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ABSTRACT

II is recognised that religion plays an important role in individual and societal life. On 

the one hand, the acKent o f science and rationalism heralded a sustained critique on the 

basis on which religious beliefs are ordinarily held. On the oilier, and as a means of 

countering this, attempts were made to seek a dialogue between religion and science. 

I his was done in the hope that it would give credence and objectivity to religious 

doctrines. However, whilst religion and science can be related to one another as 

complementary, though different forms o f human discourse, any close and direct 

association between them is misplaced and undesirable.

Consequently, religion, as far as it is valid, ought to be able to provide its own reasons 

in support o f this. How ever, in academic and intellectual circles, focus has been on the 

traditional conceptions o f religion, mostly lailh, w hi 1st ignoring its mystical dimensions. 

Consequently, this work has focused on mysticism, as an alternative conception to 

religion as faith. It has been argued that mysticism offers convincing logical, 

methodological, and experiential evidence to support its claims, particularly those that 

pertain to the ultimate reality or God. The inference from mystical experience to such a 

being rests on reasonable criteria, contrary to what has been argued about the usefulness 

o f such experiences.

The study notes that religious doctrines should not he exempt from validating criteria 

lest their adoption be reduced to mere sentimentalism. Science has a role to play in this 

respect, but it should not illic itly  be used as the criteria by which religion is to be 

validated. Philosophy and rationalism also have a unique role to play in this. Any



genuine assertion, religious or otherwise, ought to he consistent with reason. Moth 

science and philosophy should act as checks and balances, as compleinentaries not the 

bases upon which religious claims are to be solely grounded.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

DECLARATION..................................................................................................................................... ii
m ;i)IC A '!l()N ........................................................................................................................................ iii
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS...................................................................................................................iv
ABSTRACT v

TABLE OF CONTENTS...............................................................
CHAPTER ONE,.............................................................................
INTRODUCTION..........................................................................

t.O BACKGROUND INFORMATION..........................................

LI STATEMENT OE THE RESEARCII PROBLEM...................

1.2 OPERATIONAL OT-F'INI I IONS.............................................

1.3 RESEARCI I OBJECTIVES.....................................................

1 A JUSTIFICATION AND SIGNIFICANCE................................

1.5 LITERATURE REVIEW.........................................................

1.5.1 ON T ill- NATURE RELIGION.......................................................

1.5.1.1 ON 111!-: ORIGINS OF RELIGION..........................................
1.5.2 ON SCIENCE....................................................................................

1.5.2.1 CONI HAST Ill.TW TIN 11 IP “ Ol .1)" AND I I IE “ NIAV" SCI I NO-

1.5.3 I III, WAY NO I IO  RELA'l I- SCIENCE TO RELIGION...........

1.6 I IIEORETICAL l-'RAMl-WORK............................................

1.7 h y p o t h e s i s .......................................................................................

1.8 METHODOLOGY...................................................................

I P SCORE AND LIMITATIONS..................................................

CHAPTER 2.....................................................................................
RELIGION IN PERSPECTIVE..................................................

2.0 INTRODUCTION....................................................................

2.1 PHILOSOPHY AND THE STUDY OF RELIGION................

2.1.1 PHILOSOPHY o r  RELIGION........................................................

2.1.2 SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION.........................................................

2.1.3 PSYCHOLOGY Ol RLLIGION......................................................

2.2 CONVENTIONAL CONCEPTION OF RELIGION................

vii
...1

. . . I

.. I 

..7 

..9  

10 

If) 

12 

, 12 
. 14 
. 16 
. 18 

, 20

23

24

25 

25 

27 

27 

27 

27 

.11 

35

37

38

2.2.1 RELIGION AS I Al l II

2.2.2 RELIGION AS M Y TH

38

42



2 5 A U T H O R IT Y , R E V E LA T IO N , IN I U N IO N  IN R E L IG IO N ................................................................... 48

2.4 C O N C LU S IO N ....................................................................................................................................................... 53

c h a p t e r  t h r e e ................................................................................................................ 55
S C IE N C E : F E A T U R E S  A N D  P O S S IH E E  R E L A T IO N S H IP  T O  R E E IU IO N ..............................55

VO IN TR O D U C TIO N .................................................................................................................................................. 55

V I E AR LY  V li;\V S  ON S C IE N C E ........................................................................................................................55

.3.2 I,IM IT A T IO N S  OP S C IE N C E ............................................................................................................................57

1.2.1 I IMI l A I ION MY I’RINCMM I- .......................................................................................................................57

3.2.2 I ML HUMAN I IM I I A I IO N ..........................................................................................................................58

1.2.3 I IMI I A I ION IO' COMI’IV.Xl I Y .................................................................................................................60

3.3 D E M A R C A TIO N  A N D  GROW N I OE SCIENCE .....................................................................................62

3.3.1 KART POPPER AND T'ALSIMCAT IONISM................................................................................................ 63

3.3.2 THOMAS K1 H IN AND NORMAL SCIENCE............................................................................................... 66

3.3.3 I.AKA IDS AND SCTLNTII 1C KIS1 AU< 11 PRO! iR AM M LS....................................................................68

3.3.4 M .YLKAHLNI >\S ANARCHISTIC (IMS II M O LOG Y................................................................................71

5.1 M ETH O D  A N D  V ALU E S  IN SCIENCE......................................................................................................... 75

3.4.1 VALUES IN SCIENCE...................................................................................................................................... 76

.3.5 SCIENCE A N D  TT IE STUDY OE CONSCIO USNESS...............................................................................79

5.6 R ELATIO N SH IP  HETW EKN RELIG IO N  A N D  SC IEN C E .......................................................................81

3.6.1 LINK HETWEEN MYSTICISM AND SCIENCE IS l JNJUS IIITAH1 .E ..................................................... 81

5.7 SCIENCE A N D  M IR A C L E S ..............................................................................................................................85

3.7.1 TRADITIONAL CONCEPTION Ol MIRACLES...........................................................................................85

3.7.2 CRIITCAI. REMARKS...................................................................................................................................... 86

3.8 C O N C LU S IO N .......................................................................................................................................................91

C H A P T E R  F O U R .........................................................................................................................................................93

M Y S T IC IS M :  T H E O R Y , M E T H O D S  A N D  P R A C T IC E ....................................................................... .93

1.0 IN T R O D U C T IO N .................................................................................................................................................. 93

■LI PLATO  A N D  M Y S T IC IS M ................................................................................................................................93

4 .L I CR! I I CAL REMARKS......................................................................................................................................95

4.2 M Y S TIC IS M : M ET3 IOD A N D  PRO CESS.................................................................................................... 98

4.2.1 MYSTICAL EXPERIENCES AND PSYCHOLOGY...............................  101

4.2.2 DRUGS AND M Y S IIC IS M .............................................................................................................................193

4.3 MYST ICISM A N D  T il l -  S ELL.........................................................................................................................104

4.3.1 in  im p ; o n  t h e  s e l f ....................................................................................................................................  105

4.3.2 LOCKE ON THE SELL.................................................................................................................................. tt>7

4.3.2.1. (Til ITCAI. REMARKS.................................................................................................................................

\  iit



if

4.V3 Dl IK M A N U M  n i l  Si I ! ........................................

I l MVS I K'ISM AND INU I AHIl.l 1 Y ..................

I I I INI I I ADI I I I V IN I 'K lN U r i  I ..............................

VS RIVIAHIVI I Y o r  MYS'l IC'AI, l-Xl'l Rll Nt l S

16 CONCVUSK)N...................................................

( i lA r iT -U  N v r , . ......................................................

SlAIMAUY AND ( ONCLKSION OF HII.S1S.., 
m n u c x . 'K A r n v ......................................................

I l l  

I I t

. 114 

. 121 

. 132 

,134 
..134 
..139



)

CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.0 BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Religion, in whatever form, has been taught ami practised since (lie dawn o f civilisation; 

it has guided and shaped the human way o f thinking and o f life (culture). In most 

traditional societies, no sphere was untouched by religion. Mbiti (1969, 3) argues that 

the African people did not know how to exist without religion, 'I his assertion can be 

generalised to covet \ most traditional societies (he world over. However, the 

predominance o f religion was to be questioned and supplanted.

One such critique was the primitive-mind tradition prevalent in I8,u century Kurope and 

championed by scholars such as David Hume, Kmilc Durkhcim, l \  Hegel, James 

I ra/ier, Herbert Spencer, Tcvy-Mruhl, and Auguste Comte. This tradition attributes 

religion to primitive thinking and declares its inevitable decline and doom in a scientific 

world (Starke et al, 1996, 435). Auguste Comte's law o f the three stages is typical o f (he 

argument, lie  argues that human beings, or societies, develop in three stages. The first, 

the theological or fictitious, is characterised by the supposition that phenomena is 

produced by the immediate action o f supernatural being(s); the metaphysical or abstract 

which conceives of abstract forces inherent in all beings and capable o f producing all 

phenomena, and finally, the positive or scientific, where reasoning and observation 

combined (empiricism) are the means o f know ledge (Comte 1853, 131). I he contention
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!k‘ic is lliiil the religious kind of thinking and interpreting* the world, apart from being 

incompatible with the scientific, is a relic o f the past, with no role to play whatsoever in 

a modern, scientific world.

II true, Comte's thesis would entail, inter afht, (i) a decline in religion as fruits o f 

scientific progress spread and grmv; (ii) lower levels o f religious belief and practice 

among people with higher levels o f education; (iii) especially low levels among those 

actually engager! in scientific activities; and (iv) within (lie academic community, lower 

levels within llie "hard" {physical) sciences than within the “ soil" (social) sciences and 

humanities.

However, the reality is otherwise. Assuming that we arc in the scientific age, the table 

below' which gives in percentages religious levels pertaining to category (iv) above, 

clearly rellecis this. This category is least likely to be religions, granted the primitive- 

mind tradition in general and Comte's thesis in particular.

m e l d IS
r e l ig io u s
(%)

ATTENDS
REGULARLY
(%)._

OPPOSES
RELIGION
(%>MA I HS/S I A I ISTICS 60 47 1 i

PHYSICAL SCIENCE 55 43 1!
u  i t , s c ie n c e s 55 42 1 1
SOCIAL SCIENCES 45 31 13
ECONOMICS 50 38 10
POLITICAL SCIENCE 51 32 10
s o c io l o g y 49 38 12
PSYCHOLOGY 33 20 21
ANTHROPOLOGY 29 15 19

Source: Starke e/r//, 199f>\

1 ( n lutn iis lu n  ;nul three :ne rml n m lm ilk  eu lu s ive  Cnhrnm (luce is n suhscl nr cl;ihnr;itinn n l enhinin tu n  Humph 
llie  pcrceiitupes i!n m il t;illv  In 100%. it is dear llm l llmse u h n  ;ue re lip im is nre in llie  im ijiu ily  in must instmiccs.
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\s  is dear from the table above, religion lias not declined nor (inlet) out c\en amongst 

ihose educated in the sciences, contrary to Comte's predictions. We also observe that 

( mote's categories seem to be mutually exclusive, which need not be the ease; religious 

t hinking can exist side by side with scientific thinking or the metaphysical. Additionally, 

( '< mite's model is based on European experiences and, even i f  true, the same cannot be 

seen to be true for nni-Furopean experiences, say. the African or the Oriental. It is 

imperative to note that the primitive-mind thesis contrasts religion directly with science; 

it assumes that religion is doctrinal (is concerned with explaining the world), and 

concludes that the methods and findings o f science arc better, i f  not the only possible 

way o f rationalising the observable world.

I lowevcr, illustrative as the table above might be, it does not inform us whether or not 

religion is a mistaken belief or hypothesis. At best, it informs us that even people trained 

in the sciences can he religious. Ilcnce, though the primitive-mind thesis collapses, this 

does not k ill the complementary view of religion as irrational choice maintained by 

scholars such as Sigmund Trend, Kinsley Davies, F. C Wallace, amongst others (Starke 

v i aL ibid., 433). The typical argument here is that one is rationally more justified in 

disbelieving religion, than in believing it, the reasons for this assertion being varied. 

Nonetheless, the reasons can significantly he attributed to the spread and growth o f 

scientific thinking. As flyers (1996, H) has argued, having developed apart and 

sometimes in conscious opposition to one another for the past three hundred and fifty 

years or so, religion and science have had the legacy of mutual hostility, and seem 

unable to relate to each other.
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the prim ili\e-m ind thesis niul religion ns' irrational choice positions seek to primarily 

demonstrate the supremacy o f science o\cr other modes of knowledge and imply 

exclusivity between them. Nevertheless, this not withstanding, as well as the perceived 

mutual “ hostility”  between religion and science, the question can be asked: can and 

should the two relate to each other? There are those who maintain that religion and 

science can and should somehow accommodate each other, that the two need not be 

seen as mutually exclusive, that each has something it can learn Irom, offer the other, 

and so on. However, there is intense controversy, even amongst the advocates o f a 

relationship, surrounding the exact nature o f such a relationship as wc illustrate below'.

baton (1958, 10.3), arguing for the relationship, maintains that the discrepancy between 

religion and science is caused by the intellectual elements within religion. bach religion 

otiers doctrines o f man, history, the universe, and o f God which, however, enter into 

competition with rival doctrines, especially the scientific. Nevertheless, lie contends that 

one doctrine may be true from one point o f view', and another doctrine claim the same 

from another point o f view; but ultimately there can be only one truth or one 

comprehensive system o f truths, in which divergent points o f view are reconciled, lie  

consequently envisions a reconciliation between religion and science (ibid., 104).

baton seeks a comprehensive system o f truths, encompassing all o f human know ledge, 

w ith religion and science as component parts o f it. Incidentally, such reconciliation is a 

possibility, not yet a reality. However, he dries not stale how that reconciliation is to be 

effected nor docs lie mention any anticipated outcome, baton also stales that some 

doctrines, say, those o f religion may be true from one point o f view w hilst another set o f



doctrines, say the scientific, may he true from another point o f view. I his docs leave 

open the possibility o f incommensurability, that is, the impossibility o f being compared, 

as they may relate to exclusive levels o f reality. It is possible that each may use concepts 

ami principles that cannot be translated to their equivalents in the other system. The 

point here is that I’aton does not show how the two can be compared, even though they 

may share doctrines on similar matters, and thus fails to concretise their relationship as 

he likely \\ ishetl to do.

In 1988 Pope, John Paul II, issued a statement aimed at creating harmony between 

religion and science, lie  said, “ It is crucial that this common search based on critical 

openness and interchange should not only continue but also grow and deepen in its 

quality and scope, f  or the impact (science and religion have| and w ill continue to have, 

on the course o f civilisation and on the world itself, cannot he overestimated, and there 

is so much each can offer the other.'' (Byres, op cit., 9). This view, though similar to 

Patou's, is not as broad. It perceives o f common ground between religion and science 

but slops short o f “ marrying'' the two, or taking it that the two are a subset o f a larger 

domain o f knowledge. Whereas it is admitted that a relation may exist between the two, 

what form it should lake nr how precisely the two can relate is not made clear. Is it at the 

doctrinal level, or the moral level? What is the anticipated outcome, a religious 

principle, or a scientific one? Whnl dclkicneics docs the true have that the other can 

remedy?

Albert Kinslcin similarly believed that science and religion arc mutually reinforcing, lie 

asserted that, “ Science without religion is lame, religion without science is blind.’’



I Slack 1997, 58). His \iew , like* the Pope’s, is bi-directional. th;it is. religion can 

influence science just as science can influence religion. At the \e r\ least, it implies a 

connnon ground between religion and science. Nonetheless, it does share in the 

deficiencies o f the above views.

In contrast with the above views which do not seem to give predominance o f one view 

over the othcr(s), John Polkinghornc (1989, d). however, contends that those who seek 

to attain lire deepest understanding o f the world w ill have to reckon with the possibility 

that it w ill be round in theism. He is implying that it is only within the framework of 

religion that a comprehensive view o f the universe may be obtained. Polkinghornc’s 

view is uni-dircctiona1 since theism is the broad framework upon which science - and 

almost everything else - is to be rightly grasped. It should however be noted that 

Polkinghornc is wrongly attributing to theism (religion) the role o f philosophy, which 

alone is equipped to attaining a comprehensive view o f the diverse realms of 

knowledge. It is also questionable whether theism lias the requisite resources (methods 

and techniques) to rightly appraise disciplines such as science.

However, contrary, to Polkinghorne's view, Paul Davies (1990, 8) argues that it is 

science that w ill ultimately provide answers to questions raised by religion. His 

argument proceeds in a direction opposite to Polktnghornc's, that is, religion and the 

questions it raises are best understood w ithin the framewor k o f science. His suggestion 

is that science can render understandable and explicable, in the best possible manner, 

the concepts rtf religion such as creation and miracles. Though less mild than 

Polkinghomc's version in that he restricts himself only to religion and science, not to
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l lie entire realm of knowledge. Davies is pci Imps giving science more In Idle Ilian it can 

shew. Paul Davies* view is similar in some respects to Comic's: principally, they both 

claim the superiority ol science over religion. I hough it can be admitted that there arc 

concepts in religion that are amenable to scientific treatment, sue!) as cosmogonies and 

miracles, it is doubt I'u 1 whether such coverage is universal (applies to all o f religion) as 

I )avics implies. This is because religion has dimensions other than the doctr inal (such as 

moral) and even where doctrinal, there are spiritual doctrines as well as non-spiritual 

ones.

However, others scholars like Carl Sagan, dismiss all the above positions by denying 

any relationship between religion and science. Sagan argues that since the birth o f the 

universe, for instance, could be explained by the laws o f physics alone, there was
f

nothing for a creator to do. God is dismissed as an unnecessary hypothesis (Sharon and 

West Icy 1998, 46). In other words, science and religion arc viewed as mutually 

exclusive systems o f thought. There is nothing that either can offer or say about the 

other. This is a more radical version o f Paul Davies* argument; it seeks to eliminate 

rather than accommodate religion scientifically. It is not dissimilar to the primitive mind 

thesis already mentioned.

1.1 STATEMENT OF THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

Divergent as the above opinions are, they all seem to predicate religion to faith. Religion 

is taken to he a system based on beliefs rather than on experience or any other mode o f 

knowing. Religion’s way o f knowing therefore becomes revelations! rather than 

empirical, emotional rather than rational. As Arthur .I. D'Adamo has rightly observed,
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religion's way o f knowing follows the repealed word (scripture) without question or 

criticism, whilst on the other hand, science recognises no final authorities nor accepts 

an \ tiling w ilium t inquiry or criticism (1 997, 22 )A I low then, i f  at all. can the two relate?

Additionally, any view that envisages any relationship between religion and science 

implicitly assumes that at least one has some deficiency that tire other can remedy, a gap 

that the other can fill or at least be enr iched by a dialogue between them. Science, with 

its methodology o f controlled observation, experimentation, confirmation, corroboration 

and so on, is seen as likely to infuse a sense o f objectivity into religion (seen mostly as 

faith and therefore inherently subjective). However, as William Austin has aptly pointed 

out, it would be easier for theology to draw' from science than for science to draw from 

theology (1976, I). This is because science, unlike theology, is a self-contained 

discipline with a sharply delimited scope and purpose. As such, a theologian wishing to 

consult scicnlilic results w ould find a more or less agreed upon body o f data to consult. 

Nevertheless, a scientist wishing to take account o f theology would immediately he 

faced with the question o f which theology: Catholic, I3uddhist, or what? Additionally, it 

is not clear what science may stand to gain by associating with religion except, perhaps, 

from instilling a sense o f morality on scientists, a feat which can equally be 

accomplished by any ethical non-religious system. There is also the additional question 

o f whether religion, perceived as faith, is the best alternative in comparing or harmo­

nising the two. Do oilier elements in religion exist suitable to this end? Furthermore, it 

can also he asked whether science, as it tacitly assumed, is the best way or only way of I

I his is <ni un-line version of the bool;. f\i|ic ihimiIicis icier lo life SWIl-97 \eisioii ol i! not) m;iy nol iikiIcI) llic le \l
veision.



inlionalising the wotld to the exclusion o f everything else since in seeking to reconcile 

religion with science, there is the usual presumption that science is superior to religion. 

Above all, it is also wotth asking whether religion can offer its own proof o f validity 

w ithout reiving on science.

1.2 OPERATIONAL DEFINITIONS

Nick, quoting the Concise Oxford Dictionary, defines religion as the “ ...human 

recognition o f a superhuman controlling power and especially o f a personal Cod or gods 

entitled to obedience and worship." (IWO, 2). Religion can thus be seen as the 

recognition and acceptance o f a super being or power as well as the underlying 

justifications for its existence, narrations and explanations o f it attributes, powers and 

actions, relationship to man and the world and procedures for appeasing or 

communicating with this being. We have limited our use o f the term "religion" (also 

referred to in this work as "conventional religion") to those forms and manifestations or 

religious beliefs most commonly practised by religious people which arc also the modes 

most commonly discussed by commentators and scholars in matters religious. This is to 

distinguish it from that form o f religion referred herein as mysticism.

