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Introduction

Changing the subject

This work can be located within the history of ideas and is an examination of a constellation
of categories surrounding the cultural symbolic of the ‘mystic East’ in modern Western
consciousness. The history of ideas is often distinguished from philosophy on the grounds
that the latter involves an engagement and evaluation of ideas rather than a non-committal
examination of concepts within their own cultural and historical context. However, [ wish
to argue that both philosophy and the history of ideas should take more seriously not only
the social location of the concepts under examination but also their involvement in a wider
cultural field of power relations, or what has become known as ‘the politics of knowledge’.
In particular, I wish to argue for an awareness of the mutual imbrication of religion, culture
and power as categories. This is not to say that religion and culture can be reduced to a set
of power relations but rather that religion and culture are the field in which power relations
operate. Materialist and cultural analyses are not mutually exclusive, ‘either/or” explanations.
Power is not mere material conditions without cultural trace since there is no power in the
abstract — power, indeed, is constituted in particular cultural forms. Equally, cultural forms
are embedded in a field of power relations. What is required, therefore, is an approach that
avoids materialist reductionism (which denies culture) or culturalist reductionism (which
denies power) with a renewed emphasis upon the mutual imbrication of the two. My
stance, therefore, is rather close to that of Nicholas Dirks in attempting to reintroduce
‘power, hegemony and history into studies of culturally-constructed structures of thought’
without falling into the opposite extreme of reducing everything to a discussion of power
relations. The mistake is in separating the two in the first place.

The form and relations of power in southern India efface social scientific distinctions
of materialist etics from culturalist emics, for even an analysis of ritual action and

language suggests the complex and conjectural foundations of hierarchical relations.!

Overall, my interest within this work has been to explore the interface between postcolonial

theory and the comparative study of religion. Such a task is overwhelming in its enormity
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2 Orientalism and Religion

and work within this area has hardly begun. To focus my analysis I have concentrated upon
the notion of ‘the Mystic East’ as a prevalent theme within Western understandings of India
as ‘the Other’, particularly in relation to scholarly approaches to the study of religion and
mysticism.

Chapter 1 provides the beginnings of a genealogy of ‘the mystical’ and attempts to
demonstrate that a category that is often conceived to be preeminently ‘otherworldly’,
private and apolitical is in fact implicated in a network of power relations in the contexts in
which it has been employed. In order to understand the cultural presuppositions underlying
the modern location of ‘the mystical’ it is necessary to consider the history of such claims.
To achieve this end we must briefly consider the roots of modern Western thought in the
philosophical and social revolution known as ‘the Enlightenment’. Chapter 2 therefore
provides a brief schematic overview of some of the cultural presuppositions of modern
Western society in so far as they directly impinge upon the academic study of mysticism and
religion. We shall also have cause to examine some of the broad strategies, orientations and
trends in contemporary feminist thought when we come to consider the implications of a
postcolonial agenda for the study of mysticism and Indian religion. Chapters 2 and 3,
however, are intended to be neither definitive nor comprehensive in their analysis of the
contemporary study of religion (a task that would require a major monograph in itself).
Nevertheless, the account contained therein is intended to furnish the reader with a broad, if
somewhat selective, sketch of some of the cultural, philosophical and methodological factors
that form the tapestry upon which scholarly approaches to the mystical have been painted.
It will also provide an opportunity to discuss some of the underlying trends that directly
impinge upon the search for a postcolonial approach to the comparative study of mysticism
and religion. Chapters 2 and 3, therefore, analyse the concept of ‘religion” and consider the
Christian theological and Enlightenment roots of ‘religious studies’. Chapter 2 discusses the
relationship of the discipline to other academic fields (such as sociology and theology), and
offers some reflections about the future of the study of religion after the “postcolonial turn’.
Here I argue that religious studies as a discipline might better conceive of'itself as a form of
‘cultural studies’, rather than as an offshoot of theology. In this way, the study of religion
can bring an interest in cross-cultural engagement and the role of religion within culture to an
emerging discipline that has generally been characterised by its secularist agenda and the
Eurocentricity of its approach.

In Chapter 3 the hermeneutical philosophy of Hans Georg Gadamer is explored with
regard to the question of the limits of cross-cultural understanding and the textualist bias of
modern concepts of religion. It is argued here that emphasis upon a number of ‘world
religions’ as the subject matter of religious studies is highly problematic. Moreover, the
internal dynamism and heterogeneity of ‘cultures’ and the fact (rather than the problem) of

their interaction renders cultural isolationism an inadequate response to the supposed ‘quagmire
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of cultural relativism’. Emphasis upon the diversity, fluidity and complexity within as well
as between cultures precludes a reification of their differences and allows one to avoid the
kind of monadic essentialism that renders cross-cultural engagement an a priori impossibility
from the outset.

In later chapters we shall examine the implications of the realization that ideology plays
an integral part in the very act of understanding, interpreting or studying anything. In
particular we shall focus our attention upon the colonial elements within Western discourses
about Indian culture and religion and the ways in which these aspects have constructed the
object that they purport to explain. Before considering these issues, however, Chapter 3 will
discuss the textualist bias that operates in the comparative study of religion and the role
played by the academic emphasis upon ‘sacred texts’ in the construction of the various
‘world religions’.

In Chapter 4 the reader is introduced to the terms of the ‘Orientalist debate’ as established
by Edward Said and explores responses to Said’s work, with particular reference to South
Asia and developments within the field of Indology. The next three chapters provide specific
case studies for the exploration of these issues with an examination of the development of
the notion of ‘Hinduism’ as a world religion, the impact of colonialism upon the study of
Buddhism and the role played by Western Orientalists and Indian intellectuals in the
construction of an image of ‘Hinduism’ as a type of mysticism centred upon the philosophy
of the Vedanta.

Orientalist essentialism has resulted in stereotypes about the West as well as the East.
There are a multiplicity of ‘Wests” hidden behind the veil of a homogenizing and ahistorical
essentialism (occluded by myths of cultural/national homogeneity). According to the
‘psychoanalytically nuanced’ account of Ashis Nandy, the construction of an ‘Orient’ that
functions as an inversion of ‘the West’ represents the projection of the ‘shadow’ side of

Western culture. The triumph of Western colonialism, he argues, was that:

It did make Western man definitionally non-Eastern and handed him a self-image and a
world-view which were basically responses to the needs of colonialism ... The ‘discovery’
of'the Orient ... was designed to expel the other Orient which had once been a part of the

medieval European consciousness as an archetype and a potentiality.’

Since the Enlightenment, it would seem, dominant representations of Western culture have
tended to subordinate what one might call the ‘Dionysian’ (as opposed to the Apollonian)
aspects of its own culture and traditions (that is, those trends that have been conceived as
‘poetic’, ‘mystical’, irrational, uncivilized and feminine). These characteristics represent
precisely those qualities that have been ‘discovered’ in the imaginary realm of ‘the Orient’.

Of course, this is a grand narrative about a highly complex and contradictory set of cultural



4 Orientalism and Religion

processes, but it involves the ascendancy of secular rationality as an ideal within Western
intellectual thought, a concomitant marginalization of ‘the mystical’ and the projection of
qualities associated with this concept onto a colonized and essentialized India.

Critics of Edward Said and ‘the Orientalist” agenda have sometimes argued that too much
emphasis is placed upon the earliest generations of Orientalist scholarship where complicity
with colonial aspirations was more generally accepted and that modern scholarship should
not be ‘tarred with the same brush’. Of what relevance, one might ask, are outdated
conceptions of Hinduism as ‘mystical” or ‘footnotes to Vedanta’ in the modern era? The
post-Enlightenment myth of the autonomous individual and the fetishistic obsession with
innovation within the market-place of contemporary academic scholarship often occludes
the role of tradition and continuity in the production of scholarly knowledge. In Chapter 8,
analysis turns to contemporary debates within the comparative study of mysticism to
demonstrate the continuation of ethnocentric presuppositions in the construction of the
‘mystic East’ as well as the ongoing ‘epistemic violence’ involved in contemporary appraisals
of ‘Asian mysticism’. Within this chapter the post-Kantian nature of contemporary debates
about ‘mystical experience’ is problematized and it is suggested that the study of Asian
cultures requires a much greater sensitivity and engagement with indigenous forms of knowledge
if one is to avoid ‘doing violence’ to the object of one’s analysis. Finally, the chapter
questions the modern privatization of ‘the mystical’, particularly in so far as it renders
traditional Asian religiosity amenable to a postmodern market-place characterized by a kind
of post-Christian secularism.

The final chapter of this work provides a broad discussion of contemporary postcolonial
theory, particularly with reference to the study of Indian history and culture. This provides
an opportunity for locating the study within the wider debate about the future of scholarship
in a postcolonial age. The chapter explores the work of a number of theorists, notably the
Subaltern Studies Collective, Gayatri Spivak, Homi Bhabha and Gyan Prakash, and considers
the relationship between post-structuralist, postcolonial and feminist theory. Finally, some
reflections are offered concerning the role of the scholar in the light of the politics of knowledge
and the mutual imbrication of religion, culture and power.

There are a number of ways in which one might wish to question the stereotype of Indian
religion as examples of the ‘mystic East’. One strategy would be to demonstrate that there
are in fact a number of heterogeneous facets to Indian religions and that not all of these are
what we might call ‘mystical’. This, for instance, may involve moving away from an exclusively
textual approach to the study of religion and the emphasis which has so often been placed
upon the so-called ‘otherworldly’ renunciate philosophies of India. This is one way of
changing the subject, but does not involve questioning the basic assumptions underlying the

description of these movements as mystical.
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Iam largely taking for granted the approach that I have just outlined — that Indian religion
is diverse and therefore not exclusively, or even essentially, mystical. There are innumerable
scholars working on those aspects of these traditions that are not easily classifiable as
mystical, both through textual studies and through sociological and anthropological study of
Indian religion. My interest is in those traditions, doctrines and classical texts of Indian
religion that are most liable to be described as ‘mystical’—that is, Advaita Vedanta, the Yoga
traditions, the Madhyamaka and Yogacara schools of Mahayana Buddhism. It is these
traditions that are so often focused upon and used as evidence to support the stereotype of
the ‘mystic East’.

Such a project might be described as an exercise in anthropological self-reflexivity, along

the lines recently outlined by the Foucauldian scholar Paul Rabinow, who argues that:

We need to anthropologize the West: show how exotic its constitution of reality has
been; emphasize those domains most taken for granted as universal (this includes
epistemology and economics); make them seem as historically peculiar as possible;
show how their claims to truth are linked to social practices and have hence become
effective forces in the social world ... We must pluralize and diversify our approaches:
a basic move against either economic or philosophic hegemony is to diversify centers of
resistance; avoid the error of reverse essentializing; Occidentalism is not a remedy for

Orientalism.?

[ am aware that some will read this work as implying a rejection of literary approaches to the
study of religion and thereby see this as further evidence of a shift towards anthropological
models of religion. It should be made clear, however, that in turning the Western anthropological

gaze back upon itself the discipline of anthropology is itself called into question.

Analytically, the desire of every ‘rational practice’ is to cultivate and make reference to
its reason for existence ... Anthropology as a contemporary discursive practice having
a disciplinary identity has become institutionalized ... [A]s such it is an institution

fundamentally involved in the reproduction of Western society.*

The critique of the ‘textualist bias’ within Western approaches to religion, and Indian religion
in particular, should not be seen, therefore, as a call to abandon textual analysis altogether.
firmly believe that there is a place for textual analysis within the study of Indian religion and
philosophy, albeit resulting in less spectacular claims than has sometimes been the case in
previous generations of scholarship. Gone are the days when one can study Sankara’s
commentary on the Brahma Sutra and claim to be providing an account of ‘Hindu Theology’

or ‘the Hindu Mind’ in general. As Julius Lipner remarks:
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Many Westerners believe — alas, this is true for too many of the modern Indian
intelligentsia as well — that the great Advaitin Samkara is representative of Hindu
religious thinkers. Now this belief too strikes me as manifestly indefensible. No doubt
Samkara is central for our appreciation of the religious teaching and theological
development of Vedanta, and indeed for Hinduism’s self-understanding today, but he is

hardly representative of Hindu theologians or even of Vedantins.’

Nevertheless, the analysis and interpretation of religious texts remains an important tool
within the study of religion. The history of religious ideas, which I suppose is a good way of
characterizing my own particular approach and interests, will always hold a special reverence
for textual materials, if only because of the impossibility of doing fieldwork in the distant
past. My suggestion, then, is not that historians of ideas and textual specialists should give
up what they do and become anthropologists, but rather that much greater attention be paid
to the power relations involved in the history of ideas, both as a subject matter of analysis
and as a disciplinary regime of institutionalized knowledge.

The approach of this study, then, is to look at the categories of mysticism and religion,
some of the presuppositions involved in the disciplines of religious studies and Indology,
and the ways in which Indian religion became located within contemporary notions of ‘the
mystical’. My aim, therefore, is to change the subject (that is, mysticism and the comparative
study of Indian religion), not by changing what we talk about (that is, by looking at something
clse) but rather by suggesting ways in which one might redirect the intellectual trajectory of
comparative study in the light of postcolonial and post-structuralist theories. This requires
an examination of the ways in which mysticism as a category has been constructed in the
West, and the ways in which this notion has been projected onto Indian religious culture as
a way of controlling, manipulating and managing the Orient. However, in order to carry out
this project, one first needs to know something about the way in which the category of ‘the

mystical’ has been defined in Western culture, and this will be the topic of Chapter 1.



1 The power of definitions

A genealogy of the idea of ‘the
mystical’

Other regions give us back what our culture has excluded from its discourse.

(Michel de Certeau)'

The modern academic study of mysticism began in earnest towards the end of the nineteenth
century.” The term ‘mysticism’ derives from the same time period and, as Michel de Certeau
demonstrates, is an offspring of ‘la mystique’, a term that first comes to the fore in early
seventeenth-century France.® ‘Mysticism’, of course, was initially coined by Western
intellectuals to refer to that phenomenon or aspect of the Christian tradition that was
understood to emphasize religious knowledge gained by means of an extraordinary experience
or revelation of the divine. This has remained a constant theme in the academic study of the
subject. For instance, Margaret Smith describes mysticism as ‘the most vital element in all
true religions, rising up in revolt against cold formality and religious torpor ... The aim of the
mystics,’ she says, ‘is to establish a conscious relation with the Absolute, in which they find
the personal object of love.’* Again, Evelyn Underhill, an important early figure in the study
of mysticism, argues that the one essential feature of mysticism is “‘union between God and
the soul’. Going further than this, Underhill suggests that ‘The mystic way is best understood
as a process of sublimation, which carries the correspondences of the self with the Universe
up to higher levels than those on which our normal consciousness works.”®> For Underhill,
the experience of the mystic is ‘communion with a living Reality, an object of Love capable
of response’. This language, of course, is uncompromisingly Western and Christian, but is
applied by Underhill to all forms of mysticism throughout the different world-religious
traditions. Thus, she argues that ‘Even where it conflicts with the mystic’s philosophy — as
in Hinduism and Neoplatonism — it is still present.”®

This is an astonishing statement to make — that the notions of God, communion, the soul
and themes of a loving relationship between the two can be found in (actually imposed upon)
all non-Christian religious experience. Underhill and Smith, of course, are not alone in this

regard. It has been a presupposition of a great deal of scholarship in the study of mysticism
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that one can apply Christian categories (including the category of mysticism itself) to
religions, cultures and experiences beyond their original context.

I'would like to draw attention at this point to two important features of such a theological
approach to the comparative study of mysticism. First, there is the implicit monotheism of
such definitions. As any student of religion will know, belief in God is by no means exhaustive
of the religious possibilities available to humankind. Buddhism, as is often stated, is a
nontheistic religion in so far as it does not posit a transcendent Creator beyond the wheel of
rebirths (samsara) . As the study of mysticism has developed along the lines of the
comparative study of religion, theistic definitions have become increasingly problematic.
Indeed, mysticism suffers from the same problems of definition as does the equally problematic
term ‘religion’, not least because of constant attempts by scholars to delineate the precise
nature or ‘essence’ of the phenomena under consideration. Second, one should note the
experiential emphasis in most contemporary characterizations of mysticism. As Grace Jantzen
points out,” this reflects the influence of post-Kantian epistemology and the seminal work
of the philosopher, psychologist and early scholar of ‘the mystical’, William James. While
the limitations of narrowly theistic characterizations of the subject matter have been widely
acknowledged by scholars as inappropriate, few voices have been heard that question the
validity of the experientialist dimension of contemporary definitions.

It is clear, then, that before one can examine contemporary Western char-acterizations of
Indian mysticism one first needs to understand something about the history of the term
‘mystical” and the sociocultural transformations that have led to its particular connotations
and denotations in modern Western culture. What is required, therefore, is a genealogy of ‘the
mystical’— that is, a history of the idea that pays specific attention to the power dynamic
involved in the way in which it has been defined in various historical circumstances. What
often happens at this point is that a definition of the subject matter is given, providing the
basis for the ensuing discussion. However, it seems appropriate to make a few general

remarks about the exercise of defining a subject matter such as ‘mysticism’ or ‘religion’.

The problem with definitions

What is mysticism? A direct and unmediated experience of the divine? Is there something we
can meaningfully refer to as ‘the mystical’ in the various world religious traditions? Is the
mystical the central core of religion or a marginal and peripheral aspect of it? Could mysticism
even be the common core underlying the world’s religious traditions? Is mysticism the
experiential dimension of religion, that is religion at its most private, subjective and intense?

In beginning studies such as this it has often been seen as necessary to define the subject

matter under consideration. In our case this would involve examining the question of the
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meaning and denotation of terms like ‘mysticism’ and ‘mystical’. Clearly, delimiting the
scope of this term has proved a particularly pithy problem for contemporary scholars for a
number of reasons. Before proceeding any further it would be useful to make a few points
about defining the subject matter of mysticism.® Virtually all contemporary studies of
mysticism fail to appreciate the sense in which notions of ‘the mystical’ (including those
that are adopted in the studies themselves) are cultural and linguistic constructions dependent
upon a web of interlocking definitions, attitudes and discursive processes, which themselves
are tied to particular forms of life and historically specific practices. Not only are contemporary
notions of the ‘mystical’ subject to the cultural presuppositions of the day, they are also
informed by and overlap with a long history of discursive processes, continuities and
discontinuities and shifts in both meaning and denotation. Just as these various meanings and
applications of ‘the mystical’ have changed over time, so too have the variety of attitudes
towards them and evaluations of their importance differed according to circumstance. Defining
the mystical then is never a ‘purely academic’ activity (in the sense in which one means ‘of
no real consequence’), nor can it ever be completely divorced from the historical remains of
past definitions of the term. In her excellent work Power, Gender and Christian Mysticism,

Grace Jantzen argues:

that the idea of ‘mysticism’ is a social construction and that it has been constructed in
different ways at different times. Although ... medieval mystics and ecclesiastics did
not work with a concept of ‘mysticism’, they did have strong views about who should
count as a mystic, views which changed over the course of time ... The current
philosophical construction of mysticism is therefore only one in a series of social
constructions of mysticism; and, like the others, is implicitly bound up with issues of

authority and gender.’

I agree with Jantzen, not only in acknowledging the sense in which the category of ‘the
mystical’ is socially constructed, but also in recognizing that as a consequence ‘the mystical’
also represents the conceptual site of a historical struggle for power and authority. If we look
at the questions surrounding the definition of mysticism again in the light of this realization,
a new set of questions begin to present themselves. In any given sociohistorical context,
what is the agenda of power underlying a particular characterization of mysticism? What
evaluative judgements are being made in the decision to include or exclude certain phenomena
from the category? What is at stake in giving a particular definition of the subject matter?
As Jantzen aptly demonstrates, the way one defines ‘the mystical’ relates to ways of
establishing and defining authority. This is obvious in the pre-modern context since anyone
claiming direct experiential knowledge of God or the ultimate reality is in effect claiming

unmediated authority to speak the truth. In a traditional Christian context, for instance, such
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a claim might be seen as undermining the claim of the Church to mediate between humanity
and the divine. Defining mysticism then is a way of defining power. One’s answers to the
questions ‘What is mysticism?’ and ‘“Who counts as a mystic?’ reflect issues of authority.
But, one might ask, of what relevance is mysticism to power and authority in the modern
Western context? Surely the way we define mysticism today has nothing to do with social or
political authority. Yet this can be seen to be a misguided (if understandable) objection, if we
only pause to look below the surface. The very fact that ‘the mystical’ is seen as irrelevant
to issues of social and political authority itself reflects contemporary, secularized notions of
and attitudes towards power. The separation of the mystical from the political is itself a
political decision!

Definitions shift over time, of course, and modern notions of mysticism differ significantly
from early and medieval Christian understandings of ‘the mystical’ (in so far as they had
one!). On this issue I have to agree with Talal Asad when he suggests that ‘there cannot be a
universal definition of religion’ — or of mysticism, for that matter — ‘not only because its
constituent elements and relationships are historically specific, but because that definition is
itself the historical product of discursive processes’.'’

One can use working definitions in a heuristic and provisional manner but these remain
the historical product of culturally specific and politically implicated discursive processes.
Such definitions, however, will never be universally applicable when one addresses different
cultural milieux or historical periods. An awareness of shifting cultural, political and semantic
patterns throughout history means that the abstract search for an ‘essence’ of mysticism is
fundamentally misconceived. The idea of ‘the mystical’ has gone through a number of
significant changes in meaning and denotation and, as Jantzen notes, ‘what counts as mysticism
will reflect (and also help to constitute) the institutions of power in which it occurs’.! It
would be useful, therefore, to consider some of the ways in which ‘the mystical’ has been
characterized and defined by examining contemporary attitudes towards mysticism and
religion.

As we shall see in the next chapter, the notion of ‘religion’ has also been subject to
divergent representations, forged in a crucible of disputed power relations and discursive
practices. The category of religion, in fact, is simply the production of the cognitive ‘filtering
out’ or abstraction of certain aspects of a much broader cultural dynamic. This process of
abstraction is founded upon the presuppositions of the Enlightenment. Other cultures and
pre-Enlightenment Western culture did not view the human social world in this manner —
they simply did not carve up the world in the way that we do. Religious phenomena were
always seen as part and parcel of political, social and other cultural forms. The separation of
religion from these is founded on a secular Enlightenment approach.

The search for the ‘essence’ of religion or the various religions, or of ‘mysticism’, is

misguided since it is operating under the aegis of the essentialist fallacy that the phenomena
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included in the category of religion (for instance) must have something universally in common
to be meaningfully classified as religious. The claim, frequently made from the methodological
stance of the phenomenology of religion, that religion is sui generis — that it is a fundamental
category of its own, is often put forward as a defence of the autonomy and irreducibility of
religious phenomena in the overwhelmingly secular institution of the modern university-'
The problem with this approach is that it can sometimes lead to a reification of religion. Such
a claim, of course, also functions to validate the professional autonomy of scholars within
the relatively new discipline of religious studies. This is acknowledged to some degree in the
discipline with the widely accepted view that to do justice to the phenomena of religion
requires the adoption of a multidisciplinary approach, since religions cannot really be abstracted
from the cultural dynamic in which they exist, except in our minds and in our publications!
Indeed, the modern category of ‘religion’ itself is a Western construction that owes a
considerable debt to Enlightenment presuppositions. The term exists as an explanatory
concept for classifying certain aspects of human cultural activity. As Jonathan Z. Smith

argues:

If we have understood the archaeological and textual record correctly, man has had his
entire history in which to imagine deities and modes of interaction with them. But man,
more precisely western man, has had only the last few centuries in which to imagine
religion. It is this act of second order, reflective imagination which must be the central
preoccupation of any student of religion ... Religion is solely the creation of the scholar’s
study. It is created for the scholar’s analytic purposes by his imaginative acts of
comparison and generalization. Religion has no independent existence apart from the
academy. For this reason, the student of religion ... must be relentlessly self-conscious.
Indeed, this self-consciousness constitutes his primary expertise, his foremost object

of study.'

However, the Enlightenment preoccupation with defining the ‘essence’ of phenomena such
as ‘religion’ or ‘mysticism’ serves precisely to exclude such phenomena from the realms of
politics, law and science, etc. — that is, from the spheres of power and authority in modern
Western societies. Privatized religion becomes both clearly defined and securely contained
by excluding it from the public realm of politics. In other words, attempts to preserve the
autonomy of religion can also lead to the marginalization of religion since it becomes separated
from these other realms. In fact, if we look more closely at the concept of ‘religion’ itself we
see that like the ‘mystical’ the term is an explanatory construct, which, while useful for
focusing upon certain aspects of cultural activity, tends to marginalize that which it purports
to explain if the term is reified and segregated from the wider cultural dynamic in which it

occurs. This point is well made by Talal Asad:
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the insistence that religion has an autonomous essence ... invites us to define religion
(like any essence) as a transhistorical and transcultural phenomenon. It may be a happy
accident that this effort of defining religion converges with the liberal demand in our
time that it be kept quite separate from politics, law and science — spaces in which
varieties of power and reason articulate our distinctively modern life. This definition is
at once part of a strategy (for secular liberals) of the confinement, and (for liberal

Christians) of the defense of religion.'*

One aspect of the modern construction of the categories of ‘religion” and ‘mysticism’ that
requires our immediate consideration is the location of the two concepts in terms of the post-
Enlightenment dichotomy between the public and private realms. Modern science is generally
considered to be part of the public sphere of human activity since it is seen as universally
relevant and applicable to all. It is also public in the sense that it is seen as accessible,
repeatable, quantifiable and empirical in orientation, and progressive by its very nature.
Philosophers also claim the realm of the public as their own in so far as philosophy is said
to be the quest for universal and objective truths (as opposed to subjective and individual
opinions). Both philosopher and scientist utilize the language and rhetoric of objectivity to
support their claims to public authority. The primary example of the public, however, is the
realm of politics, the sphere of human activity relating to governing of the state in particular
and to power in general.

In contrast to this, religion and mysticism (which has come to be seen as a specific sub-
category of religion) have been firmly placed within the realm of the private since the
Enlightenment. The view that religion is largely a matter of personal belief rather than of
communal involvement is a prominent feature of modern Western religious consciousness.
The extreme example of this is the phenomenon that Robert Bellah labels ‘Sheilaism’ —
named after a respondent he met by the name of Sheila who claimed to have her own personal
religion. Sheilaism, then, is the modern belief that one can have one’s own religion. The
modern privatization of religion is in fact enshrined in the Constitution of the most powerful
nation on earth, the United States of America, with the explicit separation of Church and
State and the freedom of the individual to practise the religion of his or her choice. Notice
how the language of consumerism and choice has now entered the realm of religion. Religion
becomes a phenomenon associated with the private realm and involves issues of individual
choice rather than social or political authority. As Bryan Wilson has noted, in our modern

cra:

Religion becomes privatized. In a consumer society it becomes just another consumer
good, a leisure-time commodity no longer affecting the centres of power or the operation

ofthe system — even at the level of social control, socialization, and the organization of
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the emotions and of motivations. Religion becomes a matter of choice, but whatever

religion is chosen is of no consequence to the operation of the social system. '

In fact if one examines the dichotomies of Enlightenment thought (and hence of modern

Western society), one can see the following oppositional model at work:

Public Private

Society Individual

Science Religion

Institutional Religion Personal Religion (Mysticism?)
Secular Sacred

Rational Irrational/Non-rational

Male Female

The secularization process that has occurred in modern Western societies since the
Enlightenment has not led to the inevitable decline of religion, as some sociologists had
prophesied, but rather to the erosion of the authority of institutional religions in the modern
era. In this context the consequences of the Enlightenment dichotomy between public and
private has been not only the delegitimization of institutional religion (i.e. religion as a social
and political phenomenon) but also the increasing tendency to locate religion within the
private sphere, thereby separating or excluding it from the realm of politics and power. Thus,
while it is not true to say that religion is dying out in the Western world, it is certainly true
to say that religion has been increasingly located at the margins of society, that is, away from
the major centres of power and authority.

One consequence of the modern distinction between the spheres of religion and politics
has been to foster a suspicion among Westerners that any linkage of the two realms is an
example of a ‘merely rhetorical’ use of religious discourse to mask some underlying political,
ideological or ‘worldly’ intention. This is a form of simplistic reductionism. Such a hermeneutic
of suspicion is exemplified, for instance, in the Marxian-inspired claim that the Hindu
doctrine of karma is promulgated by élite brahmins in order to justify caste divisions, control
the masses and thus maintain their own authority. This approach presupposes that religion
and politics can, and indeed should, be distinguished and that the political dimension is the
more fundamental of the two. The political meta-discourse is thus given ultimate explanatory
status, explaining what has been occluded by religious discourse.

One could just as easily reduce the other way around (though this rarely happens in the
modern secular Academy). Nevertheless, a strategy similar to this can be found in the claim
that political movements and ideologies, such as Marxism, nationalism, etc., are actually

modern forms of religion.'® Here is the academic site of a power struggle — namely, the
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justification of the autonomy of religion and of religious studies as a viable and important
discipline within the modern secular University. The claim that the defining feature of
humans is that they are homo religiosus (Mircea Eliade) should also be seen in this context
— that is, as a response to an intellectual environment in which religion has often been
marginalized and ‘explained away’ in terms of a higher-order meta-discourse.

However, I am not advocating reductionism in either direction. I am simply wanting to
acknowledge the sense in which the ‘religious’ and the ‘political’ are not separate realms in
reality. The separation of the two is an Enlightenment assumption that I do not accept.
Seeing religion and definitions as conceptual sites for struggles for power is not a form of
political reductionism. [ am not saying that religious questions and issues should be reduced
to their sociological or their political dimensions, rather I wish to reject the Enlightenment
paradigm that cognitively separates these realms in the first place. Once this move is made,
examples of religious and political association are no longer automatically seen as the
inappropriate grouping of two separate spheres of human cultural existence. This, for instance,
is the primary problem with Western attitudes to religious nationalism. Once the secular—
religious divide is accepted as the normative paradigm, examples of politically active and
religious authority become predisposed to the image of the manipulative and opportunistic
ideologue. Those who accept the secular authority of such a figure thus become represented
as subject to mass religious indoctrination. One does not have to look far to find contemporary
examples of such a paradigm at work in Western representations of religions in the various

mass media.

Origins of the term ‘mysticism’

How does all of this relate to the category of mysticism? Well, the idea of ‘mysticism’, like
its sibling ‘religion’, is a social construction and the way in which the subject matter has been
defined represents both a cognitive site and a process of struggle over meaning and authority.
Let me attempt to demonstrate this through a brief outline of the ways in which ‘the
mystical’ has been constructed in the West.

The term ‘mystical’ has come to be used in a rather woolly and ill-defined manner in
everyday language. The adjective is commonly used to describe any object, person, event or
belief'that has a vaguely mysterious aspect to it, to religious experiences, to the supernatural,
to the magical and the occult. The term itself derives from the Greek adjective mustikos, and
is said to originate from the various mystery cults prevalent in the Roman Empire of the
early Christian period. As a number of scholars have suggested, mustikos derives from a

Greek root muo, meaning ‘to close’. Many mystery cults of the Gracco-Roman world were
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esoteric movements and the term is usually taken to denote the practice of either closing
one’s eyes or of closing one’s lips (that is, remaining silent). Both renditions can be seen in
the way in which ‘mysticism’ is understood in contemporary academic usage. On the one
hand the mystical is often understood to denote an experience that goes beyond the range and
scope of everyday sensory experiences (such as visions) — an experience that transcends the
sensory realm and perhaps even mental images as well. This approach, however, is not
without its critics.!” On the other hand, mysticism is often associated with the ineffable, that
about which one should not, and indeed cannot, speak. This association is also prevalent in
academic literature on the subject and constitutes a peculiarly modern preoccupation of
studies of mysticism.

The best general account of the origins of the term in the Christian tradition is probably
that offered by Louis Bouyer.'® Bouyer argues that there are three dimensions to the early
Christian concept of mustikos — all of which very soon become intertwined as the tradition
develops. These elements are: (1) biblical, (2) liturgical and (3) spiritual or contemplative.
The first denotes the idea of a mystical hermeneutic of scripture — that is, an understanding
of'the biblical message rooted in allegorical interpretation. Mustikos is also used to describe
the liturgical mystery of the Eucharist — the timeless communion with the divine. Finally, the
term is also used to denote a contemplative or experiential knowledge of God. For the

Hellenized Church Fathers all three aspects were inextricably interwoven.'

Medieval notions of the mystical

In the medieval period, the ‘mystical’ continues to be used in this threefold manner. More
specifically, ‘mystical theology’ (under the influence of Pseudo-Dionysius) came to denote
the science of investigating the allegorical significance of biblical truth — that is, the discerning
of the cryptic and hidden meaning of scripture. A distinction (perhaps first drawn clearly by
Augustine)®® was made between linguistic allegory (allegoria in verbis), when linguistic
signs are used to refer to something other than their usual referents, and historical allegory
(allegoria in factis), which denoted the hidden and subtle meanings underlying the objects,
persons and events of history as created by God. One of the traditional functions of theology,
then, was to examine God’s rhetoric — as manifested in the unfolding pattern of historical
events —and thus intuit the mystical meaning of history. This, no doubt, is something of the
meaning behind the phrase, ‘God moves in mysterious ways’. An early example of the
adoption of a mystical hermeneutics to discern the divine plan for creation can be seen in the
following extract from Justin Martyr (died 165CE). Justin points to the significance of the

symbolism of the Cross as a clue to the divine plan and mystical truth of Christianity.
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For look closely at all the things in the cosmos, and see whether they are administered
or can be connected without this shape [of the Cross]. For the sea cannot be cut through
unless this trophy which is called a sail remains intact in the ship; the earth is not
plowed without it; diggers do not perform their work, nor artisans likewise, except with
this shape. Human shape differs from that of irrational animals in nothing except this,
and it both is upright and can have hands extended, and it bears on its face lined up from
the forehead what is called a nose, through which both there is breath for the living

being, and also none other than the shape of the cross is displayed.?!

‘When we come to the Protestant Reformation, however, we find Martin Luther as the arch-

critic of mystical or allegorical hermeneutics. Luther argued that:

The Holy Spirit is the simplest writer and speaker in heaven and earth. This is why His
words can have no more than the one simplest meaning which we call the written one,

or the literal meaning of the tongue.”

Luther dismisses the ‘twaddle’ (merissimae nugae) of a mystical theology, which he condemns
as being more Platonic than Christian.”* This relates to Luther’s emphasis upon the
transparency of the Bible’s meaning and the importance of individuals having access to and
being able to read the Bible for themselves. Thus, in the post-Reformation period the
mystical/allegorical approach to biblical exegesis came increasingly under fire as we see the
gradual decline in the status of the mystical within Western Christendom.

From the seventeenth century onwards we see the gradual secularization of ‘the mystical’.
The category now becomes closely associated with the metaphors and mysteries of poetry
and ‘literature’ — cultural forms that became defined during this period in strict opposition to
the alleged transparency of meaning to be found in prose and scientific writing. Thus, in the
seventeenth century, so Certeau argues, Western science established its own distinctiveness
— its cultural and political identity, through the exclusion of more expressive modes of
thought and the construction of a category known as ‘literature’. In this way, oppositions
were set up between the opacity of rhetoric and allegory and the plain transparency of
prose. Fiction becomes opposed to factual writing, subjectivity to objectivity, the metaphorical
(allegorical) is contrasted with the literal, and the multivocality of ‘literature” was seen as
distinguishing it from the univocality of science.?*

One consequence of the secularization of the mystical, so Certeau argues, is that the
distinction between the two types of allegory becomes blurred. Thus, the divine allegory of
historical events becomes subsumed by the general category of linguistic allegory and we see

the confutation of ‘mystical hermeneutics’ (as provider of evidence of the mysteries of the
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divine in action through history) with the human use of linguistic allegory (allegoria in
verbis). Mystical hermeneutics no longer refers specifically to the intuition of the timeless
divine truth of scripture, but rather comes to denote merely a particular mode of speaking, a
specific literary genre — the ‘mystical text’. In this context is born a new Corpus Mysticum
—a body of identifiable texts that come to represent ‘mystical literature’.® This constituted
a major shift in the understanding of texts. The modern tendency to associate the ‘literal’
meaning of a text with the original intentions of its author(s) reflects the influence of
Romanticist approaches to hermeneutics. The narrowing of the ‘literal’ to denote human
authorial intention coincided with Nietzsche’s proclamation of the ‘death of God’ heralding

with it a secularized ‘birth of the author’. Thus, as Sandra Schneiders notes:

For the ancient exegete the literal sense was the letter or ‘body’ of the text as opposed
to its religious meaning or ‘spirit,” whether or not the latter was intended or even known
by the biblical writer. Thus, for example, if this theory were applied to the New
Testament, the literal meaning of the account of the crucifixion of Jesus would be
restricted to the physical and political facts of the story. Its salvific significance (which
is obviously the primary meaning the evangelists wanted to convey) would belong to
the spiritual meaning. In contrast, for the modern exegete the literal sense is the meaning
intended by the human author ... the ancient exegete saw it primarily as a door (albeit an
important and usually indispensable one) to the true meaning of the text whereas the
modern exegete, persuaded that the true meaning of the text is determined by the author,

would consider the literal meaning to be identical with the true meaning.*

‘La mystique’, therefore, came to represent an important aspect of the seventeenth-century
construction of the distinction between science and literature (and therefore between ‘the
sciences’ and ‘the humanities’). By the middle of the seventeenth century, ‘the mystical’ is
increasingly applied to the religious realm alone, and the term disappears from the emerging
scientific literature of the day. Before this period, of course, the term had been used to denote
the hidden meaning of God’s universe and ‘natural philosophy’ (the natural sciences) was
seen as one way of uncovering this hidden meaning. Such usage of ‘the mystical’ in scientific
works, however, died out as the gradual secularization of the natural sciences displaced the
mystical —locating it firmly within the (now separate) realm of the religious. In other words,
the association of ‘the mystical’ exclusively with a realm denoted by the term ‘religion’ is a
product of the process of secularization, which ‘filters out’ the religious dimension from
other aspects of human cultural activity.

In the modern era, Certeau suggests, the traditional hagiographies and writings of the
saints become adapted and designated ‘mystical’. Thus one finds the invention of a Christian

mystical tradition. Emphasis shifts from a focus upon the virtues and miracles of the saints
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to an interest in extraordinary experiences and states of mind. It is at this point in European
history, Certeau argues, that ‘already existing writings were termed “mystic”” and a mystic
tradition was fabricated’.”’

Why did this happen? Seventeenth-century usage of the term ‘mystical” appears to have
become increasingly pejorative. Critics attacked the apparent novelty of the mystic —having
a history, they argued, that spanned barely three or four centuries and usually said to
originate with figures such as Meister Eckhart and John of the Cross. Apologists for the
mystical responded to this critique in two ways. First, they claimed to reveal only what was
already present in Holy Scripture. However, the claim to access the ‘secret’ meaning of
scripture was always likely to be seen as a threat to the Church’s institutionalization of
biblical meaning if made by those outside its auspices. So, we find the predominance of a
second strategy, namely the invention of an ancient mystical tradition within the orthodox
walls of Christianity. This involved a selective colonization of classical Christian authors —
in particular the early church fathers and a variety of medieval Christian writers and saintly
figures. The consequence of this second strategy, of course, was that it tied the newly
sanctified mystic and their apologists to the established tradition of exegesis and the overarching
authority of the Church, as well as binding them to a canon of acceptable and orthodox
ecclesiastical literature. So it would seem then that the birth of a ‘Christian mystical tradition’
also coincided with its domestication by the ecclesiastical authorities.

However, I do not want to give the impression that there was (or indeed could be) a
uniformity to representations of the mystical in this period (or at any other time for that
matter). ‘The mystical’, however one characterizes it, always represents a site of struggle, a
conflict for recognition and authority. A number of contemporary writers, for instance, have
argued that Christian mysticism represented a source of power and inspiration to a significant
number of medieval women. The French feminist Irigaray has suggested that, in the medieval
period, mysticism ‘is the only place in the history of the West in which a woman speaks and

acts so publicly’.?® Aligning with this position, Elizabeth Petroff argues that:

Visions led women to the acquisition of power in the world while affirming their
knowledge of themselves as women. Visions were a socially sanctioned activity that
freed a woman from conventional female roles by identifying her as a genuine religious
figure. They brought her to the attention of others, giving her a public language she

could use to teach and learn.”

While there is undoubtedly some truth in these claims, we should be wary of idealizing and
appropriating the lives of such women as if they were all proto-feminists devoid of internalized
misogyny and patriarchal conditioning. Male and female mystics within Christianity (as in

other religious traditions) display a variety of attitudes towards sexuality and gender relations.
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It would be a mistake to think of female mystics as some sisterhood of proto-feminists
working on behalf of their collective womanhood. Julian of Norwich, for instance, writes
about her visions and the authority that she derives from them as being in spite of her female
nature.*” Hildegard of Bingen believed that women were unsuitable for the priesthood since
they were clearly inferior to men.’!

Scripturally sanctioned by 1 Timothy 2.12, women were (and indeed continue) to be
systematically excluded from public teaching by male ecclesiastical authority. Despite this
caveat however, there were a significant number of publicly active female visionaries and
teachers in the medieval period. If we look at some of the literature of this period we can see
further evidence of the fact that the defining of ‘the mystical’ is the site of a power struggle
with clear gender implications.

It has been suggested by a number of scholars that there is a greater tendency for female
mystics to somatize their religious experiences — that is, to experience and/or express them
in terms of strong bodily sensations, often associated with bleeding, lactating and giving
birth. It is certainly true, for instance, that a number of female mystics seem to explicitly
associate with Christ’s passion, with the brokenness of the bleeding and wounded Jesus on
the Cross, rather than with Christ the virile hero — the invulnerable saviour of all. Such
generalized gender differences clearly reflect prevailing beliefs in the greater carnality and
emotionalism of women. One significant factor, however, in this situation is that most
women were denied the privilege of a scholastic education (especially in Latin and Greek).
Being excluded from theological colleges, we find that, in the main, the abstract and complex
metaphysics of apophatic or negative theology deriving from Pseudo-Dionysius was
overwhelmingly the domain of male intellectuals within the Church. This point should not
be overstated since there are notable exceptions,®? but it is clear that for many female mystics
the primary means of experiencing the divine was through intensely somatic visionary
experiences.

The medieval tension between the visionary and the apophatic dimensions of Christian
mysticism reflects a power struggle over the definition of the authentically mystical. The
anonymous fourteenth-century English author of The Cloud of Unknowing explicitly rejects
the authority of visionary experiences in comparison to the path of negation, which rises
above the discursive intellect and rejects all images of God. For the author, those who give
authority to visions:

twist their heads quaintly on one side, and stick their chins up. Mouth agape, they give
the impression that they would hear with their mouths, and not with their ears! Some
when they speak add emphasis by pointing with their fingers ... Some can neither sit
still, stand still nor lie still, without waggling their feet or fidgeting with their hands ...
Some are everlastingly giggling and laughing at every word they speak, as though they

were giddy women or common clowns who did not know how to behave.*
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As Grace Jantzen has suggested, the sexist jibe at the end of this quote is probably no
coincidence.** Here we have a textual reference to a conflict for the true voice of authority
within the Church. Who counts as a mystic? Who has the most authentic experience of the
divine and therefore the authority to speak about God? For the author of The Cloud of
Unknowing, as indeed for John of the Cross,* Pseudo-Dionysius*® (and, one should note,
the occasional female mystic), visionary experiences are valid but only at a lower level. Such
visions can be sources of attachment and intellectual narrowness, since they involve the
visual (or aural) embodiment of God. However, as the transcendent Creator, God can never
be encapsulated by the limitations of the human sense organs!

The two positions do not have to be polarized, however, and it seems to me that Teresa
of Avila is a good example of a mystic who manages to emphasize the importance of visions
while giving greater final authority to non-sensory experiences of the divine. For Teresa, in
fact, the somatic quality of visionary experiences are not to be denigrated since they are God-
given (though she still seems to place them below non-sensory experiences in terms of the

degree of intimacy and knowledge of God that they provide!):

God gave us our faculties to use; each has its own proper reward. So let’s not try to
charm them to sleep but give them freedom to do their work until God calls them to

higher things.*’

Modern definitions of mysticism

The same issue comes up in deciding how we should define mysticism. Who are we choosing
to include and who are we excluding? Definitions that focus on highly rarefied and non-
sensory experiences of union with the Divine —that is, definitions that exclude visions —also,
it seems to me, exclude a large number of female mystics from the category. For example,
Ninian Smart considers: ‘mysticism as primarily consisting in an interior or introvertive
quest, culminating in certain interior experiences which are not described in terms of sense
experiences or of mental images, etc.”*®

Smart further characterizes mystical experiences as monistic or unitive in nature and
explicitly distinguishes mysticism from ‘prophetism, devotionalism and sacramentalism’
(though he does acknowledge that these forms are often interwoven with each other). Smart’s
definition of mysticism is representative of a great deal of literature on the subject in the
emphasis placed upon non-sensory and apparently ineffable experiences, said to be devoid
of a subject—object distinction. This approach shifts the focus of the study of mysticism

towards the textual and renunciate forms of Indian religion (such as Buddhism, Advaita
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Vedanta, Yoga), and fits well with the abstract and apophatic theologies of Meister Eckhart,
John of'the Cross and The Cloud of Unknowing, providing an overwhelmingly male object of
study. In this sense, Smart is merely following in the apophatic tradition of The Cloud of
Unknowing. In an interesting and perceptive article in which she criticizes the implicit

association of mysticism with monism, Grace Jantzen makes the following observation:

when philosophers and theologians make reference to mysticism as monism they also
frequently refer to the sexual imagery used by mystics to describe the union of God and
the soul; and take this sexual imagery to imply the complete loss of self, the submergence
of the soul in God ... When this interpretation ... is coupled with the fact that the soul
is always spoken of as feminine and God as masculine, it is hard to resist the idea that
theologians and philosophers, predominantly male, have seen sexuality precisely in
terms of the submergence of the female, her loss of name and self and any power of her
own as a consequence of her union with the male. Is it possible that the consistent
identification of mysticism with monism, and the persistent failure to read the mystics
properly, is because taking them seriously would radically undermine patriarchal ideas

of sexuality and power?®

One might argue that visions are sometimes included within scholarly definitions of the
mystical, but of course ‘the mystical’ has become a marginal category in modern, Western
society, and it is now safe to include women within the category since it no longer serves to
give them power. This is a point that Jantzen makes in her recent feminist critique of the
study of Christian mysticism. The privatization of mysticism — that is, the increasing
tendency to locate the mystical in the psychological realm of personal experiences — serves
to exclude it from political issues such as social justice. Mysticism thus becomes seen as a
personal matter of cultivating inner states of tranquillity and equanimity, which, rather than
seeking to transform the world, serve to accommodate the individual to the status quo
through the alleviation of anxiety and stress. In this way, mysticism becomes thoroughly
domesticated.*’

Modern conceptions of the mystical have increasingly become divorced both from the
originally Christian context of the term and from the scriptural and liturgical dimensions that
the notion implied in ancient and medieval Christianity. The mystical becomes overwhelmingly
experiential in the discourses of modernity. As a result, the contemporary study of mysticism,
operating within a post-Enlightenment context, provides an overwhelmingly psychological
construction of the subject area.*! An excellent example of this is the seminal work of William
James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (his 1901 Gifford Lectures). For James,
‘organized’ or institutional religion was ‘second-hand’ religion. True religion was to be found

in the private, religious and mystical experiences of individuals.* This has almost become
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received wisdom in the modern era, representing as it does a trajectory that leads straight to
what Robert Bellah calls Sheilaism, or the belief that one can have one’s own personal

religion. In criticizing this psychologized orientation, Grace Jantzen points out that:

philosophers writing about mysticism after James regularly cite and accept his
description of mysticism as a basis for their evaluation of it; but do not notice its
provenance. Perhaps because of the empiricist strand in James’ writing, and his liberal
citation of sources, subsequent philosophers too readily take for granted that his
description of mysticism is reliable, and, contrary to the spirit of James, do not investigate

actual mystics for themselves.®

As the subject area of religious studies developed in the nineteenth century, it was influenced,
and to some degree absorbed, by the emerging psychological discourse that was developing
at that time.* William James’s own approach to the study of mysticism was heavily
influenced by Schleiermacher and the Romantic reaction to Kantian philosophy. One dominant
trajectory in the contemporary study of mysticism since James has been the study of
‘altered states of consciousness’ and the phenomena connected with their attainment. James
suggests that although such states are inaccessible to the ordinary rational mind (as it is often
called), such experiences may impart exceptional meaning and truth-giving quality to the
agent. Thus ‘our normal waking consciousness, rational consciousness as we call it, is but
one special type of consciousness, whilst all about it, parted from it by the filmiest of
screens, there lie potential forms of consciousness entirely different’.*

The point is, of course, that contemporary Westerners do not normally take these states
as ‘normative’ if they consider them at all. When such experiential states are discussed they
are usually rejected as delusory, subjective and hallucinatory, or are described as ‘altered’
states of consciousness — a phrase that presupposes the normative nature of so-called
‘everyday’ experiences. In some religious traditions, however (especially in Buddhism and
classical Yoga), such ‘altered’ states are sometimes taken to be the normative and ‘natural’
state of mind, and it is the everyday states of waking and dreaming, etc., that are somehow
an ‘alteration’ of or an aberration from that norm. Thus in the Yoga Sutras of Pataijali, yoga
is defined as ‘the cessation of the fluctuations of the mind’ (citta-vrtti-nirodha, YS 1.2). The
‘normal’ status of the seer is to abide in its own form (svarupa), as pure consciousness
(Purusa, YS 1.3).

William James was, of course, a man of his time. The exclusively experiential emphasis
reflects not only the emerging discipline of Psychology, of which James himself was an
important figure, but also general features of modern Western culture, such as a clearly
defined distinction between the public and the private realms, the rise of anti-clericalism and

modern political and philosophical trends such as liberalism, democracy and the notion of
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the ‘individual’. All of these factors have contributed to the marginalization of religion and
classification of mystical and religious experience firmly within the realm of the private (and
the individual) as opposed to the public (and the social) domain. The dichotomy between
public and private spheres and the post-Reformation distinction between institutional/
organized religion and private religion have had a large part to play in the psychologization
of mysticism.*

Nevertheless, the modern preoccupation with ‘extraordinary experiences’ or altered states
of consciousness does not accurately represent mystics and mystical traditions both in the
pre-modern era and in non-Western cultures, though it does dovetail rather well with many
contemporary forms of New Age religiosity that are developing in the West. As Bouyer’s
study of the use of the term mustikos in early Christianity demonstrates, ‘the mystical’
initially denoted the mystery of the divine. It is the key for early Christian theologians like
Origen which unlocks the allegorical meaning of scripture — that is, it denotes the way of
interpreting the Bible that does not focus upon historical particularity, but rather unfolds a
timeless and eternal message that remains relevant for the whole of Creation. In this sense,
for Origen the mystical exemplifies that which is pre-eminently universal and is to be
contrasted with the particularity of the historical and psychic dimensions of scriptural
exegesis.

Again, the communal rather than the individualistic dimension of mustikos is seen in the
description of Christian liturgical practices, such as the Eucharist, as mystical. The mystical
is that which transforms a mundane activity (consuming bread and wine) and sacramentalizes
it, i.e. transforms it into an event of cosmic and eternal significance. It is through the Eucharistic
celebration that the Christian may enter into communion with the timeless realm of God. As
Bouyer’s work suggests, there is a place in the early Christian tradition for an understanding
of the mystical as a form of contemplative experience (the direct apprehension of the divine),
but this is not to be divorced from the scriptural and liturgical dimensions of the mystical.
This much is clear from Origen himself, for whom the allegorical interpretation of scripture
and participation in Christian liturgical practices is not to be divorced from the inspiration of
the mystical experience of the divine.

The separation of these various aspects of the mystical and the elevation of one aspect,
the experiential, above all others is a product of the modern era. It is important to bear in
mind, therefore, the extent to which the contemporary study of mysticism is carried out in
the main by scholars wearing psychologically tinted lenses.

There is, of course, a clear experiential dimension to be found in most of the traditions and
individuals usually described as ‘mystical’. Teresa of Avila, Julian of Norwich, Meister
Eckhart, Marguerite Porete, Sankara, Buddhaghosa, etc., all show a great deal of interest in
the experiential dimension of the religious life. It is for this reason that they have become of

such great interest to modern psychologists of religion from James onwards. However, to
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study pre-modern mystics (whether Buddhist, medieval Christian or Hindu) without reflecting
upon the experiential bias of modern accounts of mysticism will result in an inevitable
distortion of the material. The narrowly experiential approach occludes or suppresses other
aspects of the phenomenon of the mystical that tend to be more important for these figures
and the traditions to which they belong — for example, the ethical dimension of the mystical,
the link between mysticism and the struggle for authority, or the extent to which the statements
and activities of mystics may relate to issues of politics and social justice. The privatized
and narrowly experiential conception of the mystical results in a peculiar preoccupation in
academic literature on the subject with indescribable and largely inaccessible experiences of
an extraordinary nature. Mysticism at once become decontextualized (and thus amenable to
simplistic comparative analysis), élitist (since only certain people can experience it), antisocial
(since it is inaccessible to the public realm — to the rest of society), otherworldly (since it is
about cultivating private experiences and not engaging with the world) and domesticated
(since it is concerned primarily with the cultivation of inner states of tranquillity and the
alleviation of anxiety). This formulation of the mystical makes it difficult to reconcile with
the goal of political and social transformation. The mystic, it would seem, can only be a

revolutionary in spite of, and not because of, her mystical qualities!

The ‘mystical’ versus the ‘rational’

In arecent article in the Times Higher Education Supplement (20 August 1993), the question
was asked ‘Does it make sense to study mysticism in an academic setting?’ This is a
particularly difficult problem for the academic to answer, particularly if one insists upon a
narrowly experiential definition of mysticism. The problem is further compounded if one
also puts forward the frequent claim that mystical experiences are ‘intuitive’, ineffable and
beyond the rational. In such circumstances, what hope can one have that academic study of
such a topic will furnish fruitful results? Dr Peter Clarke of the Centre for New Religious
Movements at King’s College, London, is quoted in the article above describing mysticism

as:

an experiential subject ... It is emotional rather than academic or formal or even intellectual.
The rise of mysticism is an attempt to get away from the formal outlook ... People want
more than consumerism. They are searching for some deeper meaning by turning inwards

for access to spiritual power.

Such a characterization of mysticism, while fairly widespread, remains deeply problematic

when it is read back into pre-modern cultures (Western and non-Western). As we have seen,
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the focus upon certain out-of-the-ordinary experiences as constitutive of the mystical is by
no means an uncontroversial approach. Such an orientation, while understandable given the
modern emphasis on religion as essentially private and the predominance of ‘the psychological
turn’ in the discipline of religious studies, needs to be seen as only one way in which the
subject matter might be defined and approached.

The suggestion that ‘mysticism’ is somehow antithetical to rationality, academia and that
it is emotional in contrast to a detached and dispassionate intellectual sphere remain to be
argued for and cannot be uncontroversially assumed. Theologian Paul Tillich argues, for
instance, that ‘“Mysticism is not irrational. Some of the greatest mystics in Europe and Asia
were, at the same time, some of the greatest philosophers, outstanding in clarity, consistency
and rationality.*” None the less, Tillich continues to characterize mysticism as a category
primarily concerned with ineftable, ecstatic experiences. This caveat aside, Tillich’s point is
avalid one. Many of those figures who are frequently described as mystics, such as Plotinus,
Augustine, Meister Eckhart, Nagarjuna and Sankara have produced intellectual systems and
literary works of a highly sophisticated and erudite nature. Although such historically
influential works may not figure prominently in university courses these days, the intellectual
integrity and cultural importance of such figures and traditions can hardly be questioned.

In order to properly assess the claim that mysticism, mystics or the mystical is essentially
irrational (or perhaps, as Rudolph Otto would have preferred, non-rational) it is important
to highlight a number of relevant issues. First, one would have to determine precisely what
‘rationality” actually is. Why is mysticism devalued by the adjective ‘irrational’ (or perhaps
even ‘non-rational’, though here clearly to a lesser degree)? Why is rationality considered so
important in modern society? Is rationality foundational (i.e. sui generis) or is each culture’s
ascription of what is rational merely an embodiment of its own social values, presuppositions
and forms of life? In order to understand the cultural presuppositions underlying the
contemporary claim that mysticism is antithetical to rationality it is necessary to consider
the origin of such claims.

Why is mysticism so frequently claimed to be irrational and subjective in modern Western
culture? There are a number of reasons for this, most notably the rise of secular rationalism
and the location of religion and mysticism firmly within the private (as opposed to the
public) sphere. In fact, ‘the mystical” has tended to be defined in post-Kantian thought in
direct opposition to the ‘rational’. Mysticism comes to represent the preeminently private,
the non-rational and the quietistic. As such it represents the suppressed Other that contributes
to the establishment of and high status of those spheres of human activity that are defined as
public, rational and socially oriented in the modern Academy.

The denial of rationality to the Other has been a common strategy in subordinating the
Other throughout human history and is by no stretch of the imagination simply a Western

phenomenon. Ancient Greek accounts of so-called barbarian states (for example, Herodotus
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on the Persians) have often portrayed such communities as somehow deficient in their
thinking. Within Hindu Brahmanical texts we find a similar tendency to construct a largely
undifferentiated category to represent foreign ‘barbarians’ (mleccha). Having constructed a
largely homogeneous category based upon exclusion and deficiency (‘they are not civilized
like us’, or ‘they lack knowledge of the Dharma’) it becomes a comparatively simple move
to portray such groups as inferior and lacking in the essential qualities characterized by one’s
own particular community. Attribution of irrationality is thus one of a number of oppressive
strategies adopted by the xenophobe throughout history and has also proven a useful weapon
in the subordination of women in a variety of cultures.

Indeed, if we are looking for evidence of cross-cultural commonalities, as many
contemporary scholars of mysticism seem to be, we ought also to consider the perennial
occurrence of the forces of exclusion and subordination and the diverse strategies adopted in
those attempting to maintain superiority and authority over others. In this respect, a rather
ironic response to the romantic search for a perennial philosophy in mystical figures and
texts would be to highlight the perennial process of alferization at work in the diverse
cultures and religious systems of the world. In their avid enthusiasm to discern universalist,
tolerant and all-embracing attitudes within mystical literature, proponents of the perennial
philosophy tend to ignore the power dynamics and exclusionary strategies adopted by these
same texts. If one wishes to emphasize cross-cultural similarities, it seems inappropriate to
ignore constantly recurring themes such as oppression and ideology which are also
representative of religious and mystical traditions and literature. Indeed in the attempt to
construct a universalist perspective from these religions, proponents of the perennial

philosophy are, in effect, ignoring some very important (if somewhat unsavoury) ingredients.

‘Mysticism’ and the construction of modern philosophy

>

‘[TThe “retreat of the mystic.” coincides with the dawning of the century of the
Enlightenment.’

(Michel de Certeau)*

Since the seventeenth century those elements of Western culture that have been classified as
‘mystical” have generally been marginalized or suppressed in mainstream intellectual thought,
despite a resurgence in Romanticism and a comparable resurgence with the rise of a variety
of New Age philosophies in the late twentieth century. In both Romanticism and the New
Age, however, the anti-mystical presuppositions of secular rationalism are often inverted
rather than rejected, with the revalorization of those factors that are (still) deemed to be
irrational or non-rational. In these cases, therefore, the fundamental paradigm that dichotomizes

the rational and the mystical has remained largely unquestioned.
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One of the most important constitutive factors in determining the way in which the
category of ‘Mysticism’ has come to be understood in modern Western culture is the
contemporaneous category of ‘Philosophy’. In a number of significant respects ‘the mystical’
has come to represent the nemesis or antithesis of ‘the philosophical’. The polarization of
the two is clearly demonstrated in William James’ work, The Varieties of Religious Experience.
Having discussed the (experiential) nature of mysticism in the previous lectures, James
immediately turns his attention to the subject of philosophy. For James the juxtaposition of
these two categories reflects their antithetical nature. He begins his lecture on Philosophy
thus:

The Subject of Saintliness left us face to face with the question, Is the sense of divine
presence a sense of anything objectively true? We turned first to mysticism for an
answer, and found that although mysticism is entirely willing to corroborate religion, it
is too private (and also too various) in its utterances to be able to claim a universal
authority. But philosophy publishes results which claim to be universally valid if they
are valid at all, so we now turn with our question to philosophy. Can philosophy stamp

a warrant of veracity upon the religious man’s sense of the divine?*

James, following his own pragmatist line, questions the role of philosophy as a neutral
arbiter of public truth, but maintains a significant role for philosophy as the principle of
reasoned reflection necessary for making sense of mystical experience. Here a clear dichotomy
is set up between reason (philosophy/theology) and a peculiar type of feeling (mysticism).
For James, like Schleiermacher, ‘feeling is the deepest source of religion” and ‘philosophical
and theological formulas are secondary products, like translations of a text into another
tongue’.*°

James’ polarization of philosophy (rational reflection) and mysticism is highly
representative of the relationship between these two spheres in post-Kantian intellectual
culture. Philosophy is frequently characterized as the pursuit of rationality in contradistinction
to the mystical, which is now seen as the pre-eminent example of the irrational (or non-
rational). The philosopher is said to pursue truth using logic and pure argumentation. In
contrast the mystic rejects or (more positively represented) transcends rational argumentation.
The philosopher works in the public realm to demonstrate the truth through clearly discernible
procedures that can (theoretically) be followed by anyone; thus eschewing the trappings of
dogmatism and esotericism. ‘Mysticism’, in contrast, refers to that which is esoteric and ill-
defined; the mystic remains interested in rarefied religious experiences available only to a
select few and frequently remains bound to a particular religious worldview that those
experiences merely confirm. This understanding of ‘mysticism’, of course, has led many in

the modern West to suspect that claims to mystical revelation and authority are dogmatic —
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since they are immune to both empirical falsification and rational criticism. Thus mysticism
as a manifestation of dogmatism may also be associated with the phenomenon of religious
fanaticism.

It is worth bearing in mind, of course, that the ‘discourse on the mystical’ in the
contemporary world is by no means homogeneous. The stereotype of the irrational, dogmatic
and private mystic has been questioned no doubt ever since the term ‘mystic’ came into
common parlance. This reflects the point made in the introduction to this work, namely that
the definition of ‘the mystical’ remains the cognitive site of a struggle for authority and
power. Thus, one will always find resistance to the dominant paradigm with representations
of mystics as rational, open-minded and socially oriented figures. Indeed, many sympathetic
studies of mystics seem to be motivated by an attempt to overthrow the predominating
stereotype of the worlddenying religious dogmatist. The problem with such approaches,
however, is that in the long run they invariably invert the dominant paradigm rather than
transcend it. Such studies, I would suggest, inevitably end up ‘running against the stream’
because they do not pay attention to the broader historical, cultural and political factors that
have constructed the modern category of mysticism in the first place. It is important,
therefore, that contemporary characterizations of the mystical come under close scrutiny if
we are to gain some insight into the way in which the subject matter of ‘the mystical” has

come to be represented in modern Western culture.

Silencing the Orient: the absence of ‘the mystical’ in histories
of philosophy

It has become commonplace in the modern era to consider mystics, their writings and the
phenomenon of mysticism in general as being in some sense antithetical to rationality.
Specifically the characterization of Indian religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism as
mystical has also tended to support the exclusion of Hindus and Buddhists from the realm
of rationality. I have argued elsewhere that Western philosophers (especially in the Anglo-
American analytic tradition) have tended to construct a secularized image of their discipline
as the exercise of ‘pure rationality’. In contrast, Indian forms of ‘systematic thought” have
usually been excluded from the realm of philosophical debate on the grounds that they are
tainted with ‘theological” assumptions that are culture-specific (as if this were not the case
in the West).*® Indian philosophy, we are frequently told, tends towards the mystical and the
otherworldly and thus does not maintain the high standards expected of Western philosophy
as the pursuit of truth through the exercise of pure rationality. One hardly need point to the

political consequences of such attitudes towards non-Western philosophies and cultures.
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Postcolonial critics have pointed to the ethnocentricity of much Orientalist historiography.
The most influential example being James Mill’s 4 History of British India with its
periodization of Indian history culminating in the ‘liberating arrival’ of the British. Eurocentric
bias, however, is also apparent in the various histories of philosophy that continue to be
produced, with their pointed exclusion of any intellectual thought from non-Western cultures.
Such works are generally characterized by a questionable appropriation of ancient Greek
culture under the exclusive rubric of the ‘West’ and the limited (if any) discussion of the
importance of African and Islamic thought in the development of European philosophy and
science. This point is well made by African philosopher Innocent Onyewuenyi who points
out that the great Neoplatonic philosopher Plotinus, who made a number of trips to India
and Persia in order to study Oriental thought, was an African — a native of Egypt — as was

Hypatia, often acknowledged as the first (known) woman philosopher.

Names like St Augustine, Origen, Cyril and Tertullian are not unfamiliar: they are black
Africans. More pertinent to our subject is the fact that what today we call Greek or
Western philosophy is copied from indigenous African philosophy of the ‘Mystery
System’. All the values of the mystery system were adopted by the Greeks and lonians
who came to Egypt to study, or studied elsewhere under Egyptian-trained teachers.
These included Herodotus, Socrates, Hypocrates, Anaxagoras, Plato, Aristotle and
others. Are we not taught that Socrates is the first man to say ‘Man know thyself?’ Yet
this expression was found commonly inscribed on Egyptian temple doors centuries

before Socrates was born.!

Histories of Western philosophy invariably begin with the Greeks and avoid the issue of
African and Oriental influences upon ancient Greek thought. What is of particular interest is
the absence of reference to the role played by Egyptian and Oriental ‘mystery traditions’ in
the formulation of Greek philosophical ideas and approaches. The significance of these
‘mystical’ influences upon important early figures in Greek thought such as Plato and
Pythagoras has been largely suppressed by modern historians of philosophy, who have
remained intent upon drawing a sharp distinction between philosophy (the rational) and
mysticism (the irrational). Indeed, since Kant one way in which ‘mysticism’ as a category
has been defined is as the antithesis of rational investigation. ‘Philosophy’ has tended to
include those (mostly male) figures whose writings have proven most amenable to ‘secular

rationalization’. As Kevin Hart notes:

[T]he ways in which Kant frames mysticism have been decisive, in the post-Kantian

reception of mysticism and in the determination of ‘philosophy’. From the institution
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of philosophy as an autonomous academic subject in the Enlightenment to the latter
half of the twentieth century, philosophers have shown little interest in the problems
generated by the claims of mystics. It was common enough before Kant for philosophy
to define itself against poetry or theology; but it is Kant who, more vividly than any
before him, introduces mysticism to this role: ‘supernatural communication’ and

‘mystical illumination” become, for Kant, ‘the death of philosophy’.%

This attitude has become firmly entrenched in the subsequent works of Western philosophers
and is something of an a priori assumption in historiographies of philosophy. Descriptions
of mysticism as irrational (or, more sympathetically following Rudolf Otto — the non-
rational) reflect the construction of ‘the mystical’ as the excluded ‘other’ or shadow-side of
‘the philosophical’. The force (literally, the violence) of such histories of philosophy is
precisely in what they exclude from the discussion.

In a spirit of reconciliation between continental and analytic traditions of Western
philosophy, Jorge Gracia has recently argued that there have been three strands to the
Western philosophical tradition: the mainstream, the poetic and the critical. The mainstream
tradition, Gracia suggests, has ‘the largest number of adherents as well as the most influential
philosophers in the history of Western philosophy until Kant’.** No evidence is given for
the statistical claim that the mainstream tradition has actually contained the largest number
of'adherents, nor that members of this approach have been the most influential, but then this
is not surprising since it is clear that the category is largely contrived by the author in terms
of an a priori preconception of what constitutes (and thus who is to be included in) both
‘mainstream’ and ‘philosophy’. According to Gracia, members of the mainstream tradition
are Parmenides, Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, Averroés, Aquinas, Sudrez, Descartes, Leibniz
and Locke and are to be identified by their trust in our natural faculties of knowledge and ‘a
mode of philosophical discourse in which argumentation played an essential part’.>* The
poetic tradition includes Pythagoras, Plotinus, Pseudo-Dionysius, Tertullian, Meister Eckhart
and Bruno. This tradition is characterized by a distrust of the natural faculties of the senses
and reason, claiming that a true grasp of reality can only be gained ‘through a mystical or
quasi-mystical experience in which our inner self somehow is given direct access to it’.>
Gracia describes this as a ‘non-cognitive’ approach, which is dependent upon metaphor and
‘mystical insight” with ‘little or no argumentation’.* Such an approach is said to be profoundly
esoteric in the sense that adherents propound ‘a private view that can be understood only by

those who have had similar experiences’.”’

Philosophical discourse in this context becomes primarily expressive and directive ...
Logical categories and pigeonholes, like contradiction, are dismissed because they apply

to the realm of reason, not to what is beyond reason, with the consequence that



The power of definitions 31

supporters of the poetic tradition believe that no effective criticisms based upon logical

categories or empirical evidence can be brought against their point of view.”

Gracia’s third category, the critical tradition, is largely a reaction to the poetic approach and
includes Protagoras, a variety of sceptics and positivists like Francis Bacon. This tradition
eschews metaphysics in favour of empirical knowledge of the material world and emphasizes
‘the use of clear and objective language in philosophical discourse’.”

Gracia’s analysis is broader than most philosophical historiographies in the
acknowledgement of a ‘poetic’ or ‘mystical’ tradition of philosophy in the pre-Kantian era.
However, one can question not only the placement of individual philosophers (Parmenides,
for instance, would seem to fit equally as well into the poetic tradition, and while Plato
rejects the poetic form in favour of prose writing, the ‘mystical’ elements of Platonic thought
are largely ignored by contemporary philosophers), but also the nature of the typology
itself. Who decides what is to count as ‘mainstream philosophy’? Gracia projects the post-
Enlightenment construction of the mystical as esoteric, non-rational, uninterested in
argumentation and essentially concerned with private experiences onto pre-modern materials
where such descriptions are anachronistically inappropriate.

In post-Enlightenment Europe the rise of nation-states and the distinction between
public and private on which they were premised allowed for religion and the mystical to be
confined to the private realm (thereby marginalizing both by depriving them of social and
political status). What sense does it make to talk of mysticism in such terms in a
preEnlightenment context? Gracia’s association of Anglo-American Analytic philosophy
with the critical tradition and Continental (European) philosophy with the poetic is also
somewhat simplistic, even if motivated by a genuine interest in reconciling the two strands
and by an awareness of the broad differences between the Analytic and Continental
approaches to and definitions of the nature of philosophy.

Characterizations of ‘philosophy’, of course, require a category of ‘non-philosophical’
by which they can be contrasted and defined. Just as the West has tended to construct images
of India as its ‘other’, modern Western philosophy (upheld as the ideal of universal and
objective rationality based upon pure argumentation) has constructed a reverse image of
‘mysticism’ as its shadow-side. Thus it is precisely the mystical and religious aspects of
Western intellectual thought that have been most systematically ignored by philosophers
and academics since the seventeenth century. It is important to bear this in mind, not only in
contextualizing debates about the nature of ‘mysticism’ but also in examining the peculiarly
secular nature of much of modern Western philosophy. Given the relative lack of antagonism
between ‘philosophy’ and ‘religion’ in non-Western contexts, the exclusion of apparently
religious or mystical thought from the realm of philosophy provides one of the most obdurate

obstacles to a postcolonial and cross-cultural dialogue between Western and non-Western
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cultural traditions. It is in this context that we should understand the claim that it is only the
West that possesses philosophy (secular rationality), while the Orient is characteristically
mystical (religious irrationality). Both claims are untrue in so far as they attempt to provide
an essentialist and homogeneous picture of both Western and Asian cultures.

Associated with this differentiation, of course, are a variety of attendant dichotomies.
Thus the West is liberal, egalitarian, secular and modern, whereas Indian culture is authoritarian,
hierarchical, religious and traditional. In all cases the West has tended to portray itself as
superior in its possession of the former qualities while Indian culture has been seen as
inferior in so far as it exhibits the latter. Equally relevant here, of course, is the association of
India with the female (and thus the West with the male), and the suggestion that Indian
culture in so far as it is mystically inclined, is quietistic, otherworldly and lacking a social
orientation.

The roots of the association between the mystical and the irrational (or non-rational) are
quite ancient, but the explicit polarization of rationality and mysticism takes on a particularly
potent influence in the modern era, particularly given the sheer authority that is now invested
in secular and instrumental forms of rationality. ‘The mystical’ becomes constructed as that
which is directly opposed to rational thought. In fact, as we have seen, for Kant ‘the
mystical’ is the death of philosophy.

A more recent incarnation of this attitude can be found in the philosopher Bertrand
Russell’s article Mysticism and Logic (1914). Russell explicitly contrasts the mystical impulse
with the scientific impulse and argues that the former has four basic traits: (1) valuing insight
(intuition) over discursive analytical knowledge (reason), (2) belief in unity (i.e. a monistic
inclination), (3) a denial of the reality of time and an assertion of the timeless (following on
from 2), and finally (4) a belief that all evil is mere appearance (again derived from 2 and 3).

Despite an initial questioning of the Enlightenment opposition between intuition and
reason, Russell retains the dichotomy by suggesting that creative intuition is what first leads
to beliefs, which are then either confirmed or refuted by reason. In other words, rationality
is superior to intuition (contrary to the first characteristic of ‘the mystical impulse’). For
Russell, the incipient monism of the mystical impulse involves an abandonment of logic in
favour of unitive experience. ‘The supposed insight of the mystic emotion,” Russell suggests,
is ‘malicious in regard to the world of science and common sense.’® Again, reason must
prevail. The third aspect of Russell’s ‘mystical impulse’ is the denial of time. For Russell
this is simply false. On Russell’s account the mystic has had three strikes and should be out
of the game. However, Russell does find a place for the mystical feeling, albeit a severely
curtailed one, which he suggests does not tell us anything about the world or the nature of

reality, but is rather a reflection of our own emotional state of being. Here the mystical
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impulse has become completely psychologized and, like James before him, can only provide
authoritative insights for the individual having the experience. Russell expresses his admiration
for the mystical aspiration to universal love, which he sees as both noble and uplifting.

Interestingly enough, despite the tendency to define mysticism in terms of certain
extraordinary, non-rational and highly emotional experiences, Russell does find a place for
the mystical impulse as promoting an ethical awareness of a higher good. Nevertheless, as a
source of authoritative insights into the nature of reality, mysticism fails on all four counts
according to Russell, remaining decidedly inferior to the rational and empirical disciplines of
philosophy and science. Of course, we have a clear example here of an author setting up a
‘straw man’ to attack, all the more successful because of the absence of specific examples.
The abstract and non-specific nature of ‘the mystical impulse’ that Russell discerns in
human nature is itself a transparently clear example of the construction of a category of
mysticism that can then be refuted and/or assigned a relatively marginal role in human affairs.

In expunging or exorcizing the ‘mystical’ aspects of Western culture, post-Enlightenment
thought has also tended to project these same characteristics onto the ‘mystic East’, which
has thus played a significant role in defining the contours of Western cultural identity and
thought. In this sense, as postcolonial critics from Edward Said onwards have acknowledged,
Orientalism is as concerned with the Occident and the preservation of Western cultural
identity 