Religious Experience: Negotiating James’s Middle Passage 

I. The monster and the rock

Part of the philosopher’s fate, it seems, is to be forever threading her way through some “twin peril,” and the present situation in the epistemology of religious experience may perhaps serve as a case in point.  On one side there would be the rock of pragmatism, secure after a fashion; but not to be scaled, even by those who greatly yearn for higher knowledge.  On the other, there lies an alluring but ultimately cruel monster who beckons to those seeking such knowledge, suggesting that God may be “perceived.”  She is alluring because perception would be knowledge; she is cruel because in the end, one fears, she will disappoint.


It is of some comfort, then, to remind ourselves that a great figure in the history of this subject has marked out, if incompletely, a middle position for us.  In The Varieties of Religious Experience,
 William James secures, or at any rate makes progress towards securing, this position mainly by drawing a sharp distinction between the mystic’s own experience and such claims as it may support; and the situation of those who do not share this experience.  We take notice of each in turn:


Regarding the first, James writes:

As a matter of psychological fact mystical considerations of a well-pronounced and emphatic sort usually are authoritative over those who have them.  They have been ‘there,’ and know.  It is vain for rationalism to grumble about this.  If a mystical truth that comes to a man proves to be a force that he can live by, what mandate have we of the majority to order him to live in any other way?  … Our own more rational beliefs are based on evidence exactly similar in nature to that which the mystics quote for theirs.  Our senses, namely, have assured us of certain states of fact; but mystical experiences are direct perceptions of fact for those who have them as any sensations ever were for us. (366-67)


But then there is the perspective of one who is not having (and has not had) any such experiences, but must assess them coolly and objectively as knowledge claims.  Here James writes (367):

Mystics have no right to claim that we ought to accept the deliverances of their peculiar experiences, if we are ourselves outsiders and feel no particular call thereto. The utmost they can ever ask of us in this life is to admit that they establish a presumption …But even this presumption is far from being strong.  


Thus, the familiar confines of what I understand as James’s alternative to the twin perils identified just above.  On one hand, this alternative would seem to offer something “more than pragmatism”—if we understand the latter as committed to a naturalistic program whereby talk of “religious experiences” is to be cashed out in terms of its good or bad effects in this world.
  On the other hand, James’s approach will evidently settle for “less than perceptualism”—i.e., less than any claim that God may be straightforwardly “perceived.”  James allows that the mystic’s evidence is similar to that or ordinary perception, but insofar as others do not share—and ordinarily cannot replicate—this experience, they cannot be expected to give it anything like the same evidential force as the mystic.

Perhaps, then, then we have the beginnings of an alternative worth pursuing.  But where, the question arises, does one to go from here?   Certainly, any talk of something as being “knowledge for the mystic” but not “knowledge for others” must ultimately be given a clearer formulation.  Is this a special kind of knowledge, or is it just “ordinary knowledge” which only the mystic, right now, possesses?  If it is the former, we would need to understand what relation this has to ordinary knowledge?  If it is the latter, we would need to understand why is it not something of which others should actively take account?  If I concede that you genuinely know something, this becomes as much a fact for me as for you.

II. ‘Love’s knowledge’: a model for Jamesian mysticism 


Of course, the distinction James associates with mystical experience is by no means peculiar to that subject—as witness the experience of love. The lover experiences, or claims, to experience qualities of the beloved which others do not and perhaps cannot.  Smitten, he cannot stop telling his friends of her “magical qualities.”  They protest that they have spent time in her presence, too, but have found nothing magical.  He replies that because they do not love her, they cannot possibly begin to “know her.”

In an earlier work, James raises much the same question:

Every Jack sees in his own particular Jill charms and perfections to the enchantment of which we onlookers are stone-cold.  And which has the superior view of the absolute truth, he or we?  Which has the more insight into the nature of Jill’s existence, as a fact?  Is he in excess, being in the manner of a maniac? or are we in defect, being victims of a pathological anesthesia as regards Jill’s magical importance?
 

Not surprisingly, James answers his own question on the side of the lover:

Surely the latter; surely to Jack are the profounder truths revealed; surely poor Jill’s palpitating little life-throbs are among the wonders of creation, are worthy of this sympathetic interest; and it is to our shame that the rest of us cannot feel like Jack.  For Jack realizes Jill concretely, and we do not. 
But consider the lover’s claim to “know” that his beloved has some special qualities, in virtue of which he terms her, say, “magical.”  This perception—this claimed special cognitive sensitivity of his—must surely admit of two quite different understandings.  This may be a special cognition he has; or it may be, in whole or in part, a subjective reaction which, if it discloses anything at all, shows something about him. Likewise, the non-experiences of others may be failures of cognition, or mere absences of that particular reaction.  We may agree that Jack’s experience in relation to Jill is certainly much richer, as experience, than ours.  We may agree that such intimacy is a good, even a great, thing.  Still, the question of cognition remains unresolved.  


Nonetheless, even these limited findings are helpful in pressing our Jamesian case against perceptualism; for it is abundantly clear that the cases of love and religious experience are cognitively more like each other, than either is like ordinary sense perception.  Thus, it is quite normal to take perceptual reports as telling us less about the perceiver than the perceived; if another reports seeing a ‘red Ford,’ I treat this as of automotive, not biographical, interest.  In the case of love and mysticism, this is most unclear.  Perhaps, the mystic’s experiences are mere reactions to something—we know not what.  Perhaps they tell us more about him or her than about any spiritual realms to which their experiences allegedly transport them.  Again we turn to the basic point here: we are reluctant to treat the lover’s and the mystic’s reports as objectively informative insofar as we are unable to share these.  Of course, both the mystic and the lover claim to have an “explanation” of why others do not share these experiences.  Not all are equally sensitive to these realities; moreover, the latter (God or the “beloved”) decide how, when, and where they will reveal themselves. Even so, such an explanation may well be taken as indicating not how knowledge in these matters is sometimes possible, but why it is not possible at all.  

Notice, too, that our analogy between love and mysticism is also helpful in building our case against the “rock of pragmatism.”  The lover’s experiences may indeed be judged “valuable” from a pragmatic perspective: that is, valuable insofar as these experiences lead him and others to realize worthy ends.  But the point remains that, from the lover’s own perspective, these achievements do not constitute, but rather presuppose, those “cognitions” which partly generate them.  For the lover—no less for than the mystic—these experiences are partly based on these cognitions.  He feels the way he does partly because he “knows her” in a special way.  Thus, if we insist on a reduction of this claimed knowledge to a mere “something that causes the later, very good experiences I have with her,” we run the distinct risk of “killing the goose that laid the golden egg.”  He no longer has those “very good experiences” because, in adopting our pragmatic view of them, he has lost what was a condition of their meaningfulness.

III. Truth, error-avoidance, and epistemic responsibility


We have just been at some pains to link Jamesian “religious experience” to the cognitive claims of “the lover.”  In so doing, we have continued to distance ourselves from the twin perils—but have not much advanced, or advanced at all, along our intended “middle path.”  We now borrow a second time, this time from James’s other major contribution to the philosophy of religion.  In section VII of “The Will to Believe,” James speaks of the existence of “two ways of looking at our duty in matters of opinion” (17), of “two materially different laws” (18) in this matter: “we must know the truth; and we must avoid error” (17)—or, more briefly, “Believe truth!  Shun error!” (18). Cast in more contemporary terms, we may understand these as two central “intellectual” or “epistemic” virtues: on one side, an openness to new truth; on the other, caution, lest one believe what is not true.  So understood, then, James’s famous opposition to William Clifford’s view (that it is “always, everywhere, and for anyone wrong” to believe on insufficient evidence)—this would amount to an opposition to upholding caution (always) at the expense of openness.

But when should we uphold openness at the expense of caution?  For James in “The Will to Believe,” we are at least permitted to uphold openness when the matter in question is undecidable on evidentiary grounds and when our passions and other interests lead us in the direction of faith. The problem with this, however, was long ago identified by Bertrand Russell
--even if he did not frame his opposition in specifically virtue terms.  If a situation is indeterminate from the standpoint of evidence and thus knowledge, opting for one way rather than another may, with luck, gain us truth—but it cannot hope to gain us knowledge.  While epistemic virtue is no guarantee of knowledge, the openness it celebrates cannot be mere “opting for one of two equally likely outcomes”—even if this choice should satisfy our “passions.”
Merely “opting for one belief over another,” then is not the answer; but this does not mean that our distinction between openness and caution cannot apply to religious experience itself.  For what is not arbitrary is this.  We know that under certain circumstances (e.g., when one is checking for errors in one’s tax return or for unremoved ordinance on the future sight of a children’s playground) care in avoiding error is of the essence, and “openness to new truth” must take a decidedly secondary role; here openness (e.g., to undiscovered ordinance) remains important, but only insofar as it serves to check a risky, premature certainty.  In other situations, however, this tendency is reversed.  In the stillness of a midnight religious observance, what should ordinarily take precedence are the virtues of openness, of a receptiveness to experiences easily missed or just unobtainable at other times.  For in such cases the far greater dangers are ones of truth or experience somehow missed—not of such moral disaster as could result from premature or erroneous belief.

Two points here are especially worth emphasizing.  What is most important is that  moving from questions of mere religious belief is ones of religious experience gives the virtue of openness a suitable domain in which to operate, one which it did not have, given James’s more limited concerns in “The Will to Believe.”  Also, however, we notice that what is epistemically virtuous (responsible) depends not just on one‘s generic ‘regard for truth’ but on more narrowly circumscribed factor: the suitability of the type of regard one is exhibiting, relative to the situation one is in (and such dangers and opportunities as it presents).  Obviously, this is no detailed, worked-through theory of “epistemic responsibility,”—but it does allow us to advance in our present enterprise, for it may be quite usefully applied to James’s ‘asymmetric’ analysis of religious experience.  Thus:


For the person who is having or has had a religious experience, openness is mainly a matter of receptivity—of “mining one’s experience” to the fullest extent one can; secondarily is it a matter of openness to such truths as may be suggested by these experiences.  By contrast, for the person who has not had such an experience, openness has a quite diminished, importance.  Mining is out of the question, as there is nothing to mine.  To be sure, one can, and should, remain open to the testimony of others.  But if such truths as the mystic affirms from her experience are a mere “shadow” of those experiences themselves, the outsider’s openness can yield by way of possible truth what is likely to be only a “shadow of a shadow.”

In the case of caution, however, the situation is reversed.  Whereas caution may easily be the death of experience for the mystic (about to undergo a profound experience), it is a cardinal virtue for others—who must ensure that those “gifted” with experiences do not use them in ways likely to be dangerous.  You have allowed yourself to become convinced of something which, if it should prove wrong, would have a devastating impact on others—or maybe just on yourself.  Insofar as you believe it, however, it will be very difficult, even impossible, for you to weigh adequately the moral risk (if it should prove false). Therefore, others may need to intervene in as forceful way as they can.  While I cannot enter into or try to “mine” your experiences in the way that you may, I can urge “caution and care” reminding you of what is likely to ensue if you are wrong. 

We have, then, what seems the right concept—this notion of “epistemic virtue”—with which to track a suitable middle path.  Up to a point, the mystic is responsible in “mining his experience” for all the truth, or apparent truth, he is able to find there.  However, we who are not mystics must remain “on guard”: must exercise, or be prepared to exercise, caution—lest danger result from the mystic’s experience-based beliefs.  An epistemic interest in religious experience and its possible verific consequences is underwritten; at the same time, we must recognize that, in proportion as initial interest would become full conviction—openness must give way to caution.  Full-out conviction is not endorsed (insofar as this may be, or in the past often has proven, dangerous in matters of religious belief).
We have accomplished, then, at least one goal.  Instead of having to distinguish what is “knowledge for the mystic” from what is “knowledge for us” or “knowledge” (period), we now are able to distinguish the mystic’s efforts as, under appropriate circumstances as “epistemically virtuous”—even when they do not yield knowledge.  Obviously, one may be perfectly conscientious, perfectly unexceptionable in one’s pursuit of truth—without having attained knowledge (or for that matter truth).  This would be the situation, certainly, for many of the greatest inquirers of ancient and medieval times.  
IV. Experience and faith: the case of Anna 


We are evidently making progress along our middle path.  We have found a promising notion of “epistemic virtue” in reference to which mystical experience may qualify as, under the right circumstances,” epistemically virtuous—even if it may be equally virtuous of non-mystics to “stand guard.”  On this idea, one’s stance may be virtuous from the standpoint of pursuing truth—even it should fall short of knowledge.  But something quite fundamental, I think, remains missing.  Consider the following case: 

Anna has been working on Wall Street and finds herself—like many others at or affected by that location in the winter of ’08-09—“depressed.” She begins a long vacation trip deeply troubled and undecided concerning her future plans. Maybe this is the time to make the career change she has long wanted to make: to quit her job and join an extended missionary trip to India. During her trip, she comes to have a profound sense of spiritual mystery, of something “strange” happening to her.  She is in no position to be certain that these are “religious experiences”—let alone, to know their exact meaning.  Still, she wonders whether there is not a “message” here concerning the life choice with which she is struggling. Is not God instructing, or at least encouraging, her to take this new path?  What the answers to these questions may be, Anna sees herself faced very much with a “decision of faith.” 
Now these are, first of all, anything but a well-defined series of perceptions (or other mental contents).  Instead, they present themselves as rather formless, as very much in need of resolution (if they are to be useable at all).  To that extent, they give aid and comfort to our warnings concerning the “perceptualist monster.”  Anna herself would be reluctant to describe herself as having “perceived God” or even “perceived his message.”  In fact, if it were not for the specific decision with which Anna is presented, it is hardly clear what meaning, if any, these experiences would have for her (let alone, for anyone else). 
Even in relation to this specific decision, moreover, the meaning and message of her experiences is most uncertain.  For even if these experiences initially strike Anna as offering some support for the choice (to quit and go to India) which she badly wants to make—Anna is also aware that they only do so insofar as she chooses to understand them in this way.  If her experiences have the potential for relieving her of one burden of faith (deciding whether she should quit), they can do so only if she takes on another: deciding that these are divine messages that she should take this course.

Alas!  What is Anna to do?  She has been and wants to remain “open” to her experiences—but such openness, by itself, is can only get her so far.  Of course, following James, she could simply opt to believe that these experiences are a message from God, and opt to act on that basis.  But this would have, as James’s great critic liked to say, “all the advantages of theft over honest toil.”  If merely opting for one belief over another (on the basis of passion), is not epistemically virtuous, Anna’s can hardly be termed so—especially not with all the risks this decision entails.  But now we take our third and final suggestion from James.  In particular, we recall the “case of the club gentleman”:

Do you like me or not? – for example.  Whether you do or not depends, in countless instances, on whether I meet you half-way, am willing to assume that you like me, and show you trust and expectation.  The previous faith on my part in your liking’s existence is in such cases what makes your liking come (23-24).


Now, part of what is distinctive here is that the club gentleman’s confidence is not based on already available evidence, but on the expectation of such evidence as he (confidently) expects will support it. May not Anna do the same—with respect to ‘doing well on the India mission’?  Will not a confident expectation of doing well be very likely to produce exactly that result?  Surely—but there is a question: what would such bootstrapping have to with her experiences?  Obviously, confidence that she will do well on her mission can be self-justifying; but, again, what does this have to do with her religious experience (such as it was)?
These, we said, only supported a decision to quit, based on what would itself be an act of faith: an interpretation of that experience as God’s calling upon her to make that decision.  But that act of faith cannot very well bootstrap confidence in its content; for the question of whether this was a message from God cannot intelligibly be thought to depend on one’s being confident that it is.  Here, however, a point from the club gentleman’s case is of the greatest importance.  He does not merely take on a confidence that “you like me;” he also, tacitly, does so with respect to such nagging concerns as whether the fact he did not go to one of the “right schools” would be held against him.  In deciding the one thing, in effect, (consciously or not) he decides that a host of other, possibly contravening factors will not (or “will not be allowed”) to avail against his confidence.  All of these implicit decisions, then, help to sustain his confidence in his overarching expectation: he can be confident that “you like me” because in assuming that confidence he also assumes a confidence that “you don’t care whether I went the right schools”—and so forth.  

Of course, this may sound like cheating—as though one could decide not only whether someone “likes me” but decide to support it with appropriate evidence of one’s own manufacture?  But here we must distinguish two sorts of evidentiary roles.  There is ordinary evidence, in virtue of which the content of a given belief becomes, other things being equal, more likely to be true.  But there is also evidence that works, in the first instance, causally—not epistemically.  Whatever matters of faith that make my confidence that “you like me” more likely to bring it about that you do like me thereby become, notice, evidence supportive of my original confidence; for it is a factor partly in virtue of which that confidence will ultimately be (virtuously) sustained.  The fact that this supportive role is by way of causally sustaining one’s bootstrapping is unusual, but no worse than that.  

The same, notice, will be true with respect to Anna’s faith.  She is bootstrapping confidence in what clearly can be affected by confidence: namely, that she will do well in her new life.  This is the equivalent of “you will like me.”  This bootstrapping faith, however, is bolstered by her faith in her experiences.  These are analogous to the club gentleman’s faith that (e.g.) the fact that he did not go to the right schools will not be held against him.  The latter faith, then, contributes to the capacity of her bootstrapping faith (that things will go well), insofar as it makes it more likely that they will!  To that extent, her experience, or her faith in that experience, ultimately does make an evidentiary difference.

In short, ‘faith as epistemic bootstrapping’ is able to find a important evidentiary role for religious experience—without adopting the perceptualist view that such experiences are analogous to our ordinary sensory evidence for common sense beliefs.  We have found this role, based on two fundamental theoretical posits:

(i) The move from a framework of “knowledge” and the kind of objective, justifying evidence knowledge requires to one’s of “epistemic virtue” construed in terms of the dual, balancing qualities of openness to new truth and caution lest one fall into error.

(ii) The recognition that “bootstrapping confidence” (by assuming it, then finding on that basis the evidence to sustain it) applies not just to some intended outcome, but to such other matters of faith as would be contributory to that outcome—and would thereby serve as relevant evidence relative to one’s confidence in it.
Those must be, then, the main elements of our middle path.  We bid farewell, then, to Anna, already on her own “passage to India.”  
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