The IKP1 defines mysticism as, “ Belief in direct apprehension o f divine or eternal 

reality by means o f spiritual contemplation distinct from more ordinary avenues o f 

human knowledge." John Smith views it as a form o f immediate experience that is 

present in every religious form to a greater or lesser degree (1965, KM). Mysticism is 

thus seen as the attempt to “ perceive" and to understand religious or spiritual reality.
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! his is its chief distinguishing characteristic from cotnentional religion.

c have used (he (eim science to broadly refer to the natural sciences - pfnsies, 

chemistry, and biology, as well as the social sciences. It can briefly be defined as the 

systematic ordering of' facts on nature and its processes, by means o f methods and 

techniques designed to eliminate bias or subjectivity, aimed at explanation, prediction 

and control o f nature, amongst other uses.

1.3 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

I lie research objectives ol this work are:

1. To critically assess the suitability ol’ religion conceived as faith in discoursing on 

religion.

2. To identify and assess i f  and whether religion can relate to science.

3. To identify and assess i f  and whether mysticism can provide independent criteria 

to justify religion.

1.4 JUSTIFICATION AND SIGNIFICANCE

A significant amount o f literature on the philosophy o f religion tends to be highly 

abstract. This is not surprising though, given (lie abstract nature o f philosophy itself 

However, rationalisation, per ,vt\ has (he limitation that the only truths it can 

demonstrate are analy tical and tautological. Logic alone cannot demonstrate any matters 

o f fact and experience, which have to be known through experience. This docs, in part, 

justify our preference for mysticism. This is a departure from the traditional discussions 1

1 Internal enc\di»|i;u:<li:i o f  p liilosnp liy ,



on religion and its jiisliflcntion or refutation by the use of reason alone. It is perhaps due 

to the d illicu lty  above -  as religion can equally be vrn</ret//<■</or vthf'nui sole!)' by reason 

that science has been employed by proponents on both sides of the divide to argue 

their cases. It is crucial to examine if such use o f science in the justification o f religion 

is in the first instance justifiable or even desirable and in the second whether decisive 

(that is docs it accomplish what it sets out to do).

Additionally, as Phillips (1976, 9) aptly observes:

...changes outside philosophy constantly throw up new philosophical problems, 

or place old problems in a new context such that the way to lack 1c them is

d ifficu lt to discover.......  One does not philosophize in a vacuum. One

pliilosophi7.es at n certain time and place when some interests and concerns in 

the culture at large are more dominant titan others. Vet, despite this fact, the 

deepest philosophic reflect ions about these interests and concerns always lead us 

hack to the central questions o f philosophy."

Hick echoes the same concern when he observes that much o f the problems ol 

philosophy arc o f such broad relevance to human concerns, and so complex in their 

ramifications, that they are in one form or another, perennially present (op cit., viii). He 

further argues that though they may yield in part to philosophical inquiry, they may need 

to he rethought by each age considering its broader scientific knowledge and deepened 

ethical and religious experience. Thus, whereas philosophic discussions on religion arc 

as old as philosophy itself, changing times and circumstances require their re­

examination in the tight o f such changes. There currently has been a change in focus, 

with increased attention being given to non-traditional conceptions o f religion such as

mysticism.



11

Wc also noli', paitly as a consequence o f the preceding point, (lint l hoe lacks a unified, 

coherent ami philosophical view on mysticism and its various components. Much of the 

available literature on religion has tended to locus mainly on the element o f Ihilli or 

belief and not mysticism. Where mysticism has been dealt with, such works have tended 

not to be strictly philosophical, or not exhaustive. This research consequently seeks to 

fill this gap as well as serve as a scholarly contribution to philosophy o f religion.

1.5 LITERATURE REVIEW

1.5.1 ON THE NATURE RELIGION

According to Mac Gregor (I960, I), religion is a commitment to a kind or quality o f life 

that purports to recognise a source beyond itself - usually but not necessarily called God 

- and that issues in recognisable fruits o f human conduct, such as law and morality; 

culture, such as art and poetry; and thought, for instance, philosophy. This definition 

recognises the multiple influences o f religion on man's life and ascribes a supernatural 

source to it. It employs the term broadly to encompass any religious belief system be it 

Buddhist, Christian, Hindu or Islamic, implicitly assuming that there is more in common 

amongst the various religious systems than there are differences. This definition 

however is more applicable to traditional .societies, where religion played a pivotal role 

in man's life. In a modern society, the sources o f morality, culture, and thought system 

arc in most eases secular. Mac Gregor's definition is more concerned with the outcome 

or manifestations o f religion rather than with its contents and their nature.

Commenting on (lie nature o f religious beliefs, John Wilson observes that religious



statements make no assertions at all. One of their major shot (comings is that thc\ are not 

lalsifiahle, that is, there is no way they could he proved w rong. lie  likens them to 

assertions such as “ ...there is a little person flying in the room." with the qualification 

that “ the little person cannot he seen, heard, or touched." Without the qualification, the 

statement is verifiable, (and in principle capable o f being falsified) but unveiiliablc with 

qualification, for there is no way to prove dial the little man is there. Wilson argues that 

a person asserting this wants to slate what they arc feeling, believes to he the case, or 

they are delusional. Tims, religion is not intended to give information or state facts, hut 

is, “ ...a rather special way ofadvocating a moral code or a way of life." (1972, 18).

Braitlnvailc shares a similar opinion. In his non-cognilive theory o f religion, he argues 

that, “ ...a religious assertion,... is the assertion o f an intention to carry out a certain 

behavior policy, subsumed tinder a sufficiently general principle to be a moral one, 

together with the implicit or explicit statement, hut not the assertion, o f certain stories." 

(Hick, op. eil., 91). The stories that Braillnvaite refers to are those to he found in 

religious scriptures such as creation stories. It is not necessary, he argues, that the stories 

he true or he believed to he true. I'lie stories serve as a psychological motivation to act 

in a manner that is contrary to human natural instincts. However, as flick  rightly points 

out. Braillnvaite considers religious assertions to function in a manner that is radically 

different from the way most religious people have considered them - the stories asserted 

in religious statements are generally believed to he true, to he matters ol lact, contrary to 

Braithwailc’s assertion. Similarly, as Seth Sliostak rightly observes, “ ...both [religion 

and science) offer ways o f interpreting the universe, and both provide theories o f how 

the cosmos got to its present slate." (1998, 31). As already noted, religion has moral as
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well as doctrinal aspects. Wilson and llraithwailc Tail to sufficiently take the* latter into 

their accounts o f religion. Additionally, there arc aspects o f religious doctrines that can 

he falsified (Ma/ur. I ()%, 21) contrary to Wilson’s assertions, fo r instance, the biblical 

reckoning o f the age o f  the earth is approximate!)' six thousand \eats, whereas the 

scientific account gives an age o f about d.5 billion years. I hough it is the contention o f 

some that such accounts are not literal, it is the ease dial they arc inteipreted literally by 

die majority o f believers as already noted.

In criticising the ethical account o f religious statements as an asserter's intention to act 

in a certain way, Hick (op cit.) argues that the assertion “ Hying is wrong,”  for instance, 

would, given this interpretation, be equivalent to, “ I intend never to lie.”  Thus, the 

assertion “ Lying is wrong but I intend to lie" translates to “ 1 intend never to lie but I 

intend to lie," which is a manifest contradiction. What this means is that it is logically 

impossible to intend to ad unethically. However, people do intend to act wrongly 

contrary to the consequences o f the ethical interpretation of religious beliefs.

1.5.1.1 ON TIM; ORIGINS OF RFLIOION
Views on the origins ofrclig ious beliefs are varied. Two positions arc eminent. They are 

that religion is o f human origin on one hand and, on the other, that it is o f non-human or 

divine origin.

According to lieilrnml Russell, religion is based on or derived primarily from fear - die 

terror o f die unknown, the mysterious, fear o f  defeat and death - and partly to feel 

com for led in times o f trouble, I Ic argues that:



Science can help ns pet over this craven fear in which mankind has lived fur so 

many p.crictaliniis. Science can leach us In no lonper hwih mound lor imaginary 

suppnils, no loripct to invent allies in the sky, hut rather tn look to our own 

efforts here below to make this woild a lit place to live in, instead ol the sort of 

place that (he clurtch in all these centuries have made it (1967, 26)

Russell’s view is lhat. given the origin o f religious sentimcnls in man’s fear o f the 

unknown, science can help him out by aiding in (lie understanding ol the universe and 

the processes o f nature. I Ic ignores the lit el that the search Cor ultimate meaning cannot 

he fulfilled by science alone. Though it is the ease that it cannot he achieved by the kind 

o f religion he alludes to, il is nonetheless the ease that any ultimate meaning to man's 

life ought not leave out an account o f religion.

Sigmund Trend expresses an opinion similar to Russell's. Me argues that religious 

beliefs arc not a precipitate o f experience or the results o f thinking. Rather, they arc 

illusions, fulfilments o f the oldest, strongest, and most urgent wishes o f humanity. The 

secret o f their strength lies in the strength o f those wishes. Trend thought that people 

who hold religious beliefs have an unconscious need for a father image to provide them 

w ith security and comfort.

IK  illusion, Trend docs not mean an error, nor is an illusion necessarily an error. One 

characteristic o f illusions is that they arc developed from human wishes such as 

Columbus' “ belief" lhat lie had discovered a new sea-route to the Indies. Trend argues 

that illusions are close to psychiatric delusions hut that unlike Ihem. illusions need not 

be in contradiction with reality (l)culsch 1997, 423). What Trend is asserting is that 

though untrue, illusions need not he logically impossible.



I Jculsch. however, observes thal Freud commits the genetic fallacy, that is, the fallacy 

that one can measure the truth and value o f various ideas by tracing them to their 

seemingly psychological origins (ibid., 422), Additionally. Kallenberger argues thal one 

w h o  js “ delusional'' can be said to he so only in reference to one who is “ normal," ! low 

then, he asks, docs I reud term the religious as delusional and not the non-religious? The 

non-believer, lie argues, could equally he a prey to delusions (1972. 21). Cupid 

expresses a similar opinion when he asserts that the trust we place in science and 

technology in modern culture is illusory, being nothing but a projection o f infantile 

belief in the omnipotence o f wishes." (1976, 103). Cupid seems to he turning Freud's 

argument against him with the aim o f showing that his (Freud’s) account need not be 

limited to religion only. Delusions, lie contends, can also cover other areas o f human 

endeavours, including the scientific.

It should be clear from die foregoing that religion is here being considered as faith and is 

therefore fantastical (Freud), mistaken and based on Tear (Russell), unverifiable 

(Wilson), and a special way of advocating a certain behaviour policy (Braithwaite). 

From Russell's, Wilson's, and Freud's points o f view', it is based on illusion, not being 

the precipitate o f experience -  its major weakness.

1.5.2 ON SCIENCE

According to Wallace, science is mainly concerned with the Finding o f order in things 

and to assign reasons for this order. The term, he argues, is generally applied to the 

result o f systematically using a hypothctico-deduclivc method in a field o f inquiry,



which yields conclusions u ilh  a high degree o f probability that je t fall short o f 

ceitiludc."(1977,201).

A. Cornelius lienjamin views science as that, “ mode of'inquiry which attempts to arrive 

at knowledge ol the world by the method o f observation and by the method o f 

confirmed hypotheses based on what is given in observation." (Slaaltec 1982, 57). 

Slaattee argues that science could be referred to as organised common sense. However, 

unlike common sense, science is more aware o f the dangers o f prejudice; it safeguards 

against biased positions by being more analytical than common sense. Presuppositions, 

he argues, are exposed and circumstances considered more than in ordinary common 

sense. Further, experiments arc carried out so that certain conditions can be controlled 

whereby light can be shed on other factors involved. Unlike common sense, the 

scientific manner o f thinking w ill be more apt to avoid the post hoc fallacy, that is, the 

notion that what follows an event was caused by that event. Scientific experiment w ill 

isolate things in such a way as to allow but one relevant factor to vary at a time. 

Judgement, he adds, is suspended so that a higher degree o f probability or confirmation 

may be realised by the evidence at hand. Stressed here is the fact that method in science 

seeks to make it objective or bias-free.

Slaattee further draw's a distinction between a fact and a theory, lie notes that a fact is:

...whatever is the case, especially as observed in, or logically inferred from, 

experience. A fact is something already known, whereas a theory states things 

that are less observable and sometimes never to be observed, as is the case with 

(he atom or the electron. A fact reports a single case or event while a theory 

stales things that may refer lo an unlimited number of events. Though a theory



u s m l lv  implies som c l t i ing  im ivc is ; i l .  it h:is logic:! I consequent cs, u l i i t h  arc 

p a i l iu i la i  am) relate to specif ic  events W h i le  Tacts ate know n  am) part icu lar ,  

tlteufies aie nrt iversal in scope ami can never Ik* know n to be tree It is lot this 

leason that the scientis t almost a lwavs Tunis mathematics so impoi lan l in i lea l im ' 

w ith  theories My to im u l . i l in g  a mathematical proposit ion, he cart o l le n  make 

predic t ions about conc ie te  facts ( ib id  , V)).

1.5.2.1 CONTRAST HLTWLLN TUT, “OLD" AND I ML “NKW" SC1LNCL 
Many writers on science agree on (lie contrasting characteristics between the ‘‘old" and 

the "new" science, l itis distinction warrants some mention here.

I he earl) Cheek notion o f scientific explanation, for instance, consislcd of an accurate 

description o f phenomena, the analysis o f its main characteristics, and the relation o f 

these to a series of universal truths already put forward. Its main difference with modern 

science lies in the nature oflhese truths, which were recognised with certainty hy the 

( h ecks, though llictc were vat s ing conceptions o f the same. As such. Plato's “ science" 

consisted in tracing out from the world o f the forms the world of matter, which was a 

shadow o f the former. Aristotle, on the other hand, held that Forms could be analysed 

loan the perception o f die senses. I*ilher way, explanation was achieved hy fitting facts 

into an existing {a p rio ri) scheme o f forms (Wilkes l% (f  7-8). Aristotle's explanation 

o f motion, for instance, lay in the tendency o f the thing in question to get to its natural 

place o f rest. I ire thus naturally goes up. earth down. A stone, accordingly, falls to tfie 

ground because that is its natural place o f rest. Causes arc similarly explained in terms 

o f goals achieved: an animal grows because it has to become an adult; a seed germinates 

because it has to become a plant. The concern with the Mnal end o f processes, rather 

(linn with (lie processes themselves, led Aristotle and his successors to concern 

themselves w ith logical connections. They were interested more in (he essence o f the
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entity. potential ul an object nr activity, not the categories o f mass ami force in the 

context ol space atul lime, lor instance ( ( ’olien 1987, 1.1).

Aristotle anil Plato's ideas were synthesised by St. Augustine o! Hippo ami St. I honias 

Aipiinas and adopted by the Medieval Church. It was then in \opue lor one to 

commence (torn universal principles and proceed to the particulars rather than the vice 

\ersa. However, this attitude changed with the woiks such as those o f Uogcr llacon 

(1268) in which lie insisted that scientific knowledge could only be acquired by 

experimentation, litis paved the way for Nicholas Copernicus, (ialileo (Jalilei, Tycho 

iirahe, Jofianne Kepler, amongst other, who employed experimental methods in their 

scicntilic enterprises (ibid, 9-19),

It is from such advances that Newtonian physics can he seen as developing. The 

publication o f his Principin in 1687 is seen hy many as one o f (he most important 

developments in the history o f science (Cohen op cil, I *18; Paul Davies op cit, 12). I lis 

system, which remained in vogue for hundred o f years, was able to successfully account 

lor a variety o f phenomena. It is still used to date, though modifications or limitations to 

it have been introduced. * I

I lie next great revolution came with quantum mechanics and a notable figure here is 

Iunstcin. At the macro level and at ordinary speeds it (quantum mechanics) docs achieve 

approximately the same results as Newton's mechanics. However, at the subatomic level 

and at speeds approaching those o f light, the differences are pronounced, i f  not 

contrasting.



I lie old science (before quantum mechanics) generally licit! that the universe was 

closed, essentially completed and unchanging, basically substantive. simple and 

shallow, and fundamentally unmystcrious like a rigidly programmed machine. I he new 

science, on the other hand, regards the world as, "...unbounded, uncompleted. ...still 

becoming, basically relational and complex, with great depth, unlimited qualitative 

variety, and truly mysterious - a restless vibrant, living, growing organism, forever 

pregnant with possibilities for novel emergencies and developments for the future." 

(Schilling, 1973:44). The latter, he further observes, represents, “ ...not only additions to 

what man knows hut changes in the way he knows, and in the n ov fie feels about, 

responds and relates to the known and unknown". (Ibid., 18). In examining science, it 

would be crucial not to lose sight o f where science lias come from, where it is currently, 

and where it might be headed to in the future. It is worthwhile lo mention here that the 

development o f quantum mechanics fuelled the tendency to relate religion to science as 

dimensions in the former seemed to resemble aspects o f the latter.

1.5.3 THE WAY NOT TO RELATE SCIENCE TO RELIGION

Science, rigidly or wrongly, has and is increasingly being applied to phenomena once 

considered beyond its fold and more so the religious. Conversely, religion is making use 

o f science and scientific findings lo justify itself.

Claude Lcvi-Slrauss sought in his works lo uncover the structure o f human nature, to 

discover the universal, basic structure o f man lying hidden beneath the surface and 

which manifests itself in his social life as language, art, myths, religion, music, etc.



According to hint, there are, “ ...deeper realities and deeper orders that determine 

seemingly gratuitous customs and beliefs." (Richard and l)e (ieorge: I 072, xxiii).

I Ovi-Strauss* work suggests that science may he used to make sense of ceilnin aspects 

o f man's life such .as myths and religion (cultural phenomena), lie claims, for instance, 

that hy use o f certain binary (a system of counting based on two numbers: 0 and I) 

relations, one set o f Bororo myths could he transformed into another set o f myths o f the 

Sherente tribe (of Brazil), This to him indicates that there are deeper realities and orders 

in seemingly random and incoherent cultural phenomena. However, it can be posed: 

what is this dial lies beneath the surface? What arc the deeper realities that Levi-Strauss 

is referring to? lie  does not seem to give a categorical reply and leaves the issue open to 

varied and conflicting interpretations: a religious person may sec the supernatural, 

whereas a Darwinist may see natural selection. Additionally, the facts from his work, 

though scientific, can be interpreted outside the realm o f science and yet still be taken 

(mistakenly) as scientific. The case o f Michael Drosnin illustrates this well.

Idiyahu Rips, using group theory that underlies quantum physics formulated what is 

now generally referred to as the Bible code. Drosnin's uses this “ code" in an exercise 

akin to Lcvi-Strauss*. The code is a computer programme in which the first five books 

o f the Old Testament, the Torah, arc arranged into a continuous strand, 304,805

characters long, where:

I lie computer searches that strand of letters for names, words, and phrases 

hidden by the skip code. [That is] It starts at the first letter of the Hible, and 

looks for every possible skip sequence—-words spelled out with skips of 1,2,3, 

all the way up to several thousand. It then repeats the search starting from the
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second letter, and docs it all over again until it readies the last letter of the Mihle 

* ( IJinsnin 1997, 14).

I inclines bom tliis project claim that predictions (such as the assassination of Rabin1) 

can he made from^lhc text o f the liib lc  by use o f this technique. Dtosnin claims were 

based on tin article published in a reputable mathematics journal (Sfatistical Science 

1994, vot. 9, No. 3 429-438 under the title “ Equidistant l etter Sequences in the Hook o f 

( iencsi.s,”  by Doron Witztum, Eliyahu Rips, and Yoav Rosenberg ).

I lowever, can such works be trusted? What really do they prove? In the ease ofDrosnin, 

the scientists who developed lire code have dismissed the conclusions he draws. Rips, 

one o f the authors, distanced himself from Drosnin’s work saying that the conclusions 

were unfounded and distort his original work, especially the prophecies o f calamities 

and war that lie in the future (Trull, 1997s). The only conclusions that can be drawn, 

Rips maintains, are that the Torah Codes exist and that (hey arc not a mere coincidence.

More damming to Drosnin's claims are the findings that what he claims to he unique to 

the Torah can, though in a weaker sense, be applied to other texts. The contention here 

is that depending on how die computer i,s programmed, one could come up with 

similarly “ remarkable"’ findings from just about any text. With this in mind Don 

Steinberg, (I999r') did such a test on the so It ware license agreement o f a computer 

software (Microsoft Access Developer’s Toolkit 2.0).

’ I ’n rincr Israeli prim e minister,
'  1 liis  is tut Internet article "C racking tire ItiM e C ode" at: liilp:/Av\\\v.parasc<'p.cnm/!!r!tdcs/0<dl7diiHecnde.litm

'■ At (lie address: httpVAvnw.cnel.com /con lc iil/vn iees/slcinlieiii/O? Ifi97 /indcx,litin /



M e in berg c;imc up with meaningful aiul relevant phrases such as “ US government 

icstricled." “ inloimalit>n," “ inability to use." “  even il Microsoft had been advised on 

the p o s s ib ility ,"  and “ damages Ibr loss" all intersecting the won! “ Ilnhin." In Drosnin’s 

book, such intersections are seen as relevant and prophetic and are used to suppoil 

claims that the Torah is Imm God, or at the very least, from a super intelligent being. 

However, as Steinberg wonders, could the same lie said o f someone in the Microsoft 

legal department? Surely not. ftltil Stanton makes remarkably similar accusations but 

notes additionally that the text used omitted vowels and this made it capable o f being 

made to Hi DrosnitTs Taney (1997, 35-39). I bis then does strongly indicate that claims, 

such as Drosnin's, draw conclusions that are far from being warranted by their premises 

and certainly not based on science. 3 be fact that the program is computer based or the 

theory behind it is f rom quantum mechanics docs not w arrant the claims made. 11 is 

w o rk  is speculative, not scientific. Indeed, some o f his prophecies or predictions have 

decidedly turned out untrue, fo r instance, the prediction (hat nenjamin Netanyahu, the 

then Israeli prime minister, would be assassinated whilst in office did not take place 

{I Jiosnin, op cit., 59-60, 120).

1.6 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In this work, we have adopted Idealism as our conceptual framework. According to the 

New Encyclopaedia Iliitann ica , Idealism, as a philosophical term, refers to any view 

that stresses the central role o f the menial or rational | lion-material] in man's 

interpretation o f experience. It holds that the world or reality exists essentially as spirit 

or consciousness, (hat abstractions and laws arc more fundamental in reality Ilian



■wMisory things, or, at least, that whatever exists is known to man in dimensions that arc 

c liic ily  mental - through and as ideas. Io  the idealist, terms and relations logically 

determine one another. I he ultimate reality is therefore a system o f judgements or 

propositions, anti truth is tic fined in terms o f these propositions, and in terms o f the 

coherence of these propositions to form a harmonious whole, lids is epistemological 

idealism as opposed to metaphysical idealism which asserts the ideality o f reality. 

I'pistemological idealism is opposed to realism, the view' that in human knowledge 

objects are grasped and seen as they really are -  in their existence outside and 

independently of' the mind; to scepticism which denies the possibility oT knowledge; to 

positivism which stresses observable facts and relations as opposed to ullimatcs; and 

often to atheism, since the idealist commonly extrapolates (lie concept o f mind to 

embrace an infinite Mind, The essential orientation o f idealism can be seen through 

some o f its typical tenets: “  Truth is the whole or the Absolute"; “ to be is to be 

perceived"; “ reality reveals its ultimate nature more faithfully in its highest qualities 

(mental) than its lowest (material)"; “ the ego is both subject and object."  In our case.

Idealism offers a suitable framework within which mystical experiences can be analysed 

and understood.

1.7 HYPOTHESIS

This research has as its hypothesis the following: Rightly grasped, religion can provide 

criteria for validating itself. More spcciHeal!y, that mystical experiences can offer strong 

internal support for fundamental religious doctrines.



1.8 METHODOLOGY

Philosophy tins, as one of its main tasks, that o f offering a complete as possible woi Id- 

view. One goal o f synoptic philosophy, as James C hristian (1977. -10) observes is the 

development o f an empirically sound and rationally coherent woi Id-view to serve as an 

operational model for the interpretation and valuation o f experience and for providing 

unity and consistency to life, 'Hie view considers the compnrlincntalisation o f data as 

artificial and eventually self-defeating. Moreover, philosophy also has a critical aspect; 

it accepts nothing without first thoroughly examining it and the assumptions behind it. 

In view o f this, diverse concepts -  religion (with its subsets o f faith, myth, and 

mysticism) as well as science -  are critically examined so as to expose their chief 

characteristics, methodologies, and outputs with a view to determining the degree o f 

compatibility that may accrue between them, amongst other issues, as spelt out in the 

research objectives.

To go about this task, the research w ill rely solely on secondary source o f data, that is, 

from books, journals, magazines, periodicals, newspapers, as well as the World Wide 

Web (the Internet).

1.9 SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS

According to one classification, religion has two main aspects: the moral or (he 

practical, and the intellectual or doctrinal. This research w ill lim it its focus on the 

intellectual or doctrinal This research docs not lim it itself to one particular religion but



;itlier examines at all mystical doctrines be they Buddhist. Christian. Hindu, or Islamic. 

I his is because o f the similarities in the methods and pronouncements o f mystics from

he v a r io u s  la ilh s
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CHAPTER 2

RELIGION IN PERSPECTIVE

2.0 INTRODUCTION

Much o f the discussion on religion, philosophic or otherwise, lias overwhelmingly 

lrented religion ns a system ol beliefs based on lailh. Consequently, religion was in 

former times attacked or defended by philosophic means and the trend continues to date, 

l ater on when science became influential, it was, and still is, applied to argue Tor or 

against religion. We reserve a discussion on religion and science to a later chapter. Our 

locus for the moment w ill he with the philosophic method and how it relates to religion. 

In particular, we critically analyse some of the major ways in which in which religion 

has been conceived practised as well as the academic discussion on the phenomena that 

is r eligion. We have broadly referred to these conceptions as "popular religion." We aim 

to evaluate its claims to knowledge and its consequent suitability for critical religious 

discourse.

2.1 PHILOSOPHY AND THE STUDY OF RELIGION

Systematic philosophy has been in existence in various parts o f the world for over two 

millennia. Western philosophy owes its origin and early development to the ancient 

(hecks, who set out its practice and methods. Kike any evolving entity, philosophy has 

grown and changed radically, hut it still hears the birthmarks o f its Hellenistic origins. I

I he definition o f philosophy is one o f the problems of philosophy, that is, it is a
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philosophical question and exercise in its nun right. 1 his implies that one who is 

attempting a definition o f philosophy is already philosophising. 1‘nmologicaMv. the 

w o td  derives from the (Ireek f>hili<t and sophia. /o re  and uiulom  ie*;pceti\ely. denoting 

the love o f wisdom. A philosopher, it follows, is one who pursues such wisdom or 

knowledge. Pythagoras (circa 570-495 MCI:7) in making the distinction between a 

philosopher and oilier men argued that there exists three classes of people just as there 

are three classes o f people who attend the Olympic games. The lowest category consists 

o f those who come to buy and sell, and next above them arc those who come to 

compete. Rest o f all arc those who simply come to look on. Men may be classified 

accordingly as lovers oT wisdom, lovers o f honour and lovers o f (material) gain. A 

philosopher, it emerges, has, amongst other qualities, those o f introspection and 

detachment: his concern is his subject for its own sake.

There is a tendency to distinguish between two senses o f the word philosophy: the 

ordinary or eommonsensc meaning and the technical sense. Klemkc defines the former 

as a set o f fundamental beliefs and cherished convictions of an individual, often held in 

a naive unexamined manner (1992, 2). This way o f treating philosophy docs not 

distinguish it from any other belief (including superstitions) that a person may hold. Por 

instance, a trader may hold it as his philosophy never to mix business w ith pleasure, or a 

person may hold (hat ghosts possess people. Almost everybody has such beliefs, but not 

every body is thereby a philosopher, flic technical sense oT the term is, however, 

opposed to the eommonsensc meaning. Unlike the former, beliefs and opinions arc not

7 We Ini v t  used I lie m il minus IU 'b  (U d in e  ( Itr is linn  l r ; i )  nnd ( I  < C In is! inn !m )  inslend nl l l ( ' nnd At) tes ted  i\ d > .
1 liis is beemise ol ibe ( In is!inn an tnn ln linns o l'A D  (Ilie yem n l'm ir  I .mil).



I"-’111 iii ;i n:ii\c mu! unexamiiicd mariner. I his is the ciilicnl aspect However. like nmM 

uspccts o f philosophy, there arc disputes over what this entails. In p.ul. the controversy 

is alti ihulahle to the varying emphases laid on the stihjeet mallei, m on the mclhods that 

sharaeterise philosophy. However, there aie eeitaiu elements common to mans of these 

delinilions; \se shall endeavour to highlight the more impoilant amongst them. I his. 

however, does not mean that there is unanimily on the definition of philosophy amongst 

philosophers. Wlial follows therefore should he seen as tentativcor working delinilions 

o f the terms involved.

One aspect o f philosophy that distinguishes it from other branches o f learning is its 

scope, or lack o f it. Unlike, say, physics which studies matter in relation to energy, or 

biology which focuses on the study o f living organisms, philosophy docs not have a 

limited scope. As Christian observes, philosophy ponders on the largest possible 

perspective, the weightier more stubborn problems of human existence. It attempts to 

weave the interconnecting lines o f illumination between all the diverse realms o f human 

thought, iu an endeavour to attaining new heights or insights (op cit., six). Due to lack 

o f scope, philosophy embodies certain other features. One such feature is that 

philosophy is ultimately concerned with questions of the most general kind, dims, 

whereas one would ordinarily he concerned with the question of whether, say, K ilon/o 

is lying, philosophy w ill ask the more general questions: Can wc know what goes on in 

other people's minds? I f  so, how? for we cannot directly perceive the contents o f their 

minds. Secondly, evidence o f all kind is relevant to the philosophical enterprise, though 

this rarely settles anything conclusively. This however is also true of, say. the sciences 

and we should view' this difference as one o f degree rather than of kind. It indicates that



philosophy is an ongoing, exer-grow ing acliv ity.

I he foregoing indicates thnl philosophy can discourse on ;un subject under the sun, 

Nevertheless, this does not imply that it uses the methods oT the subjects it canies out 

discourse upon since it has its own peculiar methodology, I lie tools that philosophy 

uses are creativity anil critical argument. Had philosophy been oul\ cicalive, it would 

make no serious claim to our beliefs and would, lor that matter, not be radically 

different from the fine arts like poetry or music. Philosophers thus do not just invent 

views, they argue for litem, and critically. This point is well illustrated hy I'rench and 

Curtis when they observe that;

Philosophers expose view points to vat ions kinds o f attack - they find 

inconsistencies, dissect arguments that do not work, tevcnl inexplicit and 

dubious premises, discover counter examples. Philosophy progresses in large 

part by weeding out or modifying views that do not stand up to such ciiticism  

Philosophic views thus go through a process analogous to Darwinian natural 

selection { 1978, 2-d).

lienee, only the best views or theories survive, ami these are held tentatively, for 

philosophy has no facts, theories, or truths (hat can be accepted as final. In brief, besides 

having the widest possible perspective, philosophy makes use of critical analysis as well 

as synthesis. Synthesis is vital for the harmonisation o f knowledge. However, before any 

synthesis is attempted, there has to he a process o f critical evaluation.

Our treatment o f the delinilion o f philosophy above has largely ignored the distinction 

o f its various branches like epistemology, metaphysics, and ethics. This is because what 

is involved, even here, is the application o f the philosophic method to morals in the case



'T  ethics. (m being in mclaplnsics. It is the philosophic method that enables philosnphv 

progress anil makes its claim to knowledge valid am! objective. I his hemp the ease. we 

can now look at how philosophy is applied to the study n| icligion.

2.1.1 PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION

As is the case with philosophy, there is controversy surrounding the nature and 

definition o f philosophy o f religion. This can he atlrilnitcd in part to the varying 

conceptions ol'what philosophy is as well as the selection of different facets ol religion 

lor special attention.

Philosophy o f religion is a branch o f philosophy that carries out reasoned discourse on 

religion. Deutch delines it as “ ...dial branch o f philosophy that seeks to understand the 

nature o f religious experience both within and apart from the religious traditions o f 

human kind; to appraise the claims about the nature o f the universe, o f (iod, and o f 

human beings put forward by religious thinkers; and to examine critically the 

fundamental presuppositions and beliefs that inform various religious world-views." 

(Op cil. 387). Mugamhi (1996, 2 I) shares a similar view, lie argues that it is a 

specialisation o f applied philosophy as are the philosophies o f science, art, law, 

language, etc., dealing specifically with (he philosophic questions that arise from 

religion as a phenomenon as well as from the teachings o f particular religions. I he 

Encyclopaedia Hiilanniea offers the view that there arc three main trends in the 

philosophy o f religion, namely, I) anal),sis and description of the nature o f religion in a 

frame work o f the general view o f the world; 2) the effort to attack or tic fend the various 

religious positions in terms o f philosophy; and 3) the attempt to analyse religious
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language. ( 'onscquently, ns I lick (op cil. I -2) rightly points out. philusopln nf religion is 

not a pail of religious teachings nor theology aiul as such the ielisions atul non-ieligious 

can anti do engage in it.

Philosophy is by no means the only discipline interested in religious phenomena, 

f hough some o f these disciplines arc independent ol philosophy and provide it with 

some ol its raw material, others make use ok philosophy, though lliev cannot he termed 

philosophical. One such is theology. Klemke {op cit. 5) delines theology as the 

systematic formulation o f religious beliefs accepted on faith or beliefs that are taken to 

be revealed from Ciod. In theological reasoning then, at least one premise is accepted on 

faith. John Smith makes a distinction between philosophy o f religion on the one hand, 

and theology oil the other, lie  describes (he primary task of theology as the formulation 

and elaboration o f ideas and doctrines about God, man, culture, creation redemption, 

etc., which stand as revealed in a historical tradition such as Christianity or Judaism, 

whilst the philosopher confronting religion w ill focus mote particularly upon the nature 

o f religion and its relation to know ledge and the forms of secular cultur e, doing so from 

some philosophical stand point different from that o f any historical religion (op cit., 

328). Rut Smith also argues that there is a second sense to the term theology, namely, 

natural theology, interested in i|iicslions like: what, i f  anything, can we know about God 

and other such matters through reason alone, without appeal to revelation? In the second 

sense natural theology is identical with the philosophy of religion, or. at the very least, 

the two greatly overlap. I

I low ever, a theologian, unlike a philosopher, takes the truths o f his faith as granted.



iK \c r i|ueslioning or doubling them. His task is to rationalise on his hiith. and 

philosophy is thus ;i \ita l tool for him. l or very long, philosophy hail been seen as the 

handmaid of thcologv, (hat is. it should serve faith. not transcend, or oppose it. 

However, as Oruka rightly cautions, the same reason could Ik * a hindrance to the 

theologian (1989, xv), The current Pope expresses this Tear well when he writes that, 

' Recent limes have seen the rise to prominence of various (philosophical! doctrines 

which lend to devalue even the truths which had been judged ceilnin." (1998. I I), I he 

truths he refers (o are certain only to the believer. IMiilosophv (or certain elements ol it) 

is seen as antagonistic to these (ruths. I lovvever, philosophy is a "two-edged” sword that 

can either support or v ilify  religious doctrines. To expect it to he only one-sided is to 

sell it short.

Radical theology goes even further and denounces the entire programme o f philosophy. 

According to this view, arguing hy reason in defence of certitudes o f faith shows 

faithlessness, l aiill, it presupposes, does not need the defence o f reason: Clod cannot he 

bencTiled from the dialectical stratagems o f the human mind. “ Not reasoning hut 

conversion, not argument hut preaching, not evidence. InM grace - these are the avenues 

to divine truth." (hem* 1967, 23).

It is, however, our contention that, on the contrary, faith can he a hindrance to sound 

reasoning and truth since it is held dogmatically and uncritically, (iood reasoning should 

he applied by the person o f faith and pursued to its logical conclusions, even i f  such 

conclusions are contrary to faith. The programme o f radical theology is the very 

antithesis to that o f philosophy since it denounces reason through and through.



Philosophy of religion must also he distinguished horn apologetics. I lie term derives 

lit'in  ( neck iii kI implies “ speaking o l" or “ defence." I he essential task ol apologetics is 

the dclcncc or "answering hack" o f religion, anti particularly the ( hriMinn faith. against 

doubts ami aeeusations. Nevertheless, to the extent that apologetics is motivated hv (lie 

fixed interest of defending certain established positions against all attaeks, it does not 

tpialify to be considered philosophy at all: given its dogmatic am! uncompromising 

nature, apologetics lacks an open mind; certain truths aie taken as universal and 

eternally true. I cue writes,

* II the ruling motive of apologetics is not the spirit of free inipiiry. the 

commitment of unhindered argument whenever it may lead, it lacks the 

dominant concern of philosophy. Apologetics to that extent is fundamentally 

the expression of a religious interest rather than a philosophical one. Its 

resemblance to philosophy is in appearance only; it is not a mela icligious 

study so much as a defensive weapon against religion (ibid.).

I he apologetic, then, uses philosophy as a tool o f convenience, useful only when it suits 

his purposes. With or without recourse to reason, the assertions o f religion are to he 

assented to. I f  reason supports them, so much the better; i f  not, reason has to give way to 

faith. Philosophy, then, is indeed the handmaid o f theology. 'I hough apologetics is, in a 

sense, at the opposite end to that o f radical theology, it is dear they know w hich side o f 

llie ir bread is buttered, to use the expression. That side is not the side o f reason. tty 

embracing reason selectively, on (he one hand, and by rejecting it all together, on (he 

itther, both positions portray a commitment to “ truth" already delated on their own 

terms. Paradoxically, the rationalisation so despised by radical theologians becomes 

useful and necessary in defending why they disdain it.



Philosophy ol icligion, like philosophy itself. is ;i second order nctivits. that is .it is over 

ami ;ilnne or apart I'rom its subject matter. It is not a pail or domain of religion Init has a 

cm Inin relat ion to it. As Klemke (op cil.. f>) argues, it is not a lirst-older nclivitv like 

religion or theology; if the later is taken to he talk about (iod, etc., (hen plnlosophv of 

religion is l;ilk about such talk. However, being talk about talk does not mean that it is 

merely linguistic. The point o f engaging in second order discourse is to analyse, evaluate 

and. i f  necessary, to correct the first-order discourse.

In carrying out its discourse, the philosophy of’ religion w ill rely not only on the input o f 

theologians, but also from other scholars investigating religious phenomena from 

different perspectives. Two such realms are the sociology of religion ami the psychology 

of religion. Their importance is that, they being o f a scientific nature do introduce data 

showing the manircslation o f religion in society and in the human being respectively.

I hey do al l’ord useful insights into the phenomena o f religion and many philosophers of’ 

religion have found such input useful in their discourses. Thus, instead o f being inimical 

to the philosopher, they can aid him in carry ing out discourse on religion.

2.1.2 SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION

Sociology o f religion is an attempt to understand the role ami significance ol religion to 

man as a social being. Very simply defined, sociology is (lie study of man as a social 

bcine or in as far as lie lives in society. Sociology ol religion employs the tools and 

methods o f sociology, which are basically those o f (be social sciences. As O'Dca (l% 6 , 

2.1) puls it, theories on religion are presented in the form of empirical material.



eniiceptualised ;is problems ;iiul cmpii ic:il generalisations bused on reseat lIi lli;m on 

Mbsliacl generalisations. 'I his at once distinguishes it limn phiiosoplw: it has a limitation 

(ihe empirical dimension as well as the locus on man as a social hemp) ami it is a (itsl-

01 dci discourse.

Sociology ol religion treats religion as a pait ol and as a product ol culture, where 

culture is a more or less integrated body of know ledge, pseudo-knowledge, beliefs, ami 

values that deline the human situation and the conditions of action for the members o f 

society. Culture is furthermore a creation by man o f a world o f adjustment am! meaning, 

in the context o f which human life is significantly and meaningful!) li\ed. Being a 

product o f culture, religion lends to vary from culture lo culture and, even within the 

same culture, from time to time. Thus, dynamism in culture entails dvnamism in 

religion.

As a discipline is hound to make its own abstractions, sociology ol religion does not 

treat of the supernatural nor can it do so. It is concerned with beliefs per sc be they o f 

wilehciafi, religion, magic, or superstition. It is not concerned with the truth content o f 

such beliefs, but only upon their role and significance in human behaviour and 

intei actions, such as the role religion plays in the maintenance o f law and order. This is 

what Creel (IU77, 7) calls the macro level. At the micro level sociology ol religion w ill 

seek In understand the pallem ol its transmission from individual lo individual, say. to a 

child through socialization, or on Ihe importance o f religion in the way people perceives

themselves and the world.



2.1.3 PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

P-Achulogicnl investigations can he regarded as a sxstem of tulumpics o f iiu |tiii\ 

diiecled towards the understanding of what people do, think ;nul feel Ihown (1 ‘>K7. ')> 

regards the psychology o f religion ns the methods, concepts, and theories o f psuhologv 

in understanding the way religion is lilted into the lives of those who accept or believe 

in it. It attempts to grasp the central phenomena of mental life, with recourse to 

comprehension ami understanding. It is the science of human behaviour and experience 

as emanating from or influencing the mental and emotional faculties. Psychology o f 

religion investigates the psvchotogieal laws governing religions attitudes; its object is 

not the truth about the divine (theology), but the human reality in which belief in a 

divine revelation comes into being. The concern (Inis is not for the correctness or 

otherwise o f religious beliefs but rather the clarification of the consciences of being 

religious in a certain way or of not being religious at all.

P sycho log is ts  o f religion arc especially interested in the effects that different religious 

beliefs and practices have on the integration and disintegration o f personality. Unis, they 

max pose: Do mote thcisls or atheists experience mental break down? Do mote 

Protestants or Catholics commit suicide? Is the fullest development o f personality 

possible apart from some kind of religious faith? fo r instance, Rodney Stark (1971) in 

an article: “ Age and-Faith: A ( banging Outlook or an Old Process." argues that older 

people  do not become more religious as they grow older; they merely lend to believe in 

immortality more than young believers. They ollcn lend to pray mote in private, 

p o ss ib le  as a means of securing the right kind o f life and possibly because they arc more

isolated and lonelv.



It should not escape notice that though the sociolog) and ps\elmlogv o f religion do 

provide the philosopher with data on how religion is significant and operates in society 

and the human psyche respectively, they cannot, o l‘ themselves, settle the central issues 

ol interest to the philosopher such as the cm redness of icligious piinciptes. this is 

In-cause they do not stud)' religion per w\ hut lather how leligiotis heliels inlluence or 

sliape social and psychical phenomena.

2.2 CONVENTIONAL CONCEPTION OF RELIGION
Part ol'the problem that underlies much ol the discussion of religion in philosophic as 

well as in other circles has been the locus or emphasis given to elements of icligion. 

Two o f such conceptions have been religion seen as faith and religion seen as a system 

of myths. We shall discuss below these two elements.

2.2.1 RELIGION AS FAITH

As previously noted, religion is and has principally been held to he a system o f precepts 

believed in on the basis o f laith. Consequently, much of the philosophic discussion on 

religion has tended to follow suit. However, what are the merits and demerits o f such a 

conception o f faith? We intend to answer this and similar questions here.

Omka (1997) distinguishes three senses o f the word faith. In the first instance it is a 

simple, ordinary trust or confidence in some object ol interest, say. a wile or a car. I he 

justification for such a belief is based on a past record from which one gathers evidence 

to support the claim. However, one acquires the evidence through sense experience, not 

faith. 11 dice, sense experience and reasoning are the basis for the claim to reliability. 

Due to the narrow ness o f the range o f experience in question (usually restricted to the



person in question), emotional considerations, simple and often incorrect reasoning, 

naive observation, and other kinds o f pitfalls, this kind of faith makes no serious claim 

to the kind o f knowledge that is demanded hy, say, philosophy or science. I his kind o f 

fa i tli is not any heller than the com moil sense Slant tec refers to*.

In the second sense, Oruka (ibid.) notes that the object o f faith Is a principle, a theory, or 

an opinion arrived at purely on demonstrable scientific or logical evidence. Examples 

are the laws o f gravitation in physics and the law of non-contradiction in logic. 

Scientillc or intellectual faith is held as long as there is no objective refutation to its 

truth claims and few people hold it without good reason. We can add here that even 

science finds expression in pseudo-science and in science fiction. However, these are 

"abuses" rather than uses o f science.

The third is the spiritual or religious faith; the absolute or certain belief in all the truth 

claims derived from a religious system. Here, belief, as a knowledge claim, is held prior 

to actual knowledge and to a believer, “  I know only i f  or because I believe" for to say 

that, “ I believe only because I know" creates the possibility that i f  I did not know, I 

would not have believed (ibid.). Bertrand Russell lias similarly defined this kind o f faith 

as, “ ...a firm belief in something for which there is no evidence. We do not speak o f 

faith that two plus two ecpial four or that the earth is round. We only speak o f faith when 

we want to substitute emotion for evidence." (Ilospers, 195b, 141). Stunrte Brown 

underscores the same view hy observing that faith is commonly understood as assent to 

something there is no reason for believing, haith is contrasted with what are considered

K Set: cluiplcr nnc nI this work.



lo he matters o f lad in such a way as to suggest that faith is in some way irrational and 

blind (1989, 138). I he third kind o f faith is the weakest o f the three seen from an 

experiential and rational point o f view. We can appreciate this more i f  we recall the 

position o f radical theologians and further that little, i f  any, experience is called for prior 

to assenting to the objects o f faith .The attitude o f a doubting Thomas is a vice rather 

than a virtue.

I his view' on faith is largely attributable to Thomas Ai|uinas who declared that a person 

o f religious faith is a person who has a theoretical conviction that God exists. However, 

this immediately creates a problem: one merely docs not have to assent to the belief that 

there is God; one has in addition to assent to other propositions on the basis that God 

revealed them (Swinburne 1981, 105). Mick expresses a similar view noting that 

ordinarily people believe in some propositions because they can see them or prove them 

lo he true. However, there arc others which they cannot sec or prove to he true, because 

they exceed the scope o f human comprehension. Nevertheless, people are invited to 

believe in them on divine authority; they arc said to have been revealed to the church or 

in the biblc and believing in them is by faith (1977, 43). The point is to is be noted with 

respect to this position that once a person assents to the belief that there is God, and that 

God has revealed certain things to man, one is left with no choice but to assent lo 

numerous other propositions as well. The major problem here is that one usually has no 

solid grounds for assenting to the initial proposition that God exists.

' i ]

l ailh in the religious sense has other problems associated with it. To begin with, there is 

the prohlem o f con Hiding authorities. A religious person would Mnd it difficult to
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justifying his preference for one system over the other(s). More often than not one 

merely adopts the religion one was horn into, liven in cases o f “ conversion*’ into a 

dilfercnt laith, the overriding consideration is not rational or empirical but sentimental. 

We may even giant, as Swinburne (ibid,, l()fi) believes, that one does make a choice 

based on intellectual elegance o f a religious system. However, once the system is 

embraced, dogmatism invariably ensues; one is hardly better o ff than when they started, 

or before the "sw itch" was made. Hence, it is often difficult to be religious in the third 

sense o f faith and yet be rational about one's faith. One has to be sacrificed for the sake 

o f the other. Unfortunately, it is ollen faith that triumphs over reason, as i f  believing in 

something actually makes it true.

rurlhcrmorc, the certitude that is claimed to follow from beliefs held on fait!) is difficult 

to uphold, fo r instance, asked to explain how one knows there is (iod, a believer can 

claim to have a feeling o f certitude about this. Nevertheless, certitude alone can never he 

adduced as grounds for knowing that something is the case. Indeed, a believer o f a 

contrary position or even an atheist can similarly and plausibly, i f  we grant this, claim 

his position right by an appeal to certitude. Hence a feeling o f certitude, by itself, does 

not rule out being certain about contradictory or inconsistent beliefs. Certitude is often 

cited where no appeal to evidence can convincingly be made (Inis shielding the person 

from criticism, or from the need to elucidate the point. Hence, as l :err£ observes, this 

attitude encourages the tendency to “ forget" or suppress data in experience that conflicts 

with prior beliefs (op cit., 95). Consequently, believers conveniently ignore, for 

instance, the more plausible account that the universe is billions o f years old rather than 

five or six thousand years old as claimed in the Christian scriptures. In general.
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thcrcfoic, plausible accounts that differ from doctrine aie ignored or unreasonably 

dismissed.

We therefore maintain that the proper and indeed more rational altitude towards faith 

would be to bold beliefs tentatively prior to proof or affirmation. If none is forthcoming, 

beliefs should be revised or discarded. Additionally, by accepting any proposition on 

faith, one could do well to accept a conflicting claim o f an opponent who accepts such 

an opposing claim by faith, faith can validate two contradictory positions and in such 

instances, faith alone cannot resolve the contradiction. Ollier means have to be used 

with science and philosophy being two such. Nevertheless, in the case o f faith, “ proof" 

or “ confirmation" is promised in the post-mortem slate hut this will not do either. Post­

mortem life, i f  anything, is already an issue begging for proof: to reason as such is to 

engage in circular reasoning. It is therefore manifest that the conception o f religion as 

faith is intensely subjective, that is, it is not derived from nor can it he proved from 

experience; it is also rigid, that is, not amenable to reason.

2.2.2 RELIGION AS MYTH

Apart from religion as faith, religion has also been conceived of as mythical. This, to 

some scholars, is supposed to make it rest on more secure grounds than mere faith. 

There is more than one setisc in which the term myth can he understood. The English 

language defines a myth as an ancient story based on popular belief's that explains or 

narrates natural or historical events. In this sense, it may refer to folk, traditional, 

unreasoned, or unscientific accounts o f phenomena. Under this heading could he 

included folk beliefs by communities o f how they came into existence. A myth could
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also he a widely believed hul false story in which sense it is a misguided ot fictitious 

notion, lle rc  we can include the various notions concerned with magic or witchcraft 

Ninian Smart (1973) objects to the second sense o f the term and attributes its current 

usage to the early Greeks as well as Christian apologists who would speak o f the wool 

ol God as contrasted to pagan myths. Myths, generally, have thus come to be regarded 

as false stories, though this need not he the case as the litst sense plainly indicates. 

Smart uses the term myth to allow' Tor the possibility o f speaking o f true myths though 

he docs not ride out the possibility that all myths arc false. It is the first possibility that 

the advocates o f religion as myitis seek to show to be the ease. They however use the 

term in a somewhat stronger sense than this, as we shall observe later.

Smart draws a distinction between doctrine and myth. Doctrines are teachings that have 

to do with the constitution o f the world, o f the transcendent and so on, whilst myths 

have to do with n moving picture o f  the sacred, llcncc, one characteristic o f myths is 

that they occur in the form o f stories, akin to (hose in novels, jokes, fairy tales, historical 

narratives, etc. Secondly, myths have to do with the relationship between the 

supernatural on the one hand and man and the world on the other. Consequently, myths 

occur in a celebratory ritual context. In this sense, all myths can be said to he 

celebrations, though not all celebrations have mythical connotations. An example o f a 

myth in Smart's sense is Christmas, whereby, the historical birth o f Christ is not so 

much the issue as is the “ birth”  o f Christ in the hearts o f believers, which is the 

celebratory ritual context.

Smart's distinction between a myth and a doctrine is neither as clcar-cut nor as
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fundamental as lie would want us to believe. I he two sccni to refer to real or actual state 

of a flails, not imaginary ones. I his, at least, is how the religious lake them to be. I his 

distinction should thus he seen as one ol content, rather than truth-value, o f degree 

lather than ol kind. A myth, for all we can tell, is a doctime concerning the relationship 

between man and the supernatural, and i f  all myths can be false, then all doctrines can 

be lalse as well. However, true or false, how can we know it? lly  faith? Smart's account 

does not provide an answer to this vital question.

Besant's account o f myths has Platonic elements for it assumes tfic dichotomy o f the 

real (analogous to the f orms or Ideas o f Plato) and the unreal (their shadows). 

According to her, history is an account, albeit imperfect ami distorted, o f the dances o f 

these shadow's in the shadow-world o f matter. Myths, however, are accounts oT the 

movements o f objects that cast those shadows. I he implication here is that myths give a 

better account o f history, science, etc., than the ordinary historical, scientific etc., 

accounts. She further contends that mystical accounts are given in the language of 

symbols, which are a pictorial alphabet used by myth writers. Thus, the stm is always 

the symbol o f the Logos or God and solar myths are therefore stories o f the Logos' 

activities when incarnated in man. She writes:

1 lc is always horn at the w inter solstice, niter the shortest day of (lie year, at the 

midnight of 24"’ December, when the sign Virgo0 is rising above the horizon; 

born ns tin's sign is rising, he is bom always of a virgin.... he lives through all the 

threatening clangers, and the clay lengthens towards the spring equinox, till the 

lime comes for the crossing over, the crucifixion, the dale varying with each 

year. The God who is bom at the dawning of December 25 is ever crucified at

'' I his is the astrological sign o l the v irg in
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(tie sprint* equinox... “ Ilastcr" is a mm able c\cni. cnlculak-d l*> the idam e 
position ot the sun ami the moon, an impossible way of fixing scar In scar the 

mammary of a historical event { 1966, 110-111)

Ihcic arc numerous illustrations to attest to the veracity o f those similarities and 

examples include those o f Jesus Christ among Christians, Krishna amongst the Hindus 

and Osiris in ancient Fgypl. From such similarities two conclusions have often been 

drawn: that religion has a common origin - human ignorance or that religion has a 

common origin - the divine. IJesant calls their proponents comparative mythologist and 

comparative religionists respectively. Kihumbu Thairu, who can be termed a 

comparative my thologist, argues that many o f the rituals o f Christianity are really for the 

worship o f  the African Ciod incarnate, Osiris, or o f worshipping the stm and the seasons 

(1985, 84). Though Kihumbu docs not develop this argument to that very end, the much 

that he takes it leaves little doubt that he belongs to the former category.

Bcsnnt, on the other hand, belongs to (he latter. However, we note w ith respect to her 

account that similarities between the various great figures or the world religions do not 

show' that what they claim is necessarily true since similarities cannot constitute truth, 

lin ts  whereas the names “ Krishna" and “ Christ" sound familiar, both were born at 

around December 25, both had great perils surrounding their births, both performed 

miracles and so on, the similarities, however numerous and striking, cannot establish 

any truth save what is already believed in. Similarities between Hinduism and 

Christianity, for instance, do not show that any o f them is valid. Nevertheless, though 

they may have developed independently ol one another, anil similarity is taken as 

indicting that they must have been divinely inspired, this approach cannot defeat



jiigumcnls adduced by Wilson, I rcud, Russell. and others. this kind o f argumentation, 

in other words, might show that different faiths arc not mutually destructive, hut it does 

not show that religious beliefs are not mistaken. It does not give reasons why religion as 

myth should be taken seriously. I fence, the attempt to portray religion as ui)th is not any 

belter than religion perceived as faith: both have no sound and independent grounds to 

support their claims. The appeal to mythology is not such a ground. I or one to assent to 

this account o f religion, one has to have assented to some doctrine; one has to be 

favourably disposed into believing mythical accounts. The mythical account o f religions 

fundamentally reduces to faith and similarity, an unconvincing combination. It is like 

faith since one has to believe in heavenly realities that precipitate earthly activities , yet 

the existence o f these heavenly realties is what is at slake. As far as similarity goes, the 

argument boils down to: since Hinduism, for instance, is not essentially different Horn 

Christianity, Islam, or any religion (past or present), and given that one already believes 

in any one o f these religious systems, it is then the case that all religious doctrines must 

be true.

I'm ihcrniore, it can be asked why a historical event should vary from year to year. 

Mircea believes an explanation can be found in what he terms as “ mythical lime, lie  

distinguishes sacred from profane lime, arguing that the religious man lives in two 

kinds o f lime, o f which the more important, sacred time, appears under the paradoxical 

aspect o f  a circular time, reversible, a sort o f eternal mjthical presence which is 

eternally reintegrated by means o f its rites. According to Mircea, this altitude concerning 

lime suffices to distinguish the religious from the non-religious person; the former 

refuses to live in the historical present hul rather attempts to regain a sacred time that,
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from one point o f view, can he homologised to eternity (1959, 70). MhitEs conception 

o f time, for the Afiican context, ltic susa, and the zaniani is rooted on similar principles.

I knvcvcr, Smart criticises such conceptions rioting that there is a need for firm criteria 

o f what counts as (linear) time (op cil., 85). The cyclical time that Eliadc describes is 

open to ad hoc interpretations amenable to any circumstance, it is general, vague, 

subjective and can hence apply to any conceivable situation. Indeed, its suitability in this 

respect is what makes it so attractive, at the expense o f rationality and objectivity. 

Additionally, a problem with lime invariably presents a problem with space. It then 

logically follows that i f  myths are not always chronological or historical, space in myths 

is not always literally presented, but has discontinuities or dislocations. Granted that 

mythic time can be definite or indefinite, mythic space can also he definite or indefinite. 

This leads one lo naturally wonder: what is the location o f mythic events and w hen, i f  at 

all, they did occur? I f  answered “ in heaven," how can we know o f the going-ons in 

heaven for that matter? These questions are in urgent need o f answers.

Consequently, it should be observed that the account o f religion as myth leaves room for 

doubt and conjecture. Events described in myths cannot be definitively defined in time 

or located in space, for these two concepts arc warped in mythical accounts. Tor all 

intents and purposes, one is not in a position to distinguish them from fiction. It is likely 

that the deficiency entailed by mythical accounts is best lilted by an appeal lo faith, the 

grounds on which it rests we have already shown to be unsatisfactory. Even i f  we take 

myths to be symbolic as Besnnt contends, that which they symbolise w ill usually be 

believed on the grounds o f faith. Unlike Plato who argues that the Forms can be



contemplated by reason (Republic 516b, c). liesant gives no objecthe means by which 

hci hot ms can be cognised. The ritualisation o f mythical phenomena serves to oiler 

“ tangibles" and processes to believers, who need them as aids or complimentnries to 

faith. Rituals, however, only make people believe that they arc reintegrated with some 

divine reality but there arc no reasons to believe that they do. Additionally, it is not the 

case that there is uniformity and universality as far as m>lhical symbolism is concerned. 

For instance, whereas the lotus is a common in Hindu and liuddhist religious literature, 

it is conspicuously absent in Christianity, Islam, and other Semitic icligions. This would 

signify that mythical language is culture-specific, not universal as liesant maintained. 

How to unravel is also problematic as no firm or valid criteria exist. A ll in all 

conceptions o f religion as myths or as faith are inadequate, for they are not grounded on 

sound, objective and rational criteria, as already shown, fly  themselves, they can make 

no serious claim to our attention on their claims.

2.3 AUTHORITY, REVELATION, INTUITION IN RELIGION

Apart from the inadequacies mentioned above, we wish to further examine some o f the 

general claims to religious knowledge that have been used to rationalise popular 

religious principles. We wish to establish whether they offer adequate support Tor their 

claims.

Authority is certainly an important avenue in the knowing process for we possibly 

cannot verify all facts for ourselves. An authority is one who is an expert in a given field 

ant! is usually recognised as such by bis colleagues. However, the fact that one is an



authority in one field does not make him an authority in any area outside the said field 

o f specialisation. As such, an expett in physics may not offer expert opinion in biologv, 

for instance. Due to specialisation, we take on authority .significant portions o f what we 

hold to be true, conlidcnl that any error therein would have been brought to light by 

other authorities. We also take it that we could verify the facts for ourselves, had we 

cared to, and, o f course, given the necessary training and apparatus.

I lowcvcr, authority in religion tends to go against all this. Whereas authorities do differ 

(as already mentioned, though this is not peculiar to religion), in the ease o f faith 

contrary authorities arc ruled out in advance as false, because they do not accord to held 

beliefs, which are held on no better grounds than faith. In addition, the realities spoken 

o f in religious doctrines ought to be accessible to anyone who took the trouble to 

investigate. Nevertheless, it is the ease that such achievements arc restricted to a few - 

the prophets, saints, and saviours o f religions. However, hardly is it ever asked whether 

or how one can become an authority, or how that which is given by an authority can be 

corroborated. The point, here as llospcrs aptly notes, is that authority can never be a 

direct source o f know ledge, since i f  we have a statement on account o f X ’s authority, X 

cannot know it on the basis o f authority. X has to know it by reason, experience, or 

some other such means (ibid., 136). This point is almost always overlooked. Hence, one 

ought to be able to verify for himself any religious assertion (that does not touch on the 

scientific, historical etc,, as these can be investigated by their respective disciplines) i f  

they eared to. This is hardly ever the norm when it comes to religious faith.

Revelation is yet another mode by which it is claimed religious knowledge can be



obtained. Revelation has been used in some contexts synonvmously with authority (of 

the revealer). This is one sense in which Terre has used it. A pertinent question dial can 

tie asked in relation to this claim is how one chooses between authorities. I f  a choice is 

to be made between two authorities (or revelations), some criteria obviously have to be 

used. The criteria are cither dependent on or independent o f the authority (or revelation). 

II it is independent ol the authority, then revelation is not a unique path to religious 

knowledge as is often claimed, that is, it is usually held that (Jod is the revealer and 

reveals if, when, and to whom lie  chooses and the process termed unique. However, i f  

on the other hand revelation is dependent on the authority, i f  it is internal to the 

revelation itself', (he uniqueness o f revelation is preserved, but at the cost o f making 

claims to revelation hopelessly circular (ibid., 97-98). Hence, it is not uncommon to 

conic across arguments o f the sort: We know' the scriptures to be true because they arc 

from Ciod, but we know' that they are from (iod because 11 is messengers say so, and we 

know that the messengers are from (iod because the scriptures say so. Revelation, 

therefore, w hen claimed to be unique can turn out to be viciously circular, or not open to 

corroboration. It is hence held on account o f faith, fear, awe, and the like. But this w ill 

simply not do: it has to be subject to criteria - scientific, rational or otherwise - that 

ensure its usefulness and reliability as know ledge.

C laims to intuition arc comparable to those o f revelation. However, in intuition, one 

claims to know something quite suddenly and instantly and is convinced that what 

comes to him in that flash is true. Claims to intuition need not appeal to supernatural 

causes. Schlesingcr defines intuition as knowledge that is acquired without procedure 

ami which is not sensory or perceptual know ledge (1977, 203). Perhaps Schlesingcr has
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in mint!, (or instance, the kind of insight that a poet has that enables him to compose 

beautiful poetry or a scientist to come to a discovery. It is pertinent to note hriellv here 

that the kind o f intuitions above do not refer to supernatural causes as they are not of a 

religious nature. They are however o f the same mould as the religious ones, only that a 

divine source is attributed to this later category. That said, it can be asked: what kinds of 

insights do intuitions bring to the one that claim to have them. We investigate this by an 

examination o f how intuitions (religious or otherwise) occur.

W illis  I human, from research in psychiatry and psychology, concludes that the 

inluilivc/crealive capabilities o f the mind are vaster than had previously been imagined. 

1 le adduces the example o f a researcher who, having tried everything in wrestling with a 

problem, gels an amwer lo the problem when the conscious mind is distracted from the 

problem - perhaps during a walk or a nap (1981, 1016). There are the well-known 

example of'Kckule who is said lo have “ figured out" the chemical structure of benzene 

(a chemical compound) in a dream, and Archimedes who came up with a principle in 

physics bearing his name, while taking a hath. Traditionally, such instances arc referred 

lo as intuition. However, in the examples above, the two were actively and seriously 

engaged in their respective intellectual undertakings; they were in the process of 

seriously attempting to solve the said problems. Had they not been, the said “ intuitions" 

would not have come lo them. This, then, underscores the fact (hat intuition, as 

commonly understood, is merely' the result of some behind the scenes mechanism o f the 

mind, not a special way o f knowing. It should be seen as a natural, though unconscious, 

process o f the mind resulting in solutions to problems currently not under active 

consideration, but hitherto under serious scrutiny. We note too that those who arc in the



Iidbil of sciiotis menial engagement are bound to get “ intuitions”  often. As such, one can 

Irani himself so that he gets intuitions more regularly, though he may not be in a 

position to consciously control if. when, and how (hey occur. It is in the light o f all this 

that we can see hinstein, after failing to secure a teaching position, taking up a job as a 

clerk in a patent oflicc. I his afforded him plenty o f time to ponder and develop his 

theory o f relativity. Intuition must have played some part in this. Similarly, Newton is 

said to have developed his theory on gravitation after an apple fell on him, presumably 

whist taking a nap. Nonetheless, it is important to note that even flic cases o f great 

intuition mentioned above, a process o f verification follow ed. Kckulc, for instance, went 

out and constructed a model o f benzene. Intuition, we w ish to point out, is not a source 

o f  infallible knowledge as some would take it to be. Any intuition or hunch must he put 

to the test. This rarely happens in the case o f religious intuitions.

Ilospcrs, on this topic (op cil., 137-139), outrighlly dismisses the notion o f intuition, 

arguing that what goes in the guise o f intuitions are our abilities to make certain minute, 

sometimes unconscious, observations about people and tilings. Ihcsc, coupled with 

induction, enable us to discern, for instance, the character o f people rather well. Thus, 

intuition far from being sudden, instant, and effortless knowledge can instead be traced 

to observation and induction. Ilospcrs' argument docs not insist that intuition docs not 

occur, only that he denies it is a special mode o f knowledge. In this connection, it can be 

noted that two people can claim to know contrary propositions by intuition. There is the 

instance o f mediums who have been known to give conflicting reports or say a person or 

a place. There are usually no means o f independently verifying such claims save by 

appeal to experience, or some other mode of knowledge. As such intuition is neither a



spec hi I nor infallible mode o f knowledge

2.4 CONCLUSION

We have examined in this chapter various aspects of religion, and in particular how we 

supposedly aapiire that kind o f knowledge. We have argued that tins kind o f 

“ knowledge" is, at best, held naively, at worst, irrationally, (men the tenacity with 

which religious convictions are held, one would expect that they would he the most 

thoroughly investigated prior to their adoption. However, the reverse is usually the ease. 

It takes very little convincing most o f the time to embrace a doctrine since many people 

adopt the religion they arc horn into. A believer in the proclamations of religion in the 

senses discoursed is at a loss to objectively defend and justify why he holds on to his 

beliefs. Similarly, it lias been shown that some o f the special modes by which religious 

knowledge is acquired arc not special, or arc faulty,

As such, religion conceived as either faith (the most popular), myth or some other such 

conception crumbles under critical scrutiny; it is hardly supported by reason nor by 

facts/cxpci ience, or by other plausible means o f knowledge. To redeem itself from these 

shortcomings, religion needs to be more sensitive to rational and objective criteria. In a 

world largely ruled by science and reason, it cannot afford to be blind to these facts. Yet, 

it can be asked, is Ibis possible? Before attempting to answer this question, it would be 

expedient to critically examiner science, and some o f its presuppositions. I his is for the 

reason that science is upheld by many as the epitome o f objectivity and also because 

attempts, as already shown, have been made to harmonise it with religion. Perhaps it is 

on the recognition o f the failures mentioned, coupled with the strengths o f science that a



relationship between them is sought.

II' we take IMato’ s simple definition o f knowledge as justified, true, belief'(Chisholm 

1989, 90), knowledge is: l)  actually true, 7) is believed to be Hue, and, 3) one is 

justified in believing it to be true, wc find that religious claims to knowledge only 

embody element (2) and even i f  we grant them ( I)  -  that they arc actually true clement 

(3) is usually conspicuously lacking ~ which point wc have laboured to elucidate. It is 

only proper to note here that a fourth condition has been proposal to the oiiginal three. 

It states that one has in addition to be completely justified in accepting a proposition in 

some way that does not depend on false or deficient statements (belircr 1990, 18; 

Chisholm op cit., 98). I:or instance, a person looks at a clock that is not working, but 

which happens to (ell the correct time. The person is justified, believes, and the 

proposition is indeed true. However his knowledge is dependent on a defective

“ statement."



CHAPTER THREE

SCIENCE: FEATURES AND POSSIBLE RELATIONSHIP

TO RELIGION

3.0 INTRODUCTION

In the current chapter, we present and analyse some o f the major issues, difficulties, and 

assumptions that characterise science and its practice, fo r instance, what is science? Is 

science limited in its scope? Can it he distinguished from other avenues of knowledge? 

Docs science provide absolute truth? Can the scientific method be relied upon? Can 

science alone satisfy the human quest for knowledge? Is science and its mode o f 

knowledge compatible with the religious? Can the two be compared and iT so at what 

levels? Answers to these questions are vital i f  we are to favourably appraise science, vis- 

a-vis oilier avenues oflumian knowledge, especially the religious.

3.1 EARLY VIEWS ON SCIENCE

Daily in its history, science was over exalted; its advantages, capabilities, and scope 

were overrated, franeis Hacon ( f 561 - 1625), for instance, held that the aims o f science 

were the selling out lo acquire, “ ...knowledge o f causes and secret motion o f things, and 

the enlarging ol the hounds o f human empire, to the effecting o f all things possible. 

(Passmore 1976, I). Descartes (1596-1650) similarly contended that by conjoining the 

artisans skill with the philosopher's intellect, science could generate an, “ ...infinity o f 

arts and crafts, enabling us lo enjoy without any trouble the fruits o f the earth and the 

good things that arc found there.'1 (Ibid.).



I,ike the views by ( unite and others, such views recognise no limits for science, and 

push aside all other modes of know ledge as science is supposed to lill any vacuum lelk 

l)y stressing the “ omnipotence" o f science (and technology). these \icws otcilook the 

laet that science does not solve problems in a vacuum; economic, political, social, 

nationalistic, and oilier factors conic into play. For instance, though enough grains arc 

produced to sufficiently feed the entire human population, there arc millions without 

enough to cat. Additionally, gains made hy science usually have attendant negative 

consequences; the combustion engine is associated with air pollution and depletion o f 

non-renewable natural resources and so on. As such, even technologically, science is not 

the philosopher's stone that turns into gold everything it (ouches. Nevertheless, since the 

“ good things" o f science touch everyone and in almost all spheres o f life, science 

presently continues to elicit sentiments similar to those held by Itacon and others. 

Though these relate to its practical aspects, there is a tendency to extrapolate this to its 

theoretical aspects. The tendency here is to assume that science can satisfactorily 

investigate all o f phenomena, or that phenomena not investigated hy science (as they are 

not amenable to the scientific method) arc unreal or not worth investigation.

Though, less radical opinions on science later emerged, they loo took a lot Tor granted. 

Soren Kierkegaard, for instance, allowed that science could investigate plants, stars, 

animals and so on, but not the spirit o f man because to deal with the spirit o f man in this 

manner would be blasphemous (ibid. 3). Kierkegaard, however, does not show why the 

human spirit should he beyond (fie realm o f science, except Ibr the presupposed reason 

that it is divine (a religious principle). Unlike Kierkegaard, I . II Headley allows science 

to investigate everything, even the human being, but on condition that it makes no



pic fence to discover ullimaLe causes, the province ol mctaphvsics. However, as Oruka 

nplly noles. being empirical, science is a posteriori ami becomes a false science if. like 

philosophy, if strives to he a p rio r i; science would cease to be science i f  it adopted o r 

approached its subject matter a p rio ri ( I f>9(), 1-5). If this is what Bradlev is arguing, that 

would be line. Nevertheless, we suspect that this is not his argument. He is arguing that 

science should not investigate ultimate causes, such ns (!od. However, what »l ultimate 

causes can he investigated, understood, or explained a posteriori as Paul Davies (op cit., 

H) suggests? Unless ultimate causes and kindred matters can only he investigated a 

p r io r i, Bradley's position is untenable. This then raises the question: what exactly is the 

nature of, the limits, and the demarcation criteria for science?

3.2 LIMITATIONS OF SCIENCE

Science is and cannot be an undertaking without limits or hounds. Unlike the views 

expressed by Bacon, Descartes, and others, that created the impression that science 

could, unimpeded, acquire knowledge o f all sorts, there arc limitations and restrictions 

which the scientific enterprise must cope with and he restricted to.

3.2.1 LIMITATION BY PRINCIPLE

Prior to this century it was taken that the study of nature was in no way affected by the 

process o f measuring; that observation and measurement presented reality exactly as it 

were. Quantum mechanics (the theory involving the laws ol nature at the atomic arid 

subatomic levels), however, demonstrates (hat ever)' observation influences the things 

we observe. As Rohtlich has rightly argued, there is a lim it to the accuracy that can 

he achieved in a measurement; and that these matters have nothing to do with the



ingenuity o l' the observer or the technological sophistication of the apparatus Ihcse arc 

limitations by principle.' (1989 3). Consequently, from the uncertainly principle ol 

Heisenberg"’ we note that one cannot know the velocity and position of a subatomic 

particle simultaneously and accurately. The measurement o f the one affects the other: 

any measurement o f its velocity w ill displace the particle, whilst the measurement o f its 

position changes its velocity. In such a situation, one lias to choose what they want to 

know with more accuracy, at llic expense ol'lhc other variahlc(s).

I hc above raises a fundamental question on the nature o f knowledge and the way we 

(can) perceive it. Is the knowledge o f nature that we can have blurred or distorted, whilst 

in reality it exists in a sharp manner? In other words, does our observing ol reality 

distort it? Related to this is the question: Is reality as it is blurred? Most scientists and 

Phil osopbers o f science seem to favour the latter. Reality is taken to be blurred and, at 

the subatomic level at least, one cannot talk meaningfully o f certainties but only 

probabilities. This, however, should not be seen as implying the limitation o f the 

possibility o f knowledge: such a limitation only directs progress by telling us what is 

possible, As Popper aptly observes, due to our infinity ol ignorance, advances in science 

w ill never cease {1074, 216). Thus, whereas wc may expect scientific knowledge to 

grow endlessly, we should be aware ol (lie possibilities imposed on this by the nature o f 

reality -  at least as perceived by scienlisls.

3.2.2 THE HUMAN LIMITATION

Another limitation is the human limitation. Whereas the human being can survive a

*" I he ro iK 'n I i . i i 'u n  ln k ' ip td ; i l iu i i



yiven range o f atmospheric, thermal and other conditions, his knowledge o f die universe 

exists well beyond such bounds. I his is because, contrary to the limitation by principle 

alluded to above, the human limitation can for the belter pail be technologically 

overcome. For instance, whereas the human person cannot tolerate a temperature of 

more than ?()" C, he can, say, by means ot a thermometer, determine temperatures much 

higher than his naturally tolerable limits. A thermometer converts temperature into a 

length o f mercury, which lie can directly observe and this has the additional advantage 

o f increasing (he accuracy o f the measuremenl. This is hue o f most aids, apparatus, and 

equipment used in science. Hence, it does follow that science is restricted in some o f the 

things it can investigate by the tools available to it at any one lime. I bus, before the 

invention o f  the telescope, what astronomers could study was severely limited. 

Technology can also impact the manner and rate at winch scientific knowledge can be 

preserved and transmilted. The printing press for instance played a major role in ibis 

respect, whilst the Internet lias made it possible to access the latest information as soon 

as it is available.

Additionally, our knowledge o f the work! as we experience it (common sense) gives us 

a feel o f what is reasonable and what is not. We tend to extrapolate into believing that 

the world outside o f this range o f our knowledge is similar to it. I acts, however, bear 

otherwise as shown in the world o f special relativity, for instance, when dealing with 

speeds very near those of light. It is for this reason that Rohrlich (ibid., b), notes that the 

conversation from any such world to the world that wc arc accustomed to produces a 

clash o f seemingly contradictory notions. I bis indicates therefore that caution is needed 

and we should not extrapolate more than we are warranted to.
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Other factors peculiar to the human person can also hinder the growth of science. 

Religious fervour in clays past, for instance, was a hindrance to the growth of science as 

can superstition, politics and so on. A case in point is the likely restiiction on human 

cloning. Whereas it may be argued that this, strictly speaking, is a technological -ns 

opposed to a theoretical - issue, it w ill be noted that the practical and technological 

aspects o f science are mutually reinforcing.

3.2.3 LIMITATION BY COMPLEXITY

Nature is extremely complex and intricate: its study and understanding invariably 

becomes problematic. IVople have learnt to cope with this complexity by idealisation 

and abstraction, fo r this reason, scientists ignore certain aspects or features o f the 

problematic phenomenon under study, which are considered irrelevant details. They 

thereby idealise them so that the resultant models o f nature would no longer agree with 

reality in all respects. The results arc approximations to reality.

According To Nancy Cartwright, such generalisations are misleading, i f  not altogether 

false. She argues that the laws ol physics make use ol ceteris paribus modifiers, that is, 

holding that all things w ill remain equal or constant (1983. 45). However, this presents a 

problem: without the ceteris paribus modifier, the law is false; with il is not very useful. 

Thus. Newton's Law o f Universal (iravitalion: m u bodies esert a force between each 

other which varies as the square of the distance between them and varies directly as the 

product o f their masses, is plainly false without the ceteris pardms clause, for there are, 

in addition, non-grnvilational forces acting on the body, such as, electrical forces (and at
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the atomic level, nuclear forces). However, (here is a law. Coulombs l aw that describes 

the clccttical foiccs acting on a body. Neither law, Cartwright argues, trul\ describes 

how bodies behave. No charged body w ill behave just as the law of giasitation sa\s. and 

any massive object w ill constitute a counter example to Coulomb’s law. Accotdingly. 

Cartwright concludes that, “ I here is no reason to think that the principles that best 

organise w ill be true, nor that the principles lhat ate true w ill organise much." (tbid., 

53). As is the case with lire limitation by principle, what organises may well not be 

entirely true, and vice versa.

We however note lhat even with Cartwright's objection, ceteris paribus law s are useful 

to science and to knowledge in general since the simplification tints achieved permits 

the desired solution to complex problems. Using Cartwright's examples, we note that 

science consists o f different levels. Thus, there is a level o f gravitation ns w ell as a level 

o f electrical forces; a level o f astronomy and a level o f geology. The question should not 

arise as to which level is truer for they are all approximations to reality; each level 

presenting features o f reality not found in other levels. As science progresses, levels may 

he uni lied by even simpler, yet fundamental laws. It has also been found useful to use 

ceteris parihus laws: although they are approximations, they could he the best possible 

alternative to ignorance. As Popper (op cit.) seems to recognise, there can be no absolute 

laws in science, for this would imply an end to the growth of science over and above 

making it resemble religion, whose doctrines are taken to be true lor all limes and 

places. Nonetheless, Cartwright's argument has the distinction o f pointing out the 

approximate nature of science even at it's best - physics. Certainty and absoluteness arc 

not proper attributes o f the scientific enterprise.
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II should thus he manifest that science is not the omnipotent tool it was once tick! to he; 

it hns its usefulness mid limitations. Recognising the limitations it lias helped us put 

science in its proper place in the scheme ol human knowledge. It is a powerful tool, hut 

a lim ited one at that.

3.3 DEMARCATION AND GROWTH OF SCIENCE

Despite the limitations alluded to above, science lias witnessed tremendous growth. 

Considering its b rie f history o f about three hundred years, it has made remarkable 

extensive and lar-reaehing advances, unmatched by other disciplines. It could therefore 

seem appropriate to ask; what is it about science that makes it what it is? I hat is, w hat 

arc its demarcation criteria? Invariably, demarcation accounts have involved accounts o f 

its growth. The aim o f this line o f inquire is to determine the uniqueness, i f  any, o f the 

scientific mode o f inquiry and whether it is the only or the best way to understand or 

describe reality.

Though writers down the ages have characterised science, traditionally, such 

characterisations were not offered with the demarcation problem in mind. Instead, they 

were offered out o f difference to the historical tradition that one is supposed to define 

his subject mallei', and to hint at an explanation ol why the “ new science was so 

successful. liacon was close to the problem but his aim was, “ ...to achieve knowledge, 

to lay down the strategy and tasks by which knowledge could be attained, rather than tell 

us the difference between scientific knowledge and other modes ol inquiry. (Wisdom 

1987, 42), Uacon maintained that, “ ...science consists in the meticulous analysis o f
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masses o f presupposilionlcss data.”  (O ' Hear 1989, 54). However, science docs not 

consist only in the wav we formulate our theories, hut also o f our treatment of them 

once we have them. Similarly, Hume made a demarcation, though between fact and 

sophistry, whilst Kant's basic demarcation was between knowledge of phenomena and 

the absence o f know ledge of noumena. According to Kant therefore, philosophical and 

scientific knowledge lay on the same side o f the demarcation line, t hese early accounts 

are inadequate. Science has since changed radically and it is only lit that we concentrate 

here on modern accounts as they are more appropriate, systematic, and illuminating.

3.3.1 KARL POPPER AND FALSIFICATIO NS

According to Popper, science often errs, and pseudo-science may happen to stumble on 

truth. lie  goes beyond the assertion that science is distinguished Irom pseudo-science or 

"metaphysics11'' by its empirical method which is essentially inductive, proceeding from 

observation and experiment. Method could appeal to observation and still not be 

scientific, as is the case with astrology. A system, he argues, is to be classed as scientific 

only i f  it makes assertions that may clash with observations, and a system is in lact 

tested by attempts to produce such clashes (op cit., 1974, 256). A theory should expose 

itself to criticism o f all kinds and either stand or tall. Attempts to empirically telute a 

theory mean its success, fo r instance, all attempts to relute l.instein s theory on 

relativity have failed and this means that it is successlul, but only so far.

Popper further argues dial .scientific knowledge grows through ciiticism, whilst good

11 I’oppei use ibu la m s  mk' I iij iIijm c h I ;iiul .spi’i i i l i i l i v i '  iiila O i.iiipe iib ly .
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research consists o f making bok! conjectures ami ruthlessly criticising them It consists 

ol the lepeatecl overthrow ot scientific theories anti their replacement h\ more 

satisfactory ones. In testing a theory, it is preferable i f  it has a greater empirical content, 

is logically stronger; has greater explanatory and predictive power; and can therefore be 

more severely tested by comparing predicted fads with information (ibid.. 217). I f  it 

passes such severe tests, h is said to be corroborated. Science starts with problems and 

not from observations; though observations may give rise to a problem, especially i f  

they are unexpected, that is, i f  they clush with our expectations or theories. Science 

always starts from and ends with (now) problems (ibid., 222).

Popper’s account has the merit o f showing pseudo-scientists wrong by claiming they 

had empirical confirmation o f their theories but at the same time refusing to indicate any 

conceivable circumstances in which those theories could be rcluted. Kncalc, in an article 

“ The Demarcat ion o f Science,”  observes that Poppa 's criteria was much belter than the 

verifiability principle popular with positivists since it did not attempt to condemn all 

non-.scienlific theories as meaningless (in Schilpp 1974, 242). I hough the problem of 

the demarcation criteria has wrongly been attributed to Popper (Wisdom, op eit 41), 

Popper did make a useful contribution to the problem, as Imre Lakatos in an article 

‘'Popper on Demarcation” argues. Popper for the first time gives a new role to 

experience in science; scientific theories arc not established by (acts but rather 

eliminated by them. Popper separated the problem til demarcation fiom the pioblcm ol 

induction, which had hitherto been intertwined (in Schilpp ibid., 252-254).

Nonetheless, Popper’s account lias some difficulties as well. His theory has the
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implication that scientific theories can never be proved certainly true; the) can mity he 

proved certainly untrue (llrown 1980, 138), fo r instance, no amount of observation 

would sitllice to show that Kepler's laws o f planetary motion are certain!) true,

I lowever, one instance would suffice to weaken or discredit the theory; it is possible that 

planets may he observed that do not describe elliptical orbits around the sun. Similarly, 

probability statements such as “ a coin has a I in 2 chance o f coming down heads" 

P(h)=0.5, cannot lie falsified i f  no lim it is set on the possible number of coin tosses. 

10,000 successive tails would not strictly refute l>(li)=0.5, because over a very long run 

o f  tosses 10,000 tails might be balanced out by a large population of heads, lienee, 

though a run o f 10,000 successive tails is very unlikely, it nonetheless does not logically 

entail the falsiHabilily o f the hypothesis P(h)=0.5 (O' Hear op cit., b()). Scientific 

statements are usually probabilistic in nature and on Poppers accounts, they cannot be 

strictly refuted and therefore unscientific.

A theory may also be un falsi liable in practise because no one has been able to think of a 

way o f carrying out a possible falsification - an aspect of the human limitation. An 

example could be given o f dinstein’s hypothesis that light could lie bent by 

gravitation12. Verification for this hypothesis came in 1919 when Arthur b.ddington 

verified it during a solar eclipse observed in West Africa. Hence, the fact that a theory is 

not verifiable does not show that it is necessarily unscientific. It shows only that wc do 

not yet know. Thus, one should guard against gliding Irom unfalsifiability in practice 

and conclude that a theory is unfalsiliable in principle. Popper himscll was guilty ol this 

error; he pronounced psychoanalysis and certain features ol Maixism as unveiiliahle



<><J

beloic any serious attempts had been made lo inquire inlo this.

Additionally, Popper's account seems lo rule out from the realm of science siaiemenls 

such as: "Bacteria exist,”  "there is at least one planet,”  and, "there are electrons." As O' 

l lear (op cit, 59) rightly notes, such statements will, according to Popper, be unscientific 

as they are unlalsifiable. It should be clear that Ihlsiliubiliiy is not a satisfactory account 

o( the demarcation and growth o f science. It is not the ease that falsitlahility per sc is 

what makes science what it is or demarcates it from non-science.

3.3.2 THOMAS KUHN AND NORMAL SCIENCE

Popper’ s account has been disputed by, amongst others, Thomas Kuhn, who offers an 

alternative. Kuhn focuses on scientific crises and the relation between logical 

corroboration o f  a theory and its sociological acceptance. As already noted. Popper 

believes that the growth o f science consists in making bold conjectures and ruthlessly 

criticising them. Kuhn, however, believes that tins sort o f activity happens rarely, only 

in those stages o f scientific development he calls revolutions. Much o f science, lie 

argues, occurs in periods of "normal science” which he compares to puzzle solving, 

because the existence o f a solution is assured in advance and the kind ol solution w anted 

is known. To reach a solution posses a challenge to the skill, resourcefulness ami 

ingenuity o f a researcher. Accordingly, scientists spend their time exploiting the 

potentialities o f existing theories or paradigms, rather than trying to overthrow them as 

Popper had maintained, lie  defines a paradigm as, "....research llrm ly based upon one or 

more scientific achievements, achievements that sonic particular scientilic community

I'iiri on liis ( ie t ien t l  theory  oj Relativity published in 1VI5.
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acknowledges lor a time as supplying Hie foundation for their further practice." (Jornw. 

1^73, 61). hxamples ot paradigms include Newtonian and finsicnun mechanics in 

physics and the theory o f evolution in biology.

To Kuhn, facts that do not lit do not, of themselves, cause the renunciation o f a 

paradigm; an anomaly or two are not sufficient to cause the abandonment of a paradigm. 

Paradigm rejection is rather a three-term relation involving an established paradigm, a 

rival paradigm, and the observational evidence (fosse 1993, 224). However, when a 

paradigm is renounced, the mental change is very radical, for one sees things quite 

differently. It is very much comparable to what happens in a gestalt switch: a familiar 

object suddenly changes its appearance so that it now resembles something very 

different. 'I'llis change, however, is in perception only for there is no change in 

constitution o f the object so observed. Consequently, the seienlihe data do not for a 

moment change, but the human mind does impose on them more than one pattern ol 

meaning. As an example, where Ptolemy saw a system ol circles centred on the earth, 

Copernicus saw a system o f circles centred on the sun {.Icvnns, op cil,, 69).

Unis, whereas Popper's science is always - or at least should always be - trying to 

overthrow tradition, Kuhn’s is for the most part exploiting its potentiality. Popper does 

admit that normal science exists but lie deplores its existence dismissing it as bad 

science, done by workers who are not critical enough, or perhaps because they have 

been badly taught.

As Jevons rightly observes, the Copernican revolution, for instance, was something very 

special and it is d ifficult to apply Kuhn’s thinking on revolutions in actual cases in
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thus argues that the notion of two qualitatively distinct kinds o f activities, normal and 

revolutionary, is hard to uphold. Kuhn's analysis describes two important elements 

which are not sharply separated types o f activities hut represents complementary aspects 

contributing in varying proportions lo given events. I le muses, ".. could the double hcli\ 

work he most satisfactorily described as two-thirds Kuhnian normal to onc-third 

Topperian revolutionary science?” (Ibid., 69).

Additionally, Kuhn seems to he making science irrational. With the emphasis on 

conversion and commitment, research comes to appear as a matter of social psychology 

rather than logic. As Lakatos rightly observes, Kuhn fails to provide a rational 

reconstruction o f theory replacement; lie portrayed the history o f science as an irrational 

succession o f periods o f rationality, and treated periods o f revolutions as instances of 

"mystical conversion” (l.ossc ibid., 229). What Lakatos is implying, is that Kuhn s 

account o f revolutions portrays them as lacking any systematic and objective criteria, as 

simply irrational. This is far from being the case.

3.3.3 LAKATOS AND SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH PROGRAMMES

Lakatos agrees with Kuhn that scientists do continue to use theories even when ihete is 

evidence counting against such theories, lie  argues that such continued use ol theories is 

not irrational and criticises Topper lor not distinguishing between retutalion and 

rejection. Like Kuhn, Lakatos holds that refutation does not necessarily imply icjection. 

That is the much that lie and Kuhn seem to have in common.



Lakatos sought to improve on Popper's reconstruction. He argued (hat the loan, of 

appraisal should be on "research programmes" rather than on individual thcotiev 

According to Lakatos, "...a research programme consists of*methodological rules: some 

tell us what paths o f research to avoid (negative heuristic) and others what paths to 

pursue (positive heuristic).”  (Ibid.). The negative heuristic o f a programme isolates a 

"hard core”  o f  propositions, accepted by convention and deemed irrefutable by those 

implementing the research programme. On the other hand, the positive heuristic is a set 

ol suggestions for dealing with anticipated anomalies; it is a way o f constructing a scries 

ol theories in such a manner that shortcomings at any particular stage can be overcome. 

As such, as the research programme grows, a belt o f protective auxiliary hypotheses is 

created around the hard core o f non-falsiliable propositions. Tests of a research 

programme are always directed at this protective belt and never at the hard core. Lakatos 

was o f the opinion that negative tests do not refute an entire research programme as 

Popper insisted. Lakatos suggests that instead o f rejecting an entire research programme 

in the face o f negative test results, one would rather modify the protective belt ol 

auxiliary hypotheses to accommodate the anomaly (ibid. 229-230).

Unlike Kuhn and Duhem, Lakatos insisted that there are rules ol appraisal for 

successive theories, some constituting "progressive problem shifts’ and others 

"degenerating problem shills.”  A sequence o f theories "T|, 12, 11 ... In - is progressive il 

I ) T» accounts for the previous successes o f T„.t. 2) T„ has greater empirical content than 

! n_i and 3) Some o f  the excesses content o f T„ has been corroborated. ’ (Ibid. 231). I he 

last statement means that some ol what theory l„  says more than I „ t should be 

corroborated. According to Lakatos, a research programme receives an affirmative



evaluation so long as it displays the power to anticipate and accommodate additional 

data. However, Lakatos did acknowledge that a once degenerate research programme 

might still stage a comeback.

i eyerahend has objected to Lakatos' account, arguing that the rules that Lakatos 

proposes are o f use only within a stipulated time limit, in the absence o f which, there is 

no reason ever to abandon a research programme (ibid.). However, Lakatos answered 

back arguing (bat Leyerabend contused hvo issues: the methodological appraisal o f a 

research programme and the decision to continue to apply the programme. On the iirsl 

point Lakatos insists that he had stipulated rules ol'appraisal, admitting in the process 

that the appraisal verdict may change with lime. On the second, he argues that it is out 

o f  place for the philosopher o f science to recommend research decisions to scientists. 

According to Lakatos, i f  a scientist decides to pursue a degenerate research programme 

in the hope that it may turn out to be progressive, that is line, lie  says, "...it is perfectly 

rational to play a risky game: what is irrational is to deceive onesell about the risk.”  

(Ibid., 233). To minimise such deception, Lakatos advocates the maintenance of a public 

record on the successive failures o f each research programme.

It should however not escape notice that Lakatos’ account fails to account for scientific 

revolutions, which, as Kuhn has shown, do occur. Lakatos also fails to explain why a 

given research programme comes into existence at all. Lakatos, additionally, makes 

science dogmatic in its resistance to change and absolute adherence to the core theories. 

There is no reason why the core theories should not he put to the test and dropped il 

need be. As James Lel/er rightly observes, Lakatos’ account grants the haul coie ol
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theety temporal) iinuuruil) without specifying how long the "tcinporar\ immunits" 

should last. According to this scheme, theories are retained in spite o f experimental 

relutation and there is no specification o f when, i f  at all, a theory is to he abandoned 

(1993, 339).

1 he above theories serve to illustrate the contention that it is difficult to pinpoint what it 

is about science that distinguishes it Iron) non-science. Though it could tie a subtle 

combination ol them and perhaps more, there is an emerging and persistent unease 

about the supreme uniqueness o f science in being the source o f reliable, objective 

knowledge. T his is a point well illustrated, by amongst others I'eyerahend's theory o f 

anarchism.

3.3.4 FEYERABEND’S ANARCHISTIC EPISTEMOLOGY

Feyerabend contends that o f the two issues o f what is science? and what is so grent 

about science* only live first seems to be o f interest to the majority o f scholars; rarely do 

people ask what makes science preferable to other forms ol knowledge, say Aristotelian 

science or Azandc ideology. One conclusion in his argument is that the excellence of 

science is assumed, not argued for. He states that what U'C have is, “ ...a dogmatic and 

ritual assertion o f the greatness o f science'’ (In llowson, 1976, 314) and that the 

standards o f science, "...far from being objective, are arbitrary, subjective and 

irrational.”  (Ibid., 321).

I'eyerabend’s anarchistic epistemology postulates that anarchism, not hwv and order, is 

likely to encourage progress, (liven that scientists can use hypotheses that contradict
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counter-inductively. The maxim that new hypotheses agree with accepted theories is 

similarly unreasonable since this preserves the older but not the better theory, 

furthermore, a hypothesis that contradicts well-formed theories yields evidence that 

cannot be obtained in any other way. Consequently, the proliferation o f theories is more 

beneficial for science, while uniformity impairs its critical power.

Feyerabend also rejects rules and methodologies because the analysis o f complex media 

on the basis o f rules set up in advance and without regard to the ever-changing 

conditions o f history, w ill be unfruitful. Science has however been guided by such rules 

and methodologies, defined and separated from the rest o f history (for instance, physics 

has been separated from metaphysic). This has led to scientific “ facts”  being 

experienced as independent o f opinion, beliefs, and cultural background. Consequently, 

it has become possible to create a tradition held together by strict rules and that to some 

extent has been successful. Nevertheless, it is not desirable to support such a tradition to 

the exclusion o f everything else, since no idea, however ancient or absurd, is not capable 

o f improving our knowledge. This is because the world is largely an unknown entity; it 

would be foolhardy to restrict ourselves in advance through such methodologies for 

there is no telling that science will be the best nor the only way to discover nature s 

many secrets. A similar opinion is expressed by Ucrnard Baars who opines that over the 

long term, .science is notoriously unpredictable.”  (1995, 7)13.

"  In la n d  article Imm ihejournal Psyche tilled "Can physics provide a theory o f consciousness'.'*’ 2(X> May 1‘W.V
At the address |u ip://psy elie.es. numasli.edu.au/v2/psyche-2-OX-hanrs.hi ml.
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Consequently, Feyerabend prescribes the maxim anything goes, “ Given any rule, 

however "fundamental”  or “ necessary”  for science, there are circumstances when it is 

advisable not only to ignore the rule, but to adopt its opposite”  (1975, 23). Mis 

conclusion is that science is closer to myths than many would care to admit; that modem 

science cannot be a neutral arbiter between itself, Aristotelian science, myth, magic, 

religion, etc. Science is but one o f the many thought forms that have been developed by 

man, and not necessarily the best. Science only seems superior to those who have 

decided in favour o f certain ideologies, or who have accepted it without ever closely 

examining its advantages and limits. He also recommends for the separation o f science 

and state -  just as state is separated from religion -  for science is the most recent, most 

aggressive and most dogmatic o f religious institutions.

Feyerabcnd’s theory has the advantage o f cautioning against rigidity in scientific 

theorising. Feyerabend rightly points out that science is dogmatic about its method thus 

making it resemble religion in that respect. Whereas we may agree with much o f what 

Feyerabend agues for, it is contentious whether science is a religion in the conventional 

sense o f the word. Feyerabend is, by no means, alone in holding this opinion; it has 

been the contention o f some writers that science is indeed a religion. Raman (op cit., 

21 I) for instance argues that:

Their [radical scientists’] unswerving commitment to the causal and spatial- 

temporal. and their uncompromising rejection of anything spiritual, can only be 

described (in terms of its deeply felt attachment) as religious, much as they 

would abhor the epithet.

Raman is here implying that the holding on to certain principles by many scientists fall 

nothing short o f  being termed as religious, given the zeal and vigour with which they
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hold it on the one hand, and the vigour and /cal with which they reject anything 

religious on the other. In a word, they are comparable, i f  not identical, to religious 

zealots.

However, this is an attitude that Uichnrd Dawkins laments against. He rightly argues 

that science is not religion, as it does not come down to faith. Although it has many o f 

religion's virtues, it has little o f its vices.

Science is based upon verifiable evidence. Religious faith not only lacks 

evidence, its independence from it is its pride and joy, shouted from the roof 

tops. Why else would Christians wax critical doubting Thomas? Hie other 

apostles are held as exemplars of virtue because faith was enough for them.

Doubting Thomas, on the other hand, requires evidence. Perhaps he should be 

the patron saint of scientists (1997, 27).

Dawkins could not be more right. Thus, whereas there may be similarities in the manner 

in which the religious person and the scientist hold on to their respective beliefs, there is 

a w ide gu lf between the reasons why they hold on to the beliefs. For the scientists, it is 

because o f the availability o f carefully gathered, systematised, tested body of facts, 

whilst for the religious person it is the force o f faith, which lacks all o f these virtues o f 

science. Thus, rationally considered, the religious person is hardly justified in believing 

what he believes, though it may be true. Conversely, the man of science is rationally 

more entitled to believe in what he docs though it may be false. It w ill also be crucial to 

point out that the above attitudes are more illustrative o f the people who bold them, first 

and foremost, and less to the disciplines (methods) that give rise to them. It is also our 

contention that whilst science is justified in closely embracing and delcnding its 

methodology, it should not rule out o f contention other methodologies cither; it is ilsell
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a product of t Its, religion, superstition, metaphysics, ami so on. lutihcrmuK-. u „  

the place o f science to comment on other methodologies lor that is the p ,,,\„ke ,,| 

philosophy. 11 cnee, aiul in light o f Kuhn's contention that a once degenerate programme 

might stage a come hack (or a successful one degenerate), there is no reason to suppose

that science might not degenerate or the other “ degenerate”  enterprises make a 

comeback. We are not suggesting that they he accepted for what they are now (in their

present state), hut rather not to ignore the possibility o f what they might become

3.4 M ETHOD AND VALUES IN SCIENCE.

f  urther to f'eyciabend’s rejection o f methodologies in science, it will be useful to 

examine methods from a different perspective, that is, in as far as method relates to 

values. This aims at showing that even at its best, the scicntillc method cannot he free of 

human values. According to Sandra Harding, methods in science are designed to 

minimise a researcher's bias and they include techniques such as double blind trials, 

randomisation o f experimental trial subjects, and proper use ol controls. Method has 

thus been broadly taken to mean,

...the judgements scientists make about the interpretation ol data, decisions on 

what problems to pursue or when lo conclude an investigation, the was1 

scientists work with each other and exchange information. These constitute the 

craft o f science, and a person's individual application helps determine his 

scientific style. Some methods like the design o f experiments can he written 

down and studied. However, others are learnt through practical experience and 

interaction with-scientists. Others yet, like curiosity, intuition and creativity 

largely defy rational analysis and yet they arc amongst the tools scientists bring 

to their work (1993, 34 I ).
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The above suggests that some o f the decisions and judgements scientists make arc often 

based on appeals that could be personal, moral, aesthetic and soon. Though Davies J. T 

recognises that certitude and complete objectivity ate commonly and erioneously 

believed to be the criteria o f science, (bat science is no omnipotent goddess, his 

assertion that it is the scientific altitude, as manifest in theory and experiment in which 

scientists believe, ( 1065, I ) seems not to recognise the personal element involved in the 

scientific method. On the contrary, Polanyi argues that starting from the selection o f a 

good problem worthy o f investigation, arrival at discovery and eventual verification all 

involve the personal judgement o f the scientist (Mbugua, 1998: 153).

Though methods are a part o f science they arc themselves not a product o f science. 

T heir development and use is largely because they have been shown to advance 

scientific knowledge. I lowever, even when perfectly applied, methods cannot guarantee 

the accuracy o f scientific results. The fallibility of" methods means that there is no 

cookbook approach to doing science, no formula llial can be applied or machine that can 

be built to generate scientific knowledge. H ie human (personal) element is 

indispensable.

3.4.1 VALUES IN SCIENCE.

As noted above, scientists use certain methods in their work, licing the principles and 

techniques that they employ, they can be influenced by human values. Value can clearly 

be seen in (he formulation or judgement ol hypotheses. Where the available hypotheses 

may explain the available fact(s) equally well, but each may suggest an alternative route 

for further research, how do we choose? Several criteria have been propounded for
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making such a choice anil they include: I) hypotheses should he internally consistent so 

as not to generate contradictory conclusions; 2) their ability to provide accurate 

predictions, sometimes in areas lar removed front their original domain; 3) simplicity 

and elegance, and; -I) in domains where prediction is less straightforward as in 

astronomy or geology, good hypotheses should he able to unify disparate observations. 

The above can be said to be epistemological or knowledge-based criteria for hypotheses 

but they are by no means the only ones. Personal values including the philosophical, 

cultural, and economic, can shape scientific judgements in fundamental ways as can be 

shown from the history ol science. A case in point is the “ scientific" evidence used to 

support racist views. Apart from race, gender, economic, nationalistic and other values 

can harm scientific research (I larding op cit. 342).

The desire to do accurate work is a social value as is the belief that knowledge w ill 

ultimately benefit, rather than harm humanity. Hence, though values do come into play 

in scientific research, wc should nonetheless be guarded against values that introduce 

bias or distort the results o f scientific investigations. As Hertrand Russell so rightly 

notes, “ ...the data o f our knowledge o f physics is infected with subjectivity, and is 

impossible for two men to observe the same phenomena except in a rough and 

approximate sense,”  (1979, 129) and Polanyi that, “ ...even apparently impersonal 

scientific knowledge is coloured by the personal commitment o f the scientist.”  (Mbugua 

op cit., 152). This is because “ ...in all forms o f inquiry there must enter a personal 

judgement that cannot be accounted for by rules. The decision to accept a particular 

conclusion as true or false ultimately rests on a person.”  (Ibid. 155). As Mbugua points 

out o f Polanyi, the latter is not advocating a retreat into an irrational subjectivity; rather
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he holds that though knowledge is personal, it is not entirely subjective as it is snueht 

with "universal intent." "It is the kmnvcrks commitment to universality that prevents the 

scientific: enterprise from being purely subjective.”  (Ibid.). A similar view is expressed 

by Morris R. Cohen And I {most Nagel in their article “  Hypothesis and Scientific 

Method”  where (hey argue that a scientist aims at a universal point ofview, a view that 

does not vary according to a particular person, place, or time (Sprague cf ol 1967, 217).

Polanyi further argues that the difference between “ personal” and “ subjective”  lies in 

this commitment; the former lias it whilst the latter lacks it. Responsible commitment 

entails openness, and criticism, not dogmatic fanaticism or close mindedness. Hence, 

“ The freedom o f the subjective person to do as lie pleases is overruled by the freedom o f 

the responsible person to do as he must.”  (Ibid. 157). Mbugua concludes of Polanyi, and 

we agree with him, that he has, “ ...demonstrated that in science there are no prescribed 

rules which, when followed, w ill lead unerringly to the truth. Rules o f science cannot 

tell us when to accept or reject a given scientific theory. The decision to accept a given 

scientific theory as true or to reject it as false ultimately rests on tlie person making the 

inquiry.”  (Ibid. 159). This account also dispels the notion that science is a religion as 

entailed in the tenets o f responsible commitment.

>

We have indicated above that absolute objectivity in science cannot be upheld, that 

method cannot guarantee truth, and that a responsible personal commitment to the truth 

by the scientist is a useful, i f  not indispensable, component o f how science is conducted. 

Nevertheless, how much does science understand or is w illing to investigate certain 

domains such “ the personal,”  “ the subjective”  - the domain o f consciousness. This line
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ol inquit) w ill set\c lo show how values determine 1 lie manner in which seienec is 

conducted ns well us show' ihnl methodological rigidity cun be u vice rutlier ihun a \irtue 

in science.

3.5 SCIENCE AND THE STUDY OF CONSCIOUSNESS

Despite its success in the study ol mutter and material processes, science has not made 

similar gains in certain domains such as the study o f consciousness, ( ’aran, in this 

respect, opines that it is easier, given the right causal understanding, to observe our own 

feelings than to deal with technical complexities, lo control physical phenomena outside 

ourselves, or to analyse the processes inside matter. Physical sciences have been 

tremendously successful since they do not have to deal with inner values which, though 

easier to observe, are more complex and whose causal logic is quite opposed to that o f 

the physical sciences (1987, 22). Whereas methodological difficulties may be cited, they 

do not certainly explain the positivistic bias found in the sciences. Consequently, W illis 

Harman accuses scientific research o f looking largely "where the light is better”  - where 

the knowledge sought can be measured and qiiantilied. As a result, the area of the 

subjective has been relatively neglected. This is partly attributable to the cultural 

preoccupations o f industrial society, and partly lo the ambivalence accompanying the 

exploration o f mysteries - that is, the need lo know and the (ear o f knowing (op cit., 

1038).

Consequently, contrary to the attention paid lo aspects ol knowledge that w ill develop 

new techniques, manipulate and control the physical environment, develop and produce 

goods and services (w'hnl Harman calls prcdiction-wul-control type ol knowledge).
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modes o f knowledge not included in this category have been relatively iviu>red; their 

importance deemed less. At best, (hey have been relegated to the hum anities and 

religion or what Harman terms as the hitman ilcvclopmcnt and wconmg tspes ot 

knowledge respectively. In the lormer category, the will or volition has a dom inant role 

to play unlike the prcdiciion-and-contnA type of knowledge. Here, "objective" 

experimentation is not a crucial factor; rather a researcher allows himself to be changed 

by the process o f inquiry. We can see the examples o f these necessities in the 

professional training o f cultural anthropologists and psychologists, which involve 

learning to be free from judging a society or another person in terms ot' internalised 

cultural preferences, accepted mores, likes and dislikes etc. In addition, as Harman 

argues, the reliability and replicability o f findings, valued in the prcdiction-and-conlrol 

type o f knowledge, is not much applicable to the human development type of know ledge 

since the occurrence o f certain phenomena, such as extra-sensory perception are peculiar 

or exceptional human capacities difficult to replicate.

This suggests that, apart from portraying the neglect of consciousness studies by the 

sciences, it also points to the need for flexibility in methodologies even amongst the 

sciences, for different phenomena w ill require and entail different methodologies. 

Failure to do this poses the danger o f imposing the methodologies ol the physical 

sciences, with its assumptions, to phenomena where those assumptions do not apply. It 

is also a reminder o f the limitations, already alluded to, that beset the scientific 

enterprises. However, unlike the limitation due to complexity, the fault here can he seen 

to lie with the scientist and the conditions (cultural, economic, political, etc) in which lie

finds himself.
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3.6 RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN RELIGION AND SCIENCE

We have already discussed the concept ol religion understood as faith (conventional 

conception) and noted its inherent weaknesses. However, though it is (he most com m on 

conception o f religion, it is by no means the only one. Radhakrislinau delineates tw o 

possible conceptions o f religion. Conventional religion is object oriented, it emphasises 

the object, whilst mysticism emphasises on experience. Ol' the later Radhakrishnan 

writes, "For them religion is more (ol] a transforming experience than a notion ol'Ciod. 

...Belief and conduct, riles and ceremonies, authorities and dogma are assigned a place 

subordinate to that o f  self-discovery and contact with the divine." (Thomas l% 9, 151). 

Mysticism attempts to "perceive" the reality that conventional religion accepts on the 

basis o f faith or similar criteria. Whereas we have not examined mysticism in detail, it 

w ill do no harm here to analyse how science has been related to it in an attempt to 

validate it (mysticism). It w ill also serve as a preamble to our discussion on mysticism 

in the next chapter.

3.6.1 LINK BETWEEN MYSTICISM AND SCIENCE IS
UNJUSTIFIABLE

Earlier on, we dismissed as unreliable and misleading attempts by, amongst others, 

Drosnin purporting a linkage between conventional religion and science. We found such 

attempts to be far-fetched and resting on shaky grounds. However there is still the 

commonly held view that modern science offers proof or vindication for my sticism. 

However, is such a claim justified?



HI

Ken Wilber in the book Quantum Questions: The Mystical W ritings of the W orld ’s 

Great Physicists, while conceding that there arc similarities between the world-views 

o f mysticism and the new physics, nevertheless insists that such similarities, where they 

are not purely accidental, are trivial compared to the vast and profound differences 

between them. He maintains that modern science offers no support for mysticism 

because religion’s “ ...true domain is far beyond anything in reach o f scientific 

explanation.”  (1985, 6). This is to say that mysticism and science deal with two different 

domains o f  reality, between which there can be no conflict nor agreement, just as there 

can be neither conflict nor agreement between botany and music.

Nevertheless, W ilber’s analysis is not entirely accurate; it is in need o f qualification. As 

already noted, religion (and by extension mysticism) does contain doctrines about 

mundane concerns about which science can have something to say, otherwise, there 

could have been no quarrel between Galileo and the Church. Perhaps it is at the 

scared/spiritual level that the two can be seen as mutually exclusive. I lowever, even 

such a view has been opposed. Writers like Paul Davies, as we have seen, believe that 

even matters relating to creation, for instance, can best be understood in a scientific 

rather than in a religious context. Nevertheless, though we may grant Paul Davies’ 

argument, it should not escape notice that it is still at the mechanistic level, that is, 

creation, miracles and the like are still being treated as physical processes. Paul Davies 

has in mind the big bang theory, the steady stale theory, and other similar scientific 

accounts o f the origin o f the universe, for instance. However, religion claims to have a 

deeper, different level, that is, a level beyond the pale o f physics or science for that 

matter. For instance, the notion that God is a Trinity cannot be investigated whatsoever
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lioni the scientific point o f view. At this level Wilber would definitely be right and 

Davies wrong. It seems then that we can only favourably compare, nut integrate the two 

at the mechanistic level, where some of their concerns seem to overlap.

Arguments for the purported support mysticism receives from the physics rest on some 

fundamental assumptions underlying the latter. The fundamental difference between the 

old and the new science is the realisation by the latter that it can only deal with the 

mathematical representation o f reality; the former thought that it dealt w ith reality as it 

is (Wilber op cit., X). Thus whereas the new physics, to use Platonic jargon, gave reason 

to believe that there was reality outside o f the cave, (that is, non-physical reality), it 

could not go into the specifics o f that reality, 'finis, the very fact that modern physics 

seems to acknowledge the existence o f some other reality (w hether that ol the mystic or 

not) does make it sound very much like mysticism which too refers to a reality other 

than the physical, I lie assumption is then made that physics is l ight (in assuming the 

existence o f such a reality) to begin with and that the “ reality”  it refers to is the same as 

that o f the mystic.

However, an insistence on a direct linkage between science and religion has serious 

logical repercussions, fo r  one, as Wilber rightly poses, il today s physics supports 

mysticism, what happens when tomorrow’s physics replaces il? lie  writes, quoting the 

words ol Jeremy Bernstein, “ I f  l were an Pastern mystic, the last thing in the world I 

would want would be a reconciliation with modern science, |becatisej to hitch a 

religious philosophy to a contemporary science is a sure route to its obsolescence. 

(Ibid., ix). Lionel K tib inoff had years earlier expressed a similar view on religion when



ho noted that.

For the business o f science is to he scientific, ami the business u fp o o j tclieiun 

is to be religious; and to recommend a religion because it is in accoutancc unh, 

or verilied by, or derived Irom science is just as silly as to recommend a 

scientific theory because it is consecrated by religion. In both cases the pioposed 

criterion is w idely irre!evant.(196f{, 90).

The above view can obviously be extrapolated to cover mysticism.

It is in the light o f the above that works such as those hydrant Jeffrey can be negatively 

appraised. Grant uses a scheme similar lo Drosnin but draws Ids materials from as far a 

Held as medicine, archaeology, astronomy, and so on. lie  seems to assume that to the 

extent that biblical teachings arc similar to or amenable lo scientific interpretation, they 

are accurate. It docs not matter that all these coidd be coincidental or trivial, or valid as 

long as the sclentitie theories that support them are valid.

It follows then that science cannot deal with the "reality" ol'lhe mystical world and even 

i f  it could, that would be to the detriment o f mysticism and probably science as its 

credibility coidd be at stake. It is unlikely that physics, and by extension science, would, 

in its present form, ever have anything positive to say about realms other than the 

physical and it is therefore futile for religion to try to justify itsell using science or 

compare itself with it. As Wilber has so rightly pointed inorder to justify itsell, 

mysticism (and religion by extension), to the extent that it is genuine, should be able to 

offer its own independent support. I f  religion insists on justifying itsell scientifically, it 

should invariably be prepared lo change its doctrines to rclicet the ever-changing nature 

o f science. This, we believe, is something that conventional religion, and especially 

faith, would not do for its doctrines are held to be true lor all limes and places.



Nevertheless, it is still possible and even plausible lor religion to "borrow.*' or be 

corrected by scientific thought. Some passages ol'scriptures have been given aliemaii\c 

interpretations as a result o f advancements in science. No one, Ibr instance, still holds to 

the view that the earth is the cent re o f the solar system (and therefore that the sun moves 

around it) as the medieval Church taught based tin passages from the Bible (Beclesiastcs 

1:5, Psalm 104:5, Joshua 10; 13, 13). In sueh a case, the views held by the Church were 

influenced by science. Nonetheless, it should be noted that in other respects religious 

doctrines and science are still at odds, for instance, evolution versus creationism.

3.7 SCIENCE AND MIRACLES

Granted the above, it is arguable that there are areas in which religion and science can 

interact. One such possible area is the religious doctrine o f miracles. Miracles, whatever 

they may be, are claimed to happen in the physical world, the world that is the special 

domain o f science. As such, any interaction or dialogue between the two could possibly 

be encountered in this sphere. It should be noted that for a good measure, faith is held on 

account o f miracles, and i f  indeed science can help religion, this is an excellent place to 

look.

3.7.1 TRADITIONAL CONCEPTION OF MIRACLES

The term miracle has traditionally/theologically been though o f as a break in natural 

law. It was held that though the laws o f nature were God’s laws.- he could suspend them 

for his own purposes. Hume adopts this definition deeming it that a miracle is a 

violation o f the laws o f nature by a particular violation o f the Deity or by the
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interposition o f some invisible agent (An inquiry concerning human understanding 

1748, section x). Nyasani similarly asserts them to be, “ ...an astounding and 

extraordinary happening that takes place in nature but outstrips all the power o f nature 

in its origin and explanation.”  (1996, 10). As such, he argues, a miracle can only be 

performed by a super-being (God) who is prefect and omnipotent. This conception is 

attributable to Thomas Aquinas who maintained that miracles are those events “ ...which 

are done by divine power apart from the order generally followed in things. Aquinas 

distinguishes three kinds o f miracles... ‘(1) events in which something is done by God 

which nature could never do’ , (2) ‘events in which God does something which nature 

can do, but not in this order’, and (3) events which occur ‘when God does what is 

usually done by the working o f nature, but without the operation o f the principles o f 

nature.’ ”  (Brian Davies 1993, 191). An example o f ( l )  is the sun reversing its course or 

standing still, o f (2) someone living after death, seeing after being blind, or walking 

after being paralysed, and o f (3) Aquinas adduced the example ol someone being 

instantaneously cured o f a disease, which doctors may have been able to cure given 

sufficient time (ibid.).

3.7.2 CRITICAL REMARKS

Granted that miracles are a violation against nature’s laws, nothing being miraculous if 

it happened in the ordinary course o f nature, Hume postulates that there must be a 

uniform experience “ negating” every miraculous event. Hume seems to use the terms 

“ nature”  and “ uniform experience” analogously am! as such anything not in agreement 

with that (uniform) experience was deemed self-contradictory. According to Hume, such 

uniform experience amounts to a proof and cannot be destroyed nor a miracle rendered
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credible except by an opposite hut superior proof. Unman testimony is not sueli a 

superior argument. It is tlie case, he argues, that experience gives aulhorits to human 

testimony and the same experience assures us of the laws of nature, llo w e se r, human 

testimony is never sufficient to establish a miracle; it can never have such force as to 

prove a miracle unless the testimony is such that its falsehood would he more 

miraculous than the fact it endeavours to establish. Since, as a general principle, Hume 

is inclined to always reject the greater miracle, he rejects human testimony on miracles 

as counting against the uniform experience o f nature. The other four points he gives 

against miracles (they are never reported by reliable persons nor performed in public; 

they evoke in people agreeable emotions and wish to he associated with second hand 

accounts thus propagating them; given the principle in religion that what is different is 

contrary, Christian and Hindu accounts o f miracle, for instance, would count against 

each other; and lastly that though miracles be wrought by the action of an almighty 

Being, it is impossible for us to know the attributes or actions o( such a being except in 

their production in (he usual course o f nature) still reduce to observation and obliges us 

to compare instances o flhe  violation o f the truth ol men to those ol the violation of the 

laws o f  nature by miracles in order to judge which is most likely and probable. I

I tunic sought to discount the notion oflhe miraculous on their own ground that they are 

violations o f the laws o f nature; that he was right in doing. However, as Gilbert Boyce 

A. notes if, as Hume supposes, law's o f nature are founded on experience, there can he 

no question o f violation, because law's are only progress reports. Anything may happen 

later but this does not justify talk o f violation (1970, 267). Paul Davies (op cit 31) 

similarly opines that, "However astonishing and inexplicable a particular oceuirente



nia) he, we can never lie absolutely sure (hat...in the future a natural phenomena will noi 
he discovered to explain it." In other words, if we accept Hume's critique, ;m\thi:u: that 
happens lor the lirsl time is to he discredited. Nevertheless, something may happen or 
be observed for the lirsl time, profoundly disturb the traditional body of observations 
and seem like a violation ol nature’s laws, but ultimately end up enriching our 
conception o f nature. The point is that if we happen to observe an a p pa ren t violation of 
the (known) laws of nature, we cannot on that count term such a violation a miracle lor 
it could turn out to he just another (lawful) process in nature.

It should be noted too that whereas in the abstract world of physics, mathematics 
replaces intuition and commonsense, for instance, the notion that an electron has to spin 
twice before presenting the same face as before (ibid., 27) and that the boundary ol the 
im p o s s ib le  is constantly shifting since quantum physics shows that it is possible, not 
absurd, that ’’something can come out of nothing,” (haul Davies, ibid 30; Polkinghorne 
op cit., 47), this is not a licence that after quantum physics anything goes; it is only a 
caution to our intellectual short sightedness about the range ol the possible.

Hume has also been accused of circularity as Clive Slraples Lewis does in an article 
“The Reasonableness of Believing in Miracles.” Hume, he notes had in essence argued 
that vve know experiences against miracles to be uniform (have not happened) only it we 
know' all reports of miracles are false. Moreover, we know that all the reports are false 
only if \vc know already that miracles have never occurred (in Sprague el a! op cit., 
408). lie also accuses llume of “sleigh of hand" or inconsistency. The question. “Do 
miracles occur?” and “is nature imilorm?” arc the same question liamed diifciciuly.



However, Hume in Treatise on human nature answers "Yes,*’ to whether uulwie is 
absolutely uniform and in his Kssay on miracles, “No,” to the question "Do miracles 
occur?” He gels the answer to one form of the question from its alternative form, not 

answering the single question he set out to answer.

Wilkes adopts a different approach to the issue arguing that Hume's account, at best, 
shows that miracles are improbable, not impossible, lie opines that as historical events, 
miracles lend to be unique and unrepeatable. However, any violation of a law of nature 
can only be established by a repeatable experiment carried out under controlled 
conditions, yet the very last thing a miracle lends to be is a repeatable experiment (op 
cit., 119). Wilkes contention is that since miracles are unique and unrepeatable, they 
cannot scientifically be shown lo be violations of the lavvsol nature. Taylor has a similar 
point in mind when he seeks lo show that miracles cannot be refuted scientifically. He 
notes that those who had sought to discredit the story of Jesus changing water into w ine 
had argued:

1. The transformation of water14 into w ine involves the conversion ol some part ol 
the chemical elements hydrogen and oxygen into the chemical element carbon, 
which is present in alcohol.

2. Chemical elements cannot be transmuted one into the other. (Hydrogen, oxygen, 
and carbon are chemical elements).

3. Therefore, the transformation o f water into wine did not take place.

Taylor maintains that the second premise is in part false and in part not then known to

N t'lium icu l)y  lepresemed .is l l 20  (iwn purls o l'llie  element hydrogen. I I ,  In one pari n l'llte  clemeni oxygen. O)



be true. Scientific evidence then available justified the statement that the transmutation 
of chemical elements had not yet been observed, not that it is impossible. However, it 
can nowadays be shown that the transmutation of chemical elements is practically and 
theoretically possible. I his, he maintains, shows that we cannot deny the possibility of 
such a change because it contravenes some scientific law (1968, 38).

Taylor further argues that science is concerned with those events which can be repeated 
and in different places, all circumstances except lime being identical in every repetition. 
The less nearly the events studied by science conform to the ideal, the less certainly can 
scientific law be applied to them, while unique events which cannot be repeated arc 
outside of science in so far as they arc unique (ibid., 39). In the above example, whereas 
no water has been observed to turn into wine under ordinary circumstances, the 
description suggests that the circumstances were different -  there w'as alleged 
supernatural intervention. Thus, the only scientific method of treating the matter would 
be to experiment the said change under conditions where supernatural aid was to be 
expected. This, however, is not likely for the laws would that apply in the supernatural 
realm are not known or investigated by science and few scientists, if any, would be 
willing to pursue such an endeavour (ibid., 40).

Whereas it can be conceded that conditions under which miracles allegedly occur are 
not the same as those in which science carries out its investigations and, depending on 
the extent of the variation, the two can or cannot favourably be compared, it is 
contentious whether miracles arc unique and unrepeatable, that is, whether they are 
violations o f the laws of nature. We agree with Boyce, Davies and to an extent Hume,



that it makes no sense to talk of violations of laws nature for we could never tell 
whether any anomaly observed constitutes a violation, or is part and fabric of nature, for 
instance, if the earth were to veer off its orbit, or remain stationary relative to the sun, 
could such an occurrence constitute a violation of the laws of nature? Could that entail a 
suspension of the laws of gravity, for instance? We hold that the answer to these 
questions is “no” since such deviations would occur precisely because they are in 
accordance with the laws of nature, known or unknown. Astronauts do not float in space 
because they break the laws of gravity but precisely because they obey them. The same 
is the case with metallic ships which float on water though metal is denser than water. 
This assertion can reasonably be generalised to cover yet undiscovered aspects of nature. 
Nothing could therefore be plausibly termed a miracle proper, as what it is that would 
constitute a violation is difficult to assess. Additionally, if miracles do indeed occur, it 
would be hard for science to investigate them, as it could not carry out such an 
investigation under conditions in which supernatural intervention was expected. It lacks 
the “tools” and probably the willingness

3.8 CONCLUSION

Having examined, amongst other things, the limitations of science, its demarcation from 
non-science, its growth, methods, and values in science, it has been argued that, far from 
providing absolute and flawless knowledge, as religious claims do, science does not and 
cannot claim to do so. This is its chief virtue for it provides room for correction, 
expansion, and growth with time. Though there are factors that hinder scientific 
progress (they dictate the quality and quantity of the scientists1 output), science has 
endeavoured to ensure that its methodology, principles, and techniques keep errors and



bias to a bare minimum. Yet, and in spile of this, the personal element cannot altogether 
be eliminated from science and its methods. How responsibly scientists exercise their 
professional freedoms and judgements, lends universal intent and acclamation to the 
enterprise. Mistaken, too, is the notion that science is in a way a religion. Though 
similarities clearly exist in the manner a scientist and a believer adhere to their 
respective “creeds,” there arc no sound grounds to thereby argue that science is indeed a 
religion. The similarities end there and the scientist, by virtue of his methodology and 
willingness to discard what has been shown to be false or no longer useful, is rationally 
more justified in maintaining his beliefs than is a religious man.

Additionally, though it is unlikely that science is neither the only nor the best possible 
approach to the study of nature, we should not, on this count, be quick to dismiss it lest, 
as the saying goes, we throw away the baby together with the bathing water. 1 he proper 
attitude would the be to retain science but be realistic about its limitations, eliminate 
certain individual biases and be more open, with due care, to the realisation that there 
could be complementary, if not belter methods of analysing and understanding natural 
phenomena. Since neither science nor religion can directly borrow from the other, 
particularly methodologically, a respectable distance should be maintained between 
them, and thereby avoid unnecessary antagonism between them. They should warm up 
to each other, but not reasonable expect to get cosy. Even on the issue of miracles where 
the two are expected to be rather close, the two cannot meaningfully interact, contrary to 
expectations, finally, and as a consequence of this, religion/mysticism ought to be in a 
position to vindicate itself. It should not rely on the tools and output of science.



CHAPTER FOUR

MYSTICISM: THEORY, METHODS AND PRACTICE

4.0 INTRODUCTION
In the previous chapter, we examined in detail some of the concepts underlying science 
and its practice. In the current chapter, we examine mysticism, bearing in mind the 
claim that it should provide independent or internal evidence for its validity. We have 
already observed that religion envisaged as faith or myth cannot provide independent 
proof and attempts to find such proofs in science are bound to be unfruitful if not self- 
defeating.

4.1 PLATO AND MYSTICISM

Foundations for mysticism are metaphysical theories analogous to Plato’s theory of 
Forms (Ideas or Univcrsals). Though a number of scholars believe that Plato, as well as 
the early Greek philosophers, such as Pythagoras, were mystics,15 their conceptions are 
insufficient to the task at hand; the theories do not focus directly on mystical techniques 
and experiences but rather expound upon conceptual foundations, which are too general 
and logically difficult to uphold. Wc use Plato’s theory - being the most famous and 
more elaborate - to highlight this.

The theory of Forms has as its foundation the notion that beyond the world of physical 
tilings, there is a higher spiritual realm of forms. There is nothing that we observe by *

*V or instance Hrncc IT Jan/ a( liltp;/Av\v\v,aii£iistaiii).ali.ca/\janzb/iiiysticistti.litiii' Who s who in the History oT
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the senses that endures; but contrary to these, there arc general notions like “man," 
triangle or justice which the senses do not give us corresponding (sense) objects. 

Plato thought such notions arc the product of reason or intelligence and that they have 
corresponding “expericnceable objects” which arc single and changeless, inhabiting a 
world that is unitary and eternal -  not mere psychological states. Forms are not only the 
cause of all being, but also the cause of all knowledge; true explanation is the product of 
the comparison of a thing with its eternal paradigm or Idea.

Plato elaborates this idea in the analogy of the cave: he imagines men inside a cave, tied 
so that they can face but one direction. Behind them is a fire and in front a curtain upon 
which images produced by the lire arc projected by movements in the background. The 
tied men see nothing except the screen in front of them and the images cast thereupon. 
A freed prisoner will gradually acquaint himself with the cave and eventually go out and 
see the sun (Republic vii, 514-516).

The analogy has the following correspondences: the tied prisoner in the cave represents 
illusion; the freed prisoner in the cave represents belief; looking at the shadows in the 
world inside the cave and the assent thereto represents reason; looking at the real things 
outside of the cave represents intelligence and looking at the sun represents the vision of 
the Form of the Good, the highest of the Forms (Brennan, 1963: 240-243). We can see 
that, according to Plato, the world disclosed by sense perception is appearance or semi- 
real only, in contrast to the “true being," the supreme rational order of things upon 
which the world depends and to which mind alone can penetrate.

Mysticism.



4.1.1 CRITICAL REMARKS

Plato s theory can be criticised on several counts. I he "third man" argument is one such 
and goes: "H ow ,... can an individual material thing participate in a universal immaterial 
being? To have any relation, would there not have to be a third thing in which both 
share? But between this third thing and the particular object, and between the third thing 
and the Idea, there would have to be other relating factors, and so on a d  in fin itum ....T he  

problem is unresolved.” (Girvetz et a l I 1966. 94). There is thus an infinite regress in 
Plato’s theory; the precise nature of the relation between an Idea and its object is 
logically elusive.

Additionally, Bertrand Russell (l 961, 143) observes that the individual participant 
cannot be said to partake of the part or of the whole of the Idea of which it is a 
participant. 'I’llis is because, if we say that the participation is full, one thing is in many 
places at once; and if we maintain that the participation is partial, the Form is divisible, 
contrary to what Plato allows of the Forms. Additionally, Ideas must be unknown to us 
because our knowledge is not absolute. This is to say that, that which is imperfect 
cannot embody the perfect; or, put in another way, the finite cannot comprehend the 
infinite.

Furthermore, certain objects are problematic to place. For instance, cannot
definitely be said to be circular or an elliptical. Plato, however, maintained that such a 
figure would be a poor approximation ol a circle. However, as Girvetz asks, cannot the



figure above be an example of precisely that Form and not either the Form or circle or 
ellipse? (Op cit., 96-97). It is therefore conceivable that we could have a multiplicity, if 
not an unlimited number of Forms, contrary to what Plato allows for he permits the 
existence of a limited number of Forms, the highest being the Form of the Good.

The concerns raised above with regard to Plato’s theory illustrate lack of a clear logical 
and causal transition from illusion to the vision of the Form of the Good. Nevertheless, 
Plato’s exposition has the advantage of showing that there are no good reasons to 
believe in the gods as depicted by the poets - Homer and others (Republic 365e). He 
seeks a religion based on rational convictions, beliefs, and truths. His mysticism is the 
fruit of philosophical contemplation and vision for the supra natural attained only 
through the intensification of the rational. It is by carrying out the activity of intelligence 
to its ultimate limit that the divine is reached. Plato sought to demythologise the religion 
o f his time; his religion u'as subject to philosophical verification. However, there are 
negative consequences of tying religion intimately to philosophy as Charlesworth aptly 
points out: 1) religion is valid only as the philosophy on which it depends; 2) only those 
with access to philosophy can be religious (1972, 11). Additionally, Steve M. Cahn in 
an article “The Irrelevance to Religion of Philosophic Proofs for The Existence of God” 
shows why philosophic proofs ought not to directly impact on religious principles. lie 
argues that religion is either naturalistic or supcrnaturalistic. To the naturalist, prayers, 
rituals, etc., are not derived from any belief in the existence of God, it being irrelevant to 
the aims and activities of the group. Hence, a valid proof provides him with no 
information lie can utilise for his religious practices. On the other hand, if the proof is 
shown to be invalid, it casts no doubt on his religious views since these have been
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formulated independently o f the belief in the existence o f God. How ever, the 

supernaturalist believer in God docs so on the basis o f self-validating proof o f God's 

existence. A philosophic proof o f God either confirms what he already knows, or i f  the 

proof is invalid, it casts no doubt on a self- validating experience (1970: 242-244).

Nonetheless, we are aware that such proofs do have their own philosophical value for 
the insights they bring to light and clarify. The point we nonetheless wish to make is 
that, given the words of prophets (and it is hard to distinguish the true from the fraud), 
the writ of scripture (they are many and inconsistent), cannot provide proof to their 
validity or truthfulness. The same is true of purely philosophic proofs, as shown above. 
In the case of Plato, the ascent from illusion to a vision of the Form of the Good should 
not be solely logical: the Form of the Good, if real, ought to be known by some means 
or the other - it ought to be at least an object of experience. This is the point of departure 
from Plato's and similar accounts, which can be termed “pre-mystical,” due to their 
exclusion of the role of experience in the knowledge of the Forms (God, or whatever 
description used). Consequently, it is on the basis of a personal experience, where one 
senses the presence of God, that such claims should be verified. Nonetheless, such 
experiences must not be deceptive; one must be certain that it is God’s (or some other 
such) presence he is experiencing. The experience must be self-validating; it must carry 
its own guarantee of infallibility. We proceed to examine whether this is the case, 
commencing with the techniques employed by mystics.



4.2 M YSTIC ISM : METHOD AND PROCESS

It is important to note at the onset that observation of consciousness is much easier and 
more direct than the observation of external phenomena. As Bertrand Russell argues the 
facts of physics, like those of psychology, are obtained by self-observation - not the 
observation of external objects as is commonly but mistakenly believed. Thus, “seeing 
the suir’ describes an event in our head that we are knowing, the inference to an external 
cause being more or less precarious, and on occasion mistaken. He writes, “One may say 
that the data of psychology are those of private facts which are not linked to facts 
outside the body, while the data of physics are those private facts which have a very 
direct causal connection with facts outside the body.” (Op cit., 1979, 129). The point 
made here is that, though all knowledge is internal, it is not subjective; what is 
subjective has to be corroborated given that hallucinations do occur, people tend to lie, 
and so on. Our immediate concern here is to show that i) mystical experiences are 
produced by a systematic, non-random procedure ii) and that the experiences so derived 
are reliable. It could also be the case that the experience occurred when not expected, 
not that the experience was unexpected

A perusal oTmystical literature suffices to establish that mystical experiences are rarely, 
if ever, spontaneous occurrences. This is bearing in mind that the revelalional and 
intuitive modes o f religious knowledge already discussed attach the element of 
spontaneity to the experiences. In the case of mystical experiences, where spontaneity is 
judged to be the case, closer examination reveals that specific antecedent conditions 
obtained precipitating the experience. Thus, in cases of “spontaneous ’ experiences, the 
mystic was not consciously aware of what he was up to, but such ignorance does not



indicate that the experience was spontaneous.

It follows then that, the aspiring mystic has to undergo a rigorous and systematic 
routine, prior to any experiences; the kinds of experiences produced by diverse methods 
being meticulously laid down16. This should indicate that far from being mysterious and 
haphazard, mystical experiences are natural; they are possible, here and now, to anyone 
who follows a prescribed course of action. It should be noted that some mystical 
traditions require that certain techniques be taught only to a select few (Yogananda 
1993, 275). In such an instance the role of student-teacher is very important, if the secret 
techniques are to be learnt {Parekli 1980, 16; Bhaktivedanta 1989, 649). Nevertheless, 
there is sufficient that is known even in such instances, to enable the uninitiated to carry 
out reasoned discourse on the same.

A fundamental requirement in many mystical traditions is the acceptance and adoption 
o f a certain moral code and way of liTc. This, according to Yatiswarananda, is a 
prerequisite (1975; 179-81). These include practices such as truthfulness, chastity, 
patience, non-violence, and the like. They are a necessary but by no means a sufficient 
condition; they arc supposed to cultivate in an individual a sense of moral responsibility, 
self-regulation, and discipline.

Then follows the actual practice but again the differences are very pronounced even 
within the same mystical tradition, for instance, there are mystics who go to extremes of 
self-mortification, (Buddha, for instance, in Ills earlier days) whilst others are content 
with moderate sel(-indulgence. It is generally believed that it is the consistency of
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application o f a particular technique that produces results, underly ing the notion that any 
method is as good as the next.

However, like conventional religion, there is an insistence on faith, though it is here 
recognised that mere faith will not do. Faith holds out to the aspirant what is possible 
but it is never an end in itself; it is merely a stepping-stone, rather than a hindrance 
which it becomes when taken as an end in itself. In the words or Yatiswarananda, there 
is nothing like (blind) faith, only blindness (op cit. 42). Burckhardt similarly remarks of 
Sufism17, that whilst doctrinal truth is indispensable, by itself it does not effect any 
transformation (1990, 85). Consequently, mystics put little emphasis, if any, on 
sectarianism or faith to (heir followers, whom, they will readily admit regardless of the 
formal creeds they profess (Gupta, 1970, 47: Yogananda, op cit. 389). This clearly 
shows that there is more emphasis on method rather than on formal faith, experience 
rather than authority: the mystic is willing to put to the test, to observe for himself, what 
he believes in. lie believes, only as a first step, but will only accept and be convinced if 
and when he gels “proof.” This is a vital difference between the mystical and the 
conventional approach to religion and it sets them poles apart.

Contemplation, the next step, is supposed to free the mind from the limiting conditions 
of the arbitrary psychic tyranny, and impurities. Natural but latent potencies are 
actualised, co-ordinated and eventually manifest themselves as confident joy and love as 
contrasted to their prc-formative expressions of fear in the face of death, etc.,

1f’ For instance I'anlanjali's Yoga Sutras  
"This is the mystical movement in Islam.
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(Burckhardt op cit., 89). Meditation (a stage higher than contemplation) gives value to 
the true initiative of thought. I he proper domain of meditation is the discrimination of 
the r e a l  from the u n r e a l18 and the chief objective of such discrimination is the “l," the 
only means o f transcending illusion. Yatiswarananda (op cit.) notes that rationalisation 
is supposed to be complementary to mystical experiences, from which they can derive 
unity, purpose, and integration with other modes of experience. Rationality, according to 
him, is complementary to mystical experience, not a replacement and vice versa. This 
illustrates that mysticism does not necessarily shun rationalisation, unlike faith, which 
applies it selectively, or shuns it altogether as is the case with radical theology. 
However, in the mystical tradition, doctrine is not only supposed to be consistent with 
reason, it should further not contradict it (ibid.). Such a blend goes a long way in 
safeguarding mystical experiences from being reduced to mere sentimentalism or naive 
beliefs.

4.2.1 MYSTICAL EXPERIENCES AND PSYCHOLOGY

That said, it will be observed that the occurrence of mystical experiences, and the 
internal changes that give rise to them can be corroborated by research in psychology; it 
is not a merely imagined state. In this respect Deikman (l 982, 65-67) argues that we 
ordinarily exercise a significant selection process over the array of stimuli being 
presented to us all the time. For efficiency’s sake, we pay attention to some things and 
not to others. This selection gradually becomes automated such that over lime it 
becomes difficult to recover our perceptual and cognitive options. Mystical disciplines, 
however, bring about a dea u ton iisa tio n  such that a new, fresh perception can occur.

'* As conceived, lor instance, by Halo.
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This, coupled with an increased capacity for receptive mode function occasioned by 
spiritual training, leads to what in mystical circles is known as the “awakening of 

one’s true nature.”

Similarly, Robert Forman in an article “What Does Mysticism Have to Teach us About 
Consciousness” notes that pure consciousness events (PCF), which lead to 
enlightenment, are to be found in all mystical traditions. He argues that our minds are an 
enormously complex stcwf of thoughts, feelings, sensations and the like, plus, of course, 
consciousness itself. To understand consciousness as such, it is only logical that we 
should empty the mind of as much of its internal debris and no ise  as possible, which is 
precisely what mystics attempt to do. Whatever the technique a particular mystic may 
opt to use, its net effect is that of slowing down the thinking process such that there are 
fewer and less intense thoughts (of inner and outer stimulus). Ultimately, one becomes 
completely perception - and thought-free. Yet, and this is important, despite this 
suspension of content, one emerges from such an event confident that he has all the 
while remained fully awake inside, that is, fully conscious. Ihese are the pure 
consciousness events (PCF). However, this is the first of many steps leading to 
enlightenment. Forman does however throw in a word of caution, namely that 
phenomenology is not science. When we describe such events, as he has done, we 
thereby do not gain hard scientific proof. Phenomenology can thus not serve as the basis 
for a theory of reality; it can only point us in a certain direction and no more (1996, 187-

190).
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4.2 .2  DRUGS AND MYSTICISM

Contrary to what we have been discussing, attempts have been made to equate, or at 
least compare, mystical experiences with drug induced ones. It is argued that LSD19 and 
related drugs cause chemical changes in the body akin to those produced by ascetical 
practices - these include prolonged fasting and other self-mortification practices 
(Zaehncr 1972, 81). Since, the argument goes, mystical consciousness can be heightened 
by ascetical practices, and ascetical practices produce effects similar to those produced 
by psychedelic drugs, mystical experiences, and those that are drug induced must 
therefore be similar, if not identical.

W hereas there are some factual truths in this argument, it must be noted that most 
mystical traditions are opposed to ascetical excesses. For instance, in the Bhagavat- 
G ita  there is the admonition that, “ Yoga is not for him who eats too much nor for one 
w ho does not eat at all; nor yet for he whom is too prone to sleep, nor for him who 
always stays awake. Rather, Yoga  is for him who is moderate in food and recreation, 
controlled in his deeds and gestures, moderate in sleeping and in waking.” (Vi 16-77). 
Hence it is the case that asceticism is generally unacceptable and this is true of the 
Christian, Buddhist, and Islamic mystical traditions, though all have had ascetics. 
Additionally, whereas there may be similarity of effects produced, these, for one, relate 
to the physical and emotional faculties, and secondly, ascetical practices are considered 
as producing, for the most part, misleading, trivial, or non-mystical experiences. It is 
also true that the ends to which the two (mysticism and drug taking) aim at differ

Tlic LSI) drug (lysergic acid dielliylamide) causes hallucinations.
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considerably, if not quite opposed: the mystic seeks the ultimate reality whilst the drug 
user seeks escape from reality. It is therefore far-fetched and misleading to closely 
associate mystical experience with those that arc drug induced. It should also be noted 
that such arguments do not seek to deny the realty of mystical experience; they seek to 
show they are insignificant, if not misleading, just as are drug-induced states.

4 .3  M YSTIC ISM  AND THE SELF
In a sense, mysticism can proccdurally be regarded as controlled s e tf-o b s e n a tu m . We 
say, “controlled” because no effort is spared in preparing the mind for contemplation 
and meditation which consists, in the main, of observation, control, and analysis of inner 
operations, including and particularly those of the mind. Masterly of these is supposed 
to lead directly and immediately to mystical experiences. We say “self’ because the 
process is devoted exclusively to the inner realms with the self as the ultimate end. 
There is hence a need to analyse this concept with respect to mysticism since it is the 
seif that mystics attempt to perceive, believing it to be qualitatively but not quantitative 
similar to the highest form of reality (Yatiswarananda op cit., 53; Yogananda, op citM 
148). A discourse on mysticism would not be complete if it ignored the possibility of the 
reality of the self, which is at the core of mystical experiences.

There generally are two trends or conceptions of the self. One is whereby the self is 
taken to be a relative term and the other where it is seen as absolute. In the former sense, 
the self is predicated upon someone or something else, such as the body, emotions, and 
so on. In the latter case, personal identity is taken to be something unique, enduring, and 
absolute (in the sense of not being relative to someone or something else) and is 

something one is rather than has.



4.3.1 HUME ON THE SELF

In his Treatise of Human Nature, Hume rejects the notion that we directly perceive 
our sense of identity via the senses, holding instead that it is, “...a bundle or collection of 
different perceptions which succeed each other with an inconceivable rapidity and arc in 
a perpetual flux and movement.” (Dk. I, part iv, section 3). Of the mind he writes that, 

what we call a m in d , is nothing but a heap of different perceptions, united together 
by certain relations, and supposed, though falsely, to be endowed with a perfect 
simplicity and identity.” (Ibid., section 6). His contention is that the mind does not 
furnish us with anything that is permanent and enduring, which is what anything 
constituting the self should be. He considers the self not to exist in death and in sleep.

I lume’s insistence that (i) we have no im pressio n  of the self, and that ii) we could not 
have such an im p re ss io n  as the suggestion is self-contradictory, arises from a misuse of 
the terms “impression” and “idea,” which denote “sensation” (internal or external) and 
“ image” respectively. Hence, unlike, say, knowledge of colour or motion (images], 
knowledge o f the self, is internal and intimate and cannot be represented in thought as 
an image, since in all thinking, the self is actually present. Additionally, contrary to 
Hume’s second assertion, there is no contradiction involved since that which has all 
other experiences (self) also has a special inner experience of its existence. It would then 
seem to be the case that Hume's insistence that any sense of the self be grounded on 
perceptions is inaccurate, since the manner in which we would “perceive” the self is 
different from the more ordinary avenues of perception.

On Hume's assertion that if the self is permanent and identical, the impression from
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which it is derived must abide without interruption throughout our lives, Macnabb 
contends that the self can change or suffer interruptions in its existence, and jet preserve 
its identify. lie gