'actualisation, 
toute relative qu'elle soit, de la connaissance habituelle de l'âme par l'âme, 
résultera la perception actuelle et immédiate de l'âme par l'âme, la véritable 
conscience de SOI. La raison foncière de la conscience de soi, comme telle, 
est au-dedans: c'est une question de structure de l'âme en tant qu'espnt, 
Mens: elle est d'ordre métaphysique. 

li n'y a donc rien d'mtentionnel dans l'acte terminal de la conscience 
psychologique, par laquelle l'âme se connaît individuellement, secundum 
quod habet esse in taU individuo, particulariter, et se saisit elle-même, 
comme principe existant de ses actes et de sa vie. Un acte intentionel est un 
acte immanent, mais dont le tenne intérieur, le concept, intentio, représente 
une réalité extérieure à laquelle il s'étend, moyennant cette valeur 
représentative. Le caractère intentionel n'a de raison d'être que si la réalité 
connue est exténeure au sujet connaissant, incapable donc d'entrer dans la 
connaissance autrement que par sa représentation. Or l'âme est innée à elle­
même, et originellement saisie par elle-même, virtuellement et en droit, 

1 Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, Life Supported by Natural Law, Washington, DC: Age 
of Enlightenment Press, 1986, p. 29. 
2 Robert W. Boyer, Charles N. Alexander and Victoria K. Alexander, op. cit., p. 
93. 
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grâce à sa connaissance habituelle d'elle-même. . .. Une tcllc 
connaissance n'a, en effet, qu'un nom: c'est une perception expérimentale. 
Encore ne faudrait-il pas l'imaginer sur le modèle de la percepllon 
expérimentale sensible, qui, si elle se reporte toute à l'objet sensible IUI­
même, immédiatement présent et contigu, sans aucun verbe intenn&iJ:urc, 
ne laisse pas de s'opérer par l'espèce impresse que le choc de l'obJct 
exténeur a suscitée dans le sens. II n'y a pas, nous l'avons dit, de ~pectes 
intentionnelle dans cette perception actuelle que l'âme a d'elle-même: 11 n'y a 
que le contact de l'âme avec l'âme. 1 

About the experiential cognition of consciousness by itself, Jacques Maritain, an 

"attentive reader of the Christian mystics" 2, sa id that it was "the typical case of 

natural mystical experience" 3 obtained when, by "reversing the ordinary course of 

mental activity, the soul empties Itself absolutely of every speclfic operation and of 

ail multiplicity, and knows negatlvely by means of the void and the annihilation of 

every act and of every object of thought coming from outslde--the soul know~ 

negatively--but nakedly, without veils--that metaphyslcal marvel, that ahsolute, that 

perfection of every act and of every perfection, which IS to exisl, whlch 15 the 

soul's own substantial existence." 4 

William James and William E. Hocking have probably been the first modem 

psychologists to argue a subphenomenal dimension of the self. By doing so, they 

established the link with the ancient and modern exponents of the Yogic and 

Vedantic traditions who cherish that differentiation between the "lower" and the 

"higher" self. Summing up Hocking's view on human selthood from his book The 

Meaning of Immortality in Human Experience, Louis Dupré wrote: 

1 A. Gardeil, La structure de l'âme et l'expérience mysuque, vol. 2, Paris: J. 
Gabalda, 1927, pp. 117-118. 
2 Louis Dupré, op. cit., p. 459. 
3 Jacques Maritam, "The natural mystical experience and the void", in Richard 
Woods, ed., op. cit., p. 487. 
4 Ibid., pp. 488-489. 
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He posits two "selves". the excursive self which is conscious of the world 
in which it lives, and the reflective self which transcends worldly flux and 
thereby enables the other self to become conscious. The reflective self is not 
subject to the lapses of the excursive one: steadfasly it maintains itself 
through the blackouts of consciousness and connects the intennittent 
stretches of consciousness. The body may be an indispensable instrument in 
this constant identification process, but it cannot provide its ultimate 
foundation since the body itself needs to be recognized as identical from one 
stretch to another. The self, then, surpasses the suru total of psychic 
phenoruena. Indeed, the phenomena themselves remain unintelligible unless 
we accept a subphenomenal source from which they spring and which gives 
them their coherence. 1 

SimiJarly, with the background ofVedanta, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi expressed that 

principle in the following way: 

Self has two connotations: lower self and higher Self. The lower self is that 
aspect of the personality which deals only with the relative aspect of 
existence. It comprises the mind that thinks, the intellect that decides, the 
ego that experiences. This lower self funcrions only in the relatlve states of 
existence--waking, dreaming and deep sleep .... The hlgher Self is that 
aspect of the personality which never changes, absolute Being (pure 
consciousness], which is the very basis of the enUre field of relatlvity, 
inc1uding the lower self. 2 

The expenmental and theoretical developments related to the process of 

cognitive aIternation, coupled with similM developments in the investigation of 

meditational techmques over the last twenty years, have led man y psychologists to 

suppon that model of an undifferentiated basic ground of awareness, of an 

"observmg self', from WhlCh the cognitive gaze is directed at the phenomenal 

world. John Welwood, for instance, wrote: 

This widest ground of expenence appears to be pure, immedlate presence 
before it becomes differentiated into any fonn of subject-object duality . 
. . . SpIn-second flashes of thls basic ground, which Buddhists have aIso 
called "pnmordlal awareness", "onginal mind", "no rnind", are happening 
ail the ume, although one does nor usually notice them. 3 

1 Louis Dupré. op. cit., p 450. 
2 Mahamhi Mahcsh YOgi, On the Bhagavad-Gita, op. CiL, p. 339. 
3 John Welwood, op. cu., p. 17 . 
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.' The basie ground of open awareness, though bcyond the span of focal 
attention (and in this sense "unconseious"), is not a mystenous psychic 
region, but is perfectly knowable, both in fleetlng glimpses and in "l>uddcn 
awakening" .... The basic ground is present aIl the time. At any moment, 
especially if one develops more sensltivity to the process of consciousness 
through meditation, one may glimpse thls Ineffable, non-speclfiable, omni­
potential open awareness that underlies specifie percepl1ons. The 
fundamental nature of awareness seems to have this open quality, this 
complete receptivity that becomes progressively faceted, shaped, articulated, 
elaborated, while remaining open and "empty". 1 

In his model of the tacit ground of knowing, Polanyi has insisted on the 

character of "unspecifiability of subsidiaries"2 in the diffuse awareness of the more 

synthetic, mtegrative layers. As the content of the mmd becomes more and more 

diffused in the process of "breakmg out" toward the taelt ground, it consc4uently 

also beeomes less and less "objeetiflable". One of the reason for Ihat, he 

mentionned, is the "sense deprivauon WhlCh is loglcally neccssary and m principlc 

absolute".3 Polanyi mamtained that the ontological dimenSIOn of the structure of 

consciousness is concretely expressed In the functional aspect of taclt knowing. 

Since meaningfulness and integration dfe gamed in "breaking out" toward Ùle taci! 

ground of the real, tacit knowing IS directed from the dlffused, Intangible polc of 

the subsidiarily known to the tangible partieulars of focal awareness: " ... In taelt 

knowing we always attendfrom the proximal [the subsldiarily known] to the distal 

term [the focally known]." 4 "This is the phenomenal accompaniment of taeU 

1 Ibid., p. 21. 
2 M. Polanyi and H. Prosch, Meaning, op. cit., p. 39. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Michael Polanyi, "The logic of tacit inference", In Marjoric Grene, cd., op cit., 
p. 141. This "vectorial quality" has ineited Polanyi to name the "funcuonal relation" 
of the subsidiarily known to the foc ail y known a "from-to relation"; he also speaks 
of the integrative, synthetic pole of eonsciousness as "from-awarenes~" (see M. 
Polanyi and H. Proseh, Meaning, op. cit., pp. 34, 38). 
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knowing", which "embodies the omological daim of tacit knowing".1 This 

functional directedness of the process of observation as revealing a basic 

ontological principle has been nicely expressed by the Russian philosopher Simon 

Frank: 

True, it is completely undeniable that the enigmatic sphere of inner being is 
also the point from which the cognitive gaze is directed at the objective 
world. In other words, the one who (or that which) is immediate self-being 
for himself (or itselt) is also the one who (or that which) knows everything 
else--the one for whom (or that for which) objective bemg is revealed in 
knowing. This is not a coincidence of course, but an expression of a 
profound relation In being: the self-revelation of reality as total unit y occurs 
in the sphere of immediate self-being, and thls IS evidently due to an inner 
kinship between total unit y and immedmte self-bemg. 2 

The notion of an "observing self" has received many interesting 

confinnations from remarks and observations of renowned neurosurgeons like Sir 

John C. Eccles, Wilder Penfield and Roger W. Sperry (to whom we have referred 

previously). Those observations tend to confirm that consClousness is not identical 

with the brain or the mind, but rather is that basic element whlch witnesses the 

changes occurring in brain and mind. The next quotation IS from Prof. Penfield 

trymg, in the course of a discussIOn, to put this InlO words. 

If that is the case, that two streams of consciousness are being appreciated, 
then there is something more than the awareness of conscious experience: 
there is something that is capable of apprecialing two conscious streams 
simultaneously and judging their relations to each other. There is something 
more that we come here to consider .md cannot even name! There is 
something more tlial is able la sec, and reflect, and compare su ch simple 
things as two streams of awareness. 1 am Ilot expressmg that very well but 1 
am sure you guess whal 1 am drivmg at There IS somethlOg more than just 

1 Michael PolanYI, "The loglc of taclt Inference", in Marjorie Grene, ed., op. ciL, 
p. 141. 
2 Simon L. Frank, The Unknowable-- An Ontologlcallntroduction to the 
PJlllosophy of RellglOn, transl. by Boris Jakim, Athens, Ohio: Ohio University 
Press, 1983, p. 104. 
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the stream of awareness .... Thcre IS ~ometll1ng beyond the ~trcam 01 
conscious experience that we still are not either naming or idcnufying or 
understand ing. 1 

Through the seventies and eighties, many psychologlsts intcrested in the coglllliVC 

structure of human awareness have developed a more appropnate tcnlllnology to 

sustain more precise concepts in that branch of enquiry. lt is surely not by chance 

that most of those concepts have been derived from Indian philosophy. Here are, 

for instance, a few notions expressed by a leading researcher in the field of mystical 

states and psychothl~rapy: 

The most important fact about the observmg self is that it IS incapable of 
being objectified. The reader is IIlv1led to try to locate that self to e~tablish 
its boundanes. The task IS ImpOSSible; whatever we can nouce or 
conceptualize IS already an obJect of awareness, not awarencss Il\elf, which 
seems to jump a step back when we expenence an obJect Unllkc evcry 
other aspect of expenence--thoughts, emouons, de~ires, and funcllons--the 
observlllg self can be known bu t not located, not "~ccn".. Tht: 
observmg self is not part of the obJect world formcd by our thoughts and 
sensory perception because, hterally, il has no llIl11tS, everytlllng ehe does 
Thus, everyday consclousness conta1l1s a transcendent element that we 
sel dom notice because that element is the very ground of our expenence 
The word transcendent is justified because If subjective conscIOusness--the 
observing self--cannot itself be observed but remallls forever apart from the 
contents of consciousness, il IS hkely 10 be of a differcnt arder from 
everything else. Its fundamentally dlfferent nature become~ eVldcnt whcn 
we realize that the observing self IS featureless; Il cannot be affectcd by the 
images Il reflects. . .. 

Western science has ignored this transcendent element, assunung 
that the observer and the observed are phenomena of the same arder. In 
contrast, the dIstinction between the observer and the observed IS an 
important aspect of mysticism. It is emphasized 111 Vedanta and especially 
Sankhya philosophy, which distioguishes between Purusha, the Witness 
Soul, and Praknti, ail the phenomena of Nature. 2 

1 Wilder Penfield, 111 John C. Eccle~, ed., Braw and COn.\cious E.xp erl en ce , New 
York: Spnngrr-V erlag, 1966, p. 546. 
2 Arthur J. Delkman, The Observmg Self--Mys/Lcum and Psychotherapy, op Clt , 

pp. 94, 95,96. For more cases of similar vlews held by psychologbt~ or 
neurologists, see, for instance: RIchard de MIlle, "The perfect mlITOr IS IIlVi~lbk", 
in Zygon, vol. Il, no. 1, 1976, pp. 25-34; John Rowan, "The real Self and 
mystical experiences", in Journal of Humanistic Psychology, vol. 23, no 2, 19X3, 
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Thl! fourteenth century Gennan mystic Meister Eckhart, considered by 

many as the greatest of Christian mystical philosophers l, and who is particularly 

noted for his power of intellectuai discrimination, has given remarkably clear 

characterizations of the experience of pure consciousness, which he often teffils 

"gezucken" (rapture)2. Eckhart specifically asserted the absence of sensory 

content, as well as mental objects in that experience 3: there, the soul, having 

eliminated the activities of her powers, arrives at her "essence", in her "ground" 

(grunt) 4. In that ".nmost part", that "silent middle", one rests in his own "bemg" 

or "essence" 5: "When the soul comes to the nameless place, she takes her rest. 

There ... she rests." 6 It is interesting to see that Eckhart's analysis of the 

"ground of the soul" bears great resemblance wlth Deikman's account on the 

"observing sdf' that we just presented, or wnh any investigatIon on the nature of 

pp. 9-27; H.M. Fox, "The expanding self: Heahng and bemg whole", in Journal of 
Hwnanistic Psychology, vol. 25, no. 4, 1985, pp. 91-98; Donald M. Moss, 
"Transfonnatlon of self and world 10 Johannes Tauler's mysticism", in Ronald S. 
Valle and Rolf von Eckart~berg, eds., The Metaphors of Consciousness, 
New York. Plenum Press, pp. 337-357; Roland Fischer, op. cit.; Frances 
Vaughan, "Dlscovenng transpersonal identity", in Journal of Humamstic 
Psych%gy, vol. 25, no. 3, 1985, pp. 13-38; K. Wilber, "Psychologia perennis: 
The spectrum of consciousness", in R. Walsh and F. Vaughan, eds., Beyond Ego: 
Transpersona/ Dimension in Psych%gy, Los Angeles: Tarcher, 1980; John 
Welwook, op. cit.; Michael C. DiUbeck, "The VedlC psychology of the Bhagavad­
Gua", and "Testing the VediC psychology of the Bhagavad-Gita", in Psychologia, 
vol. 26, 1983, respectively pp. 62-72 and pp. 232-240; and Karl Jaspers, 
Philosophy, vol. l, New York: University of Chicago Press, 1956. 
1 See for instance John Findlay, "The logic of mystlcism", in Rellgious Studies, 
vol. 2, p. 154, and W.T. Stace, MYStlCISm and Phzlosophy, op. cil., op. cil., 
p- 317. 
2 See Robert K.c. Fonnan, "Eckhart, Gezucken, and the ground of the soul", in 
Srudw My.'illca, vol. 11. 1988, pp. 3-30. 
3 Ibid, p. 10. 
4 Ibid .• p. 14. 
5 Ibid., p. 15. 
6 Eckhart, Ibid., p. 16. 
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the Self taken from the Upanisads or the Bhagavad-Gita 1 (this hcing said without 

supporting any particular judgmental cl,llm about the pantheistic--or non­

pantheistic--value of the Self: we only need here to consider the phenomenological 

claim related to the experience of contentless awareness which transcends the 

subject-object duality of our "normal" empirical self.2). Eckhart's perspectives are 

in fact so similar to the Indian views that the two have often been compared.3 And 

from all evidence, he knew nothing about Indian psychology and phllosophy. It is 

probably normal that even In very different space-time semngs, expenences which 

have fundamental elements 10 corn mon may lead to the expression of similar 

structural models of the cognitive capabihties of human awareness. After ail, every 

1 It 15 aIso very similar to many recent epistemologlcal mode\s or analyses 
presented by sorne scholars of mystIclsm. Sec for IIlstance. R.L. Franklin, "A 
science of pure consciousness", in Religious Studies, vol 19, 1983, 1-'1-" 185-204; 
S.H. Nasr, "Self-awareness and uItimate selfhood", op.cn.; W. Norris Clarke, 
"The natural roots of religious experience", op. cit.; Sallie B. King, "Two 
epistemologicaI models for the interpretation of mysticism", op. en.; James R. 
Horne, "Do mystics perceive themselves?", op. CH.; and James E. Huchingson, 
"Science and the self', in Zygon, vol. 10, no. 4, 1975, pp. 419-430. 
2 Moreover, if expressions like "pure Self', "transcendental Self', "hlgher Self', 
etc. would sound inappropriate to someone commltted to an absolute version of the 
apophatic path--hke an Hinayana Buddhist, for instance--, they cou Id be replaced, 
without altering the basic experientiaI significance of this cognitive structure, by 
expressions like "ground", "void", "no-mind" state, etc. As Sallie B. King has 
showned, "even though a given tradition may deny, as Indlan Buddhism does, that 
there is anything in any sense whatsoever that is either the basis or the source of the 
individuaI's being, that tradition in its mysticaI dimension sull points towards an 
existential grounding of the individual. This, then, can serve as a cross-cultumlly 
valid compone nt of mystical experience: an experience that leaves one eXlstentIally 
grounded." (see her article: "Two eplStemologlcal models for the Intcrpretltlon of 
mystlcism", op. Clt., especially pp. 273-275). For a few more IIltercstmg 
perspectives on that pOInt, see Frances Vaughan, "Di~covenng transpcr~onal 
identity", op. cu., pp. 34-35, and A.J. Delkman, The Ohservwlt Self--Mystu:wn 
and Psychotherapy, op. CH., pp. 141-142. 
3 Among the most interesting are: Rudolf Otto, Mystlcism East and We.H, New 
York: Mendian Books, 1957; and D.T. Suzuki, Mystlcum ChnstUln and 
Buddhist, New York: Harper and Bros., 1957. 
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human nervous system IS subject 10 sorne basic universal laws governing the 

cognitive processes of each state of consciousness (excepting sorne cases of serious 

neural pathologies). A Hindu in the dreaming state of consciousness is basically 

going thlOugh the same cognitive pattern as a Christian in the same state, 

independently of the content of the dream. If there is such a thing as a fourth major 

state of consciousness, chances are that we can identify sorne universal cognitive 

features, plus many neurophysiological correlates, which are specifie to that state. 1 

E) Meditational techniques and the physiology 

One of the most important factor pleading for the case of a universal 

structure of human cognitive processes is the fact that there exists a high degree of 

similarity between the techniques conducive to the experience of pure 

consciousness. Stace's analysis of his twofold typology of mystical experiences as 

"extrovertive" and "introvertive" led him to the insight that there are, roughly, 

corresponding observable behaviours in reaching these experiences. The 

"extrovertive" type are those that he eaUed "spontaneous" because they usually 

"come to men unsought, without any effort on their part, and often quite 

unexpectedly" 2; the "introvertive" type of experiences, on the other hand, are 

"aequired", sinee they "have been preceded by deliberate exercises, disciplines, or 

1 Since the 1950's, we know that each of the three ordinary states of 
conseiousness has its own specifie neurophysiological correlates. See: E. 
ASl?rinsky and N. Kleitman, "Regularly occurring periods of eye motility and 
concomitant phenomena during sleep", in SCience, vol. 118, 1953, pp. 273-274; 
N. KI,,;itman, Sleep and Wakefulness, Chicago' University of Chicago Press, 
196:;1; and E. Hartmann, The Biology of Dreaming, Springfield, Ill.: Charles C. 
Th'Jmas Publishers, 1967. 
2 W.T. Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy, op. cit., p. 60. 
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techniques, which have sometimes Involved long periods of sustained effort." 1 He 

adds then that "there are special techniques of introversion--which differ only 

slightly and superficially in different cultures." 2 Further on, he wrote: 

Methods and techniques for attaining it [pure consciousness] had apparently 
been dÎ>covered and worked out in great detail in Jndia before the age of the 
Upanishads. They constitute the various practices and kinds of Yoga .... 
Among Western mystics these methods of "stopping thought"--that is, 
excluding sensations, images, conceptual thinking, etc.--have also not been 
basically different from Oriental models. 3 

This similitude among the methodologies used to expenenee the content1css state is 

cruCIal in the development of our analysis because H reveals the common ob~ervab1e 

ground on which we ean conduet empirical researches. Before going further on 

this, it might be appropriate to mention that on this point of sllmlarities betwccn 

methodologies, Stace has received very substantial confmnations from reecnt 

phenomenological and psychological analysis of the varlOUS contemplative and 

meditational practices. For instance, after having analyzed many meditational 

techniques from various traditions, the psychologist Robert Omstein concludcd that 

one primary effeet of these exercises lOis the state of emptiness, the 

nonresponsiveness to the external world evoked in the central nervous system by 

the continuous subroutine called up by the exercise, regardless of what the specifie 

input is or what sensory modality is employed. Since we, the bushmen, the 

Eskimos, the monks of Tibet, the Zen masters, the yoga adepts, and the dervishcs 

aIl evolved with the same nervous system, it is not so surprismg that general 

1 Ibid. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid., p. 87. 
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similarities in techniques should have evolved." 1 On the same topic, Alistair 

Shearer wrote: 

AIl the great religions have used the techniques of yoga to lead the rnind 
inwards to that silence which is the heart of the religious life. Each tradition 
has developed its own variations on the theme of our text [on the "ways of 
stilling the mind and reaching the silence within"] .... Performed in the 
context of different faiths, they may differ in expression, but in essence they 
are one. 2 

He ther goes on to reflect on some historical considerations, and mentions that: 
AIl the contemplative practices of the Catholic, Eastern Orthodox and 
Protestant churches have their roots in the teachings of the desert Fathers of 
Egypt and Syria. These doctrines were translated into Latin by John Cassian 
in the fifth century and ar,e the starting point for aIl subsequent development 
of what Christianity calls "ascetic theology", the spiritual discipline of 
prayer and contemplation." 3 

Insisting on the "undenominational" character of yoga as 

psychophysiological techniques alming at "purifying the nervous system so that it 

can reflect d greater degree of consciousness", Shearer then expresses that its 

methods are rnaking use of the close relationship between mind and body to enliven 

consciousness: 

Whether we choose to practice yoga, and interpret its benefits within the 
framework of a conventionaI set of religious beliefs, is up to us. Sorne 

1 Robert E. Omstein, The Psych%gy ofConsciousness, 2nd ed., New York: 
Hartcourt Brace lovanovich Inc., 1977, pp. 172-173. For more accounts from a 
psychologicaI perspective on that point, see: Michael C. Washburn, "Observations 
relevant to a unified theory of meditation", in Journa/ of Transpersona/ Psych%gy, 
vol. 10, no. 1, 1978, pp. 45-65; Arthur J. Deikman, "Deautomatization and the 
mystic experience", op. cit.; and his book The Observing Self--Mysticism and 
Psychotherapy, op. cit., especially pp. 135-152. 
2 Alistair Shearer, op. cit., p. 18. For a few more interesting accounts from a 
religious perspective, see: Daniel 1. O'Hanlon, "Integration of spiritual practices: A 
Western Christian looks East", in Journal ofTranspersonal Psych%gy, vol. 13, 
no. 2, 1981, pp. 91-112; David Hay, "Asking questions about religious 
experience", in Relzgion, vol. 18, 1988, pp. 217-229; and William Johnston, 
Si/ent Music, op. cit.. 
3 Ibid., p. 18. 
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people do; sorne don't. Yoga ltself IS neutral. Il is a catalyst that allows us 
to grow in whichever direction IS natural and life-supporting. Its methods 
work on the physical seat of consciousness, the nervous system and, as far 
as yoga is concerned, a Hindu nervous system is no different from an 
Islamic or agnostic one. Each obeys the same laws that govern the 
operations of mind and body. Whoever practlces yoga will be enlivened in 
his or her own way. 1 

The great importance of the physiological processes in shaping the state and 

quality of our individu al awareness and of its growth towards enlightenment has 

been expressed in a vivid way by Aurobindo Ghose in his Synrhesis of Yoga : "The 

body is the key, the body the secret both of bondage and of release, of animal 

weakness and of divine power, of the obscuration of the mmd and soul and of their 

illumination, of subjection to pain and limitatIOn and of self-mastery, of death and 

of immortality".2 In most of the Western cultures, the dichotomy between mmd and 

body was 50 strongly imprinted in mentalitles that It persisted even after the dawn 

of the scientific age. Descartes himself, after havmg spent considerable lime 

developing mechanical models for human functioning, concluded that the mind and 

body were completely separate. This generalized paradigm mlght provide an 

explanation to why the Christian rehgious orthodoxies were usually suspicious of 

mystics advocating the practice of some fonn of psychophysiological technique to 

enter the contemplative state. Surprisingly, it is only by the middle of the 20th 

century that researchers in neurophysiology began to bridge this mind-body gap. 

Just to show the extent to which science can have a salutary effeet on our churches' 

leaders 3, here is a declaration [rom Pope Paui VI to an audIence of neurologists, in 

1 Ibid. 
2 Aurobindo Ghose, The Synthesis of Yoga, POlldicherry: Sri Aurobindo Ashram 
Press, 1951, p. 507. 
3 Without denying that through the ehurches' moral and ethieal influence, the 
reciprocal is also true. 
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the context of an inaugural address to the Study Week of the Pontificia Academia 

Scicntiarum, in September 1964: 

But wnù does not see the close connection between the cerebral 
mechanisms, as they appear from the results of expenmentation, and the 
higher processes which concern the strictly spiritual activity of the soul? 
Your labors are valued by Us, as you see, because of the domain in which 
they are pursued, bccause of their close affinities with that which is of 
supreme interest to a spiritual power such as Ours--the do main of the moral 
and religious activities of man .... The Church does not fear the progress 
of science. She undertakes wiIlingly a dialogue with the created world and 
applauds the wonderful discoveries that scienusts are making 10 that world. 
Every true scientist is for her a friend, and no branch of leammg 1S shunned 
by her. ... The Church follows this progress with close attentIOn, as she 
does also the spin tuaI expressions wh1ch accompany the scienufic effon. 
These expressions have varied according to lIme and place, and their 
evolution is for the Church an object of great interest. 1 

Equally indIcative of that paradigm shift among religious thmkers is the fact that the 

1985 Prize for Progress ln ReilglOn of the Ternpleton Foundauon2 was awarded l..J 

Sir Alister Hardy, the foundmg director of the RehglOus Experience Research Unit 

at Manchester College, O,.ford. Throughout his career as a scientist, he advocated 

the use of scientific methods to study man's spin tuai experiences. 3 

The body bel11g the most concrete aspect of the human personahty, lt is of 

course the level at whi!:h the apparatus of modem science can the most easily extract 

data. The principle that mental and physical events occur side by side has been 

called the "psychophysiological principle", .ud has served as the basic premise for 

the study fo the neurophyslOlogical correlates of every state of consciousness, 

1 Pope Paul VI, in J.c. Eccles, ed., Brain and Conscious Experience, op. cit., p. 
XX. 
2 Founded and funded by John M. Templeton, U.S. Presbyterian layman. 
3 rime, "Blithe spirit--A scienti~t wins an award", March Il, 1985, p. 88. 

76 



0" 

. -
.' 

including the fourth, "tunya" 1 It has been fomlulated in the following manner by 

Elmer Green and his associates: "Every change in the physiological stare is 

aeeompanied by an appropriare change in the mental-el11otional state, and 

conversely, every change in the mental-emotional state, conscious or unconscious, 

is aecompanied by an appropriate change in the physiolog;eal state." 2 

The abilndanee of scientific researche ç
., over the last twenty years, to 

evaluate the physiological and biochemical changes occurring during the pr.letice of 

meditational techniques3, is indicative of that deslre to gaIn a bctter apprcciation of 

what we are used to call "mystlcal" expenences. The results of those re~carches arc 

very consIstent with the usual de~cflptive termmology used by "rny~tic~", anClent 

and modern: rest, tranquility, SIlence, qUlctness, nOl~eles~nc~s, 5111lncss, calm, 

peaeefulness, motionle~s, ~erenety, no breath4, etc, but at the ~arne ume alcrtnc\s, 

clarity, wakefulness, expanded awareness, transparency, hmpidnv. lucidllY, 

lightness, etc. The state is marked by very low levels of arousal and metabohc raIe, 

1 See R.K. Wallace, H. Benson and A.F. Wilson, "A wakeful hypornelabolie 
physiologie state", in American Journal of Physiology, vol. 221, no 3, 1971, pp. 
795-799; R. K. Wallace and H. Benson, "The physiology of meditation", Scienrific 
American, vol. 226, no. 2, pp. 84-90; for a more elaborated bibliography, see: 
R.K. Wallace, J.B. Fagan and D.S. Pasco, "Vedic physiology", In Modern 
Science and Vedic Science, vol. 2, no. l, 1988, pp. 3-59. 
2 E. Green, A. Green, and E.D. Walters, "Voluntary control of internai states: 
Psychologie al and physiological", in Journa/ of Transpersonal Psych%gy, vol. 2, 
no. 1, 1970, p. 3. 
3 Most of those researches have becn conducted on mcdnators practlcmg the well­
known 'Transcendental MedItatIon" technIque. since they com,tItute ulllfonnly 
trained subjects available almost everywhere In b'Teat nUl11ber~ (accordmg to the 
organization responslble for the teachmg of that technIque. therc were more th.lll 3 
million TM-practiuoners In the world in 1988). That tcchlllquc produce~ con~l~tent 
and sigmficant physlologlcal changes whlch are ob~ervable evcn on begmners «,ce 
ChristIan Tourenne, Vers une SCI~nce de la conSCience, op CH. p. 56-57) 
4 It is interesting to note that one of the meaning of mrvana 15 "wlthout breath" 
(Alistair Shearer, op. ciL, p. 36) . 
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compatible with wakefulness. Il has been termed by Wallace et al. "wakeful 

hypometabolic state" 1 and by GeUllom and Kiely a "state of trophotropic 

dominance compatible with full awareness" 2 Roland Fischer, who speaks of 

meditational techniques as "the path of increasing hypoarousal", wrote: 

Zazen, the dharna and dhyan states, as weil as the Christian Prayer of 
Simplieity, are aIl states of increasingly restful mner alertness. Trophotropic 
arousal and in the initial phase EEG synchronization, an increase in alpha­
rhythm amplitude and decrease in frequency, are characteristic features of 
meditative states, includmg TM or transcendental meditation, a 
standardized, transcultural, contemporary variety of mantra-meditation. 3 

In using as a parallel the third law of thennodynamics, sorne physicists have 

descnbed mediwtlon as "a methodology for the consclOUs exploration of a very low 

"mental temperature"" 4. Laurence Domash, for instance, "suggests by analogy to 

physical systems that when the "mental temperature" or InternaI nOIse level reaches 

its lowest level of excitatIon a phase transItion to a dIstinct and more hlghly ordered 

state occurs within the nervous system." 5 In the same line of thought, Brian D. 

Josephson conslders pure consciousness to be a state in which the excitation of 

consclOusness IS at its Iowest level. He describes it as a state in WhlCh 

consciousness is in exclusivr interaction with itself: 

C'est un fait bien COn'lU que parmi les systèmes physiques, certains pe\lVent 
être eutièrement décnts (en les rapportant à tel ou tel point de vue particulier) 
d'une façon simple. Ainsi en est-il, notamment, de l'état fondamental de 
l'hélium liquide ou d'un cristal parfait de chlorure de sodium à une 

1 R.K. Wallace, H. Benson and A.F. Wilson, op. cit, p. 795. 
2 E. Gellhorn and W.F. Kiely, "Mysticai states of consciousness: 
NeurophyslOlogy and climcal aspects" in Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease, 
vol. 154, p. 399. 
3 Roland Fischer, "Toward a neuroscience of self-experience and states of self­
awareness and interpreting interpretations", op. CU., pp. 19-20. 
4 R.K. Wallace, The Neurophysiology of Enilghtenment, op. c~t., p. 22. 
5 Ibid. 
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température donnée. Les cas de ce genre contrastent avec la situation qUI 
caractérise les substances chimiquement impures ou les systèmes 
désordonnés. S'agissant de l'expérience consciente nous affim10ns qu'li y 
règne la même situation, c'est-à-dire qu'il existe des états de consclencc 
spécifiables par des voies simples. Ce genre d'état comprend ce que nom. 
pourrions appeler des idées ou émotions "pures". Le plus fondamental Jc 
tous est celUi que J'on qualifie de pure conscience ou samadhi. Il n'a pa~ 
d'autre contenu identifiable que d'être conscient. On peut le comprendre sur 
un plan théorique en le décnvant comme sui t. La pure conscience est un état 
limite de la conscience, hors de toute atteinte ou trouble extérieur, en d'autre 
tennes, il s'agit du phénomène de la conscience en interaction exclusive 
avec elle-même. 1 

The neurophysiological correlates of low metabolic rate, significant decrease 

in oxygen consumption wuh no change In respiratory quol1ent, breath su<;penslOn,2 

etc. assocIated wlth medital10n Jargely confinn these ob!'.crvatlons and the general 

mO'ld we have been defendmg ln the last two sections. lt IS also very coherent wlth 

the psychologlcal observatlon~ contamed iïi Pat:!njalt'<; 3 defimtlon of yoga, wt1ll;h 

1 Brian D. Josephson, "L'expénence de la con!'.clence et sa place en phy~lque", 
op.cit., p. 34. 
2 See: P. Gallois, "Modifications neurophysiologlques et respiratOIres lors de la 
pratique des techniques de relaxation", in L'Encéphale, vol. 10, 1984, pp. 139-
144; D. Garnier, A. Cazabat, P. 111ébault, P. Gauge, "Etude expénmentale de la 
ventilation pulmonaire pendant la tcchmque de MédItatIOn Transcendentale 
Applications en médecine préventive", In Est MedeclfIe, vol. 4, no. 76, 1984, P 
867; J. Allison, "Respiratory changes during Transcendcntal Meduatlon", in 
Lancee 1, no. 7651,1970, pp. 833-834~ J.T. Farrow and J.R. Herbert, "Breath 
suspension during the TranscendentaI Meditation techI1lque", in Psychosomatic 
Medecine, vol. 44, no. 2, 1982, pp. 133-153; and N Wolkove, H. Kreisman, 
D. Darragh, C. Cohen and H. Frank, "Effect of Tran~cendentaI Meditation on 
breathing and respimtory control", in Journal of Appiled Physiology: Respiratory, 
Environmental and Exerdse Physio[ogy, vol. 56, no. 3, 1984, pp. 607-612 This 
Iast research, conducted at McGIlI University, confÏrmed the prevlOus findmgs of 
both a sigmficant dcchne of mmute ventilation and the observation of pefl(xh of 
respiratory suspension in TM practiuoners. 
3 ln his book Exp/orlng Mysllcism, FOIS Staal has appropnately remarkcd that 
"the religions of Indla provide the ma'crials whlch one day may ~how that reilglon 
can be studled as a branch of psychology--a p!'.ychology, of cour~e, wtllch IS an 
integrated science of the mmd, the soul and the spmt, not ju,>t a dl<;clpline that 
confines itself to expcnmentatlOn wlth a small selcction of mental phenomena. 1 
know that criucs of Indian religion WIll readdy adopt such an evaluation. But the 
same approach can he apphed to the study of all religions 111at lndia l>hould 
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he succintly layed out in the second verse of his Yoga Sutras. About this verse, 

I.K. Taimni wrote: 
This 15 one of the most important and wdi-known SUlras of this treatise not 
because it deals wlth sorne important princip le or technique of practical 
value but because it de fines with the help of only four words the essential 
nature of Yoga. There are certain concepts in every science which are of a 
basic nature and which must be understood aright if the student is to g~t a 
satlsfactory grasp of the subject as a whole. 1 

That verse reads as follow: 

YOGAS CIITA-VRITI-NIRODHAH 2 . . 
Il has been translated respectlvely in the following ways by Taimni, Deshpande, 

and Shearer: 

Yoga IS the 1l1hlbltion (suppression) of the modifications of the mind. 3 

Yoga IS mat ~tate of bemg 111 whlch the ideationul choice-making movement 
of the mlOd ~Iow!> down and comes to a stop 4 

Yoga is the ~cttlmg of the mwd lOto silence. 5 

It is again the sume recurrent Idea that a specifie major state of consciousness is 

reached by emptying the mmd of all discursIve thoughts, concepts, modifications, 

provlde such materials more ea~ily IS duc to a variety of circumstances: for 
exarnpl(~, the free and unhampered development of religion, and the importance of 
mental approaches (e.g. medltation) in the area ofreligion." (Op. cit., p. 182) 
1 I.K. Taimni, The Science afYoga. Wheaton, Illinois: Theosophical Publ. 
Bouse, Quest Books, 198 J, p. 7. Simllarly, Despande rcm:uked that the frrst four 
Sutras "glve us the very quintt'ssence of Yoga." (P.Y. De~hpande, The Authentic 
Yoga--Parwljali's Yoga Sutras, London: Rider, 1978. p. 19). AlIstair Shearer also 
corrobon.'\tes this pomt: "The first four sutras of Chapta 1 contam Patanjah's entire 
message in a nutshell. yoga is the settling of the mmd 1l1to sIlence, and only when 
the mind 1S silent can we reahze our truc nature, the effortless Bemg of the Self. 
The remaining one hundred and ntnety sutras are an expansion of this brief 
introductory statement." (Op.cit., p. 21). 
2IK T" . 7 . . a 1111111, op. Clt., p. . 
3 Ibid. 
4 P.Y. Deshpande, op. CH., p. 19. 
5 A. Shearer, op. cit., p. 49. 
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etc., so that the mind, "In thls expe:-ience, 1" ltself what lt perceives",1 as Stace 

expressed. The structural orientation of conSCh sness that is suggested by Patanjali 

is coherent with both analysis of Stace and Polanyl. 

With the perspective that we have gained with this model, we can now 

suggest, in regard to our previous discussion about the status of the knowl'r and the 

problem of infimte regression in modern psychology, that the self-referral character 

of the experience of pure consciousness provides us wllh a very eniIghtelling 

solution, smce in the least excited state of the mmd, awarene~s IS dlrectly awake to 

itself as a silent field in whlch knower, known, and proccs,> of knowlng arc 

unified. The thlrd verse of PatanJah\ Yoga Su.tras ~peclflcally asserts that when 

the mind has calmed down 10 its lea~t excitation state, the knower gct~ e~tabll~hed 

in hls own self: 

T ADA DRAS1UH SVARÜPE A VASTHANAM 2 

Thus, the experiential cognition of consciousness by Itself can be said to be a very 

basic epistemic "activity" which reveals the ontologlcal ground of the structure of 

knowing. It is the "integrative" experience par excellence, or cogniuve capabihty III 

its extreme synthetic mode. As expressed by Orme-Johnson: 

1 W.T. Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy, op. Clt., p. 109. 
2 P.Y. Deshpande has translated that verse ln the following way: "Then [when the 
movement of the mind cornes to a stop] the seer gets cstabhshed in his eXI~tenlial 
identity." (Op. cit., p. 19). It is interestlng again to considcr Fnts Staal'~ comment 
on the psychological relevance of the distInctIon between the empirical ~clf and the 
pure self: "One fe. re of lndian thought III partlcular corroborates the hypotheSl\ 
that religion may bc studlcd as a branch of psychology. namely, the IdentIfication of 
the absolute brahman wllh the '\elf' ((l(num) 1110ugh It i\ cmpha\lzed again and 
agalO that this self is not the empmcal ~clf (jlvamuIfI) of our dady cxpenencc, il can 
undoubtedly be regarded as a psychologlcal notion, albclt 111 a p:-.ychology which 1\ 

suitably deepened and enlarged." (Op. Clt., p. 1 X3). 
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The knower as the self-referral state of pure COIlSClOusness solves the 
problem of infimtc regression of interpretive homuncuh bec2.use, being self­
referral, it does not have to "regress" outside of itself to know itself. It is the 
knower of itself as weIl as the knower of ail events, both subjective and 
objective, which in ordmary waking-state cons::-iousness are perceived as 
external to itself. ... The self-referral state of consClousness 15 described 
by the adjective "pure" because it is the unqualified, completely general state 
of consclOusness. Any mental event is a qualificat!on of th,e generality of 
pure consciousness into sorne specifie state. 1 

FinaIly, it might be appropriate here to bring a point which has been 

emphasized by many authors, concerning the fact that pure consciousness is not the 

final goal of enlightenment, but a "milepost ... along the path to that goal".2 

Shearer expressed that this state has to be integrated with other states of 

consciousness: 

This experience of the mind's dissolving into the Self is not the same as 
Enlightenment. Enhghtenment is the state when this unbounded awareness 
is maIntamed at ail times, during the states of wakmg, dreammg and 
sleeping, no matter what the body and mind are doing. Just as il takes time 
for the mind 10 expenence clearly the process of becoming boundless, li 
takes Ume to integrate thlS expansion !nto everyday hfe so that It is never 
lost. Enlightenment cornes from the alternation of the completely settled 
mind and ordinary activity. 3 

1 D. Orme-Johnson, "The cosmic Psyche", op. cit., pp. 120-121. 
2 Robert K.C. Fommn, op. cil., p. 24. See also: Evelyn Underhill, op. CIl., p. 
324; Daniel Goleman, "Meditation as meta-therapy: Hypotheses toward a proposed 
fifth stale of consciousness", In JOUlnai ojTranspersona/ Psych%gy, vol. 3, 
1971, pp. 18-19; Aurobindo Ghose, The Synthesis of Yoga, op. cit., p. 389; 
Mahanshi Mahesh YOgI, On the Bhaf.:avad-Gita, op. cit., pp. 312~316; and W.T. 
Stace, Mysticism and PllIlosophy, op.cit., p. 61. 
3 Alisuür Shearer, op. Cl! , p. 22. 
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CONCLUSION 

From our analysis of the structural orientation of the human cognitive 

apparatus and its psychological features relevant to the study of mystical 

experiences, we are now in a position to draw a certain number of conclusive 

remarks on the contextualist views of Katz. 

a) Flrst, Steven Katz's claim that "therc is no ~ubstanl1ve evidcncc that 

there is any pure conSClOusness per se achlr,vcd" 1 15 not slIpported by the 

psychologlcally- and phenomenologlcally-descnptlvc accounts of expenences 

which pOinted/y aVOId a~sertIng the presence of an intentlOnal object Even ln 

cultures which are remote 111 time and space from ours, there have been numerolls 

mystics who, while using theIr tradition-shapcd and beltef-ta1l1ted symlx>ls and 

concepts, have been lingUlstically very careful to dlstmgUlsh the contcntlcss 

wakeful state of awareness from content-filled ~tates of waking and dreaming. And 

they were usually even more careful to distinguish 11 from such phenomcna <1\ 

visions and auditions which obviolUsly are condnioned by culture and tradilion.2 As 

Evelyn Underhill wrote, "the mystlcs are aIl but unanumous In their refusai to 

attribute importance ta any kind of visionary experiencc. The natural timidily and 

1 Steven T. Katz, "Language, epistemology, and my~l1clsm", op CIL, p. 57. 
2 On this point, PhIlIp Almond wrote: "For, in mystical states whlch are generated 
as a reslllt of follow1l1g a p<Jrl1cular tradition of meditation and whlch are pnor to the 
attainment of the contentless ~t;\:,-" :~corporated interpretal10n WIll play a cruCial 
role. Thal is to say, the se pnor states will be contcnt-filled ~tates, the content bclllg 
partly determined by the paradigmatic cultural and religlOu~ symlx1ls incorporatcd 
into these states." (Op. cit., p. 176). 
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stern self-criticism with whlch they approach auditions is here greatly increased' 

and this, iftaken to hcart, might weil give pause to their more extreme enemies and 

defender~." 1 PolanYI's analysis of the process of cognitive alternation has clearly 

showed that as the mmd "brcaks out' towardl) the subsidiary pole of synthetic 

awarcne~l), the "objectIve" content of the mind becomes Jess and less specifiable 

Our psychologlCal model of the structural onentation of conSClOusness strongly 

supports the vlew that pure con~ciou~ness i~ cognItive capabiIJty in ilS extremc 

synthctlc mode, and, a!:> wc have ~een, IS very lOherent wlth the main scholarly 

interpretatiol1!> of the "contemplative" or "mtrovertÏve" type of mystical expenences 

Thelf Intclhglh!llly I~ greatiy Increa~ed If wc make the dIstinction betwe~n the 

contcnt of con~clOu~ne~~ and COI1~ClOusness IISclf. In his excellent work MYHlcal 

E.xperÎC/lce alUi RellglOu .. \ Doclflne,2 PhIlip Almond wrote: 

The contemplative path ... appears to support ... that in sorne tradItIOns 
the vanoll'> content-filled .,tates of mystlcal expenence may be transcended 
and the "pure" .,tate a tlalned. And the Il1ner loglc of the contemplatIve path 
~uggest,> too that till'> latter state I!> a liIllIting one. That IS ta say, whlle It i~ 
alway~ pOSSIble to pas~ œyond a content-filled state to a !css content-fllkd 
state, the contentlcss statc IS, as 11 were, the upper hmlt of the med1lauv~ 
proces~. In other word~, mcditational tcchmques, of their nature, conduce 
toward~ the rcallzatlon of the state of contcntlc~sncss 3 

The "hmocular ~trllcture of human knowledge",4 as revealed by the 

cpistellllc actiYIly of thc procc,>!'! of cogl1ltive altcrnatlon, shows eVldence that the 

1 E. lJndcrlllll, op cit., pp. 279-280. 
2 Of wlllch Stcvcn K:\tz ",l1d rhat il "i~ an IlIfomlcd and cIcar Cxpo~1lJon and 
crilJt]uc of the 111.11n ,>chol.llly jntcrpn~tatiolll) of mystlcl!'!ll1, notably of thc 
rdauol1,>lllP bctwœl1 c;. .. pmrnce and lIltcrprctatlOl1, th.n have been offered in the la~t 
twcllty-flve yCaI:-' " ("Revlcw artlcle-- Reccnt work on mysticlsm", ln I/istory of 
ReligIOn, vol. 25, no l, 1995, p. 77). 
3 Phlilp Almond, op. Cl! , p. 1 n 
4 The cxpre~~lon 1$ from Jamcs E lfuchll1gson ("ScIence and the self', op. CIt., p. 
429). 
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contentless state (or the "upper limit" of synthctlc mode) has an expcriential 

character whlch is common to ail races and cultures, thus eliminating any possihJc 

justification of an unre~tricted contcxtual theory of expenence. As Phlhp Almond 

remarked: 

The occurrence of contentless expenence provides therefore a counteI' 
balance to the somewhat determilllsuc vicw of mode! five (contcxtuah..,t! that 
ail mystlcal expenence IS totally depcndcnt on lts context. It sugge~ts rather 
that there are mystIcal expenences whlch, by VIrtue of their contentlcs',ne ... .." 
are idemicallITeSpective of the cultllral nulieu III whlch they occur. In ~o far 
as we are spcaking of contcntle~\ mystlcal experiences, there IS a unan1l1l1ty 
and a ulllversality wlllch transcends the cultural context III WhlCh they occur. 
1 

b) In the begmnlllg of Chapter Il, we havc bnetly con~ldered Stace's idca 

of "empincism", especlally In regard to epi~temology. HIS phenomcnah~tl(': 

approach towards undeNanding the nature of expenence is based on the central 

concept of the "glven", of which Katz makcs the following cntIque: 

... the "given" 1'> appropnat~d through aCb whlch ... hape Il IIlto fOrIm 
which we can mal--e lI1telhglblc to our..,clve~ givcn our conccptual 
constitution, and winch structure lt 111 order to re'>pond to the ~pcclflC 
contextual need~ and mcchamsms of con~clOu~ne~s of tr.(?' recclver TIIl~ 
descnptIon of the eplstemlc actlvIly, even the epl~ter1lJc acttvity IIlvolved Irl 

mystical expenence, of cour~e requires what III the KantIan IdJOm, though 
not in Kant's own manner, would be callcd a "transccndental deductlOn", 
l.e. an argument wInch rcveals bOlh conditIOns of knowing III gcncral a.., 
weB as the grounds of its own operation and wtllch 1'> thematlzcd accordlllg 
to speclflc pos~lblhties-·al1d thJ~ <,ccm~ both appropnate and ncce..,..,ary, 
though ilS stmcturc cannot cven lx Olllhned here 2 

The important pOint hCIt~ IS that lhcre is absolutcly no necd 10 outhne an a prIOn 

ontologlcal frarncwork of I--nowll1g to sccurc a .\Ujjic/ellt dcgrcc of efficlcncy III the 

methodology of modern ~cience. Stacets approach ta hurnan experience, a<, 

1 PllIhp C. Almond, op. CI! , p. 176. 
2 Stevcn T. Katz, "Language, elmtel11o!ogy, and rnysticism", op. cit , p. 59 
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exposed in the t1rst two chapters of his book Mysticism and Philosophy, is first of 

ail phenomenological and psychological: whatever we may think about his 

subsequent philosophical discussions on the Self, immortality, etc. does not 

invalidate the substance of hIS argumentation on the psychological process of 

transcendcnce as dcfined prevIOusly. Within the "given" itself, according to Stace, 

"there arc no dIstinctIons between vcndlcal and non-veridical, illusory and non-

illusory. Thesc epistemic concepts are classifications of the given made by the 

mind." 1 The "given" IS that which we cannot go behind, "and which is therefore 

the nece~sary logical beginmng of argument." 2 In his Theory of Know/edge and 

Exütence, he wrote. 

The glven can neither bc explained nor dIsputed. It IS there. And not even 
the most ingenious SOphI~t can deny that it is there. He may dispute the 
existence of the world, or of the ego But he cannot dispute the existence of 
the sensation of red when he has that sensation .... The given IS what is 
certain In knowledge, what cannat be dlsputed. And il IS immediate, not the 
result of a loglcal procc),\ 3 

With ùJat approach, he bchevcd he could extract sorne intellIgible universal 

pattem(s) reveahng the cplstcmlc ~tructure of human awareness, with the inclusion 

of "mystical" ~tates. HIS skIllful Investigation of self-experience as revealing "facts" 

is certamly sal1~factory in regard to the redefmitlon of "objectivny" previously 

prcscnled in IhIS paper. ln his enhghtemng article "Science and the self', James 

Iluchlllgson ha~ rcmarkcd that "the gCrllU~ of sCIence has bcen ilS ability 10 combme 

rncthoJologically the aUlhorÎ tIC) of rea~on ,Uld brute fact, wnh brute fact 111 a highly 

1 W.T. Stace, ljuoted III ChristIne OvcraIl, "Mysticism, phenomenalism, and W.T. 
Stace", op. Cil, p. 1 RO. 
2 W:r. Stace, ibid. 
3 W.T Stace, ibid. 
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refined scnse emerging as the ultimate arbiter of trulh lhrough empirical verification 

procedures." 1 Without having to profcss a total obedience to the vicws of the 

"logical cmpiricists" or "positivists", someone can acknowledge, with Rotlschacfcr, 

that "there is a set of theory-free 1 vs. theory-ladenl concepts which con5titute an 

epistemic given. That 15 to say, they are a starting pomt in the order of knowlcdge. 

They are, to use an Aristotelean distinction, flrst in lhe ordcr of knowlcdgc thollgh 

not in the order of being As such, they represent the flrst cognitive rcsults of the 

interaction of the human percei v1l1g orgamsm WIth Ils environment." 2 

Furthermore, our review of HocklOg'S and Polanyl's analysls of the 

epistemlc actIvity of human awareness has ~howed that èven without ally 

philosophical assumptIons concermng the nature of the "grollnd" of knowmg, the 

mere technicahues of the human cognItIve processe~ infonn us that we can mfcr a 

sufficient degree of universal1ty 10 the stwcture of the ordmary knowlcdge 

framework. "For granung the hlOloglcal :-.tabIllty of the hUlllan ~pcelc:-" wc ean 

assume in mature, hcalthy humans a similarity of phy~1010glcal and psychologlea! 

structures and functions, mcluding perceptual and cognitive systems." 3 This l~ 

confinned, to a great extent, by the faet that eaeh major stale of eonsclousness has 

its correspond mg psychophysiological correlates. 

1 James E. Huchingson, "Science and the self', op. cit., p. 422. 
2 William A. Roltschaefer, op. cit., p. 275. 
3 Ibid. 
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c) ln Katz's view, the thesis of the common core essentially rests on the 

differentiation made betwecn experience and interpretation, which he qualified as 

"simplistic" 1. 

Polanyi's analysis of the process of cognitive altemation has indicated that, 

whilc the paruculars of the analytic mode are specifiable, the mental content 

becomes more and more "logically unspecifiable" 2 as the mind proceeds towards 

the synthetic pole of awarencss. Mystical experiences are not from the rcalm of 

linear, analyllc thinking; religious, theological and philosophical concepts and 

beliefs are. Evclyn Undcrhill was right when she mentiolled that "the mind must 

employ sorne devicc of the kind If ilS transcendental pcrceptions--wholly unrelated 

as they are ta the phenomena with which intellect is able to deal--are even to be 

gra~ped by the surface consciousness .... The nature of this [syrnbolic] gannent 

will be largely conditioned by his [the mystic's] temperament ... and also by his 

thcologICal education and envlronmcnt." 3 This give~ ]ustificalIon to the scholars of 

myslici~m who, hkc Stace, Smart and others, consider that certain parts of the 

myslIcs' testimonies are more descriptive than others. The psychological analysis of 

the process of cognitive alternauon are very convInclngly supporting that view. As 

Rott~chaefer has remarked: "It [cognitive adaptlvcncss] dcmonstrates our ability to 

bring large Interpretative clements to bear on our CÀpcnence~ at one time and at 

, Stcvcn T. Katl, "Language, cpistcmology, and my~ticism", p. 31. 
2 Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, op CH., p. 56. See also: M. Polanyi and 
H. Prosch, Meaning, op. ciL, p. 39. 
3 Evclyn Undcrlull, qllo!cd in Philip Almond, op. ciL, pp. 149-150. 
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other times to pare down the use on interpretative elements and let the experiential 

input be detem1inative of our claims." 1 

This Jast discussion points out a very significant aspect in tht methodology 

of the study of mystical expenences: that the phenomenological and psychological 

approach is far more reliable than the purely philosophie.:l approach. Throughout 

his analysis, Katz's "strong eVldcnces" that my~tJcal expencnces are al! diffcrcnt are 

drawn [rom compansons of doctrine.2 And a companson of doctnne, as Sallie 

King observed, "does not clanfy for us anythmg about the experiences 

themselves." 3 The point IS not that there cannot De any sH1ulanty between the two, 

but rather that the mystic~' reports are not aIl phenomcnological dc!>cnptiolls 4 This 

attitude of Katz is an indicatIon of a strong reducttonist bias towards mystical 

experience. As King expressed: 
Bath Stace and Katz recognize the sll11l1anty or "tÏt" netwecn the report a 
mystic gives of his/her mystIcal expenence and the doctrinal language of the 
religious tradition to which !-./he helong~ Whcrca\ Stacc pOll1ts to thi~ fit 
and declares that the report 1'\ an 1ll1Crprctatlon of the cxpencncc U1 the 
language culturally avaIlable 10 the mywc, Katz pO\nt~ to the saille fI[ and 
declares the experience an interpretation of the culturally avaIlable tradition 
Katz thereby ncgates the validuy of mystIcal cxpcncncc a~ a SUl Rer/CriS 

phenomenon. 5 

This might give a hmt w why Katz did not propose any epistcmologlcal mode! ta 

inform us about how his view is to he undcrstood 

1 WIlliam A. ROllschaekr, op CIl., p. 270. 
2 Sec Sallie B. K1I1g, op cit, pp 2()O-263. 
3 Ibid., p. 260. 
4 See, on lhat point, the very {'ardul dl'\cl1!>sion of Nifllan Smart in lm article 
"Interpretation and mystical cxpt:nencc", \11 RcltR/OUS Srudies, vol. l, 1965, pp. 
75-87. 
5 SallIe B.Kmg, op cit., p 260 
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d} A corollary implication of the previous di.,cussion (point c) is thal 

primary mystical sources cannot be read literally, al> K<.t'z did. Concepts arc 

symbols which deal with only certain aspects of the phenomen:-, and this is 

especially true for the non-relational experiences of the l>ynthetic pole of awareness. 

The character of non-specifiability cf non-duahstic experiences implies that the 

language is highly metaphorical. 

We will certainly, over the next decade, get a much bctter understanding of 

the way analytic consciousness inspects non-dichotomous, synthetic awarencss, 

and how descripuve reports are bemg framed anri issued The future of mysticism 

appears to be brighter than ever because there is, on the side of scholars and 

scientists, the growing recognition that mystici~m is concerned with very 

fundamental laws, and, above aIl, because of the unprecendented phenomenon of 

millions of people--and hundreds of thousand more every year--integraung the 

practice of meduational techniq 'les in their daily II fe. The re..:ognlllOll of the practlcal 

value of those techniques came because of the large diffusion of the ~clentiflc 

researches assessing their benefits for human life. 

By unifying the subjective and the objective approaches to gaining 

knowledge, the goal of achieving a unified eplstemological modcl of the ~tructure of 

human cogniùve processes appears to he more attainablc than evcr 

Religious 1l1quiry is more than a simple rchance upon the sanction~ of self­
experience. It is the atlcmpt to locate the self ln Il!! cO'>lllic mauix and .herc 
to discover that truth is found in the cOlncldence of the rcal and important 
The only adcquate approach to ~uch hoh,>tlc lIndcr~tandll1g is one that takc,> 
seriously both knowledge of the self as ohject and the self a~ ~uhject. 
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Confrontations arise and result in the denial of the whole self wh en wc 
forget eilher religious or scientific concerns. 1 

1 James E. Huchingson, op. cit., p. 428. 
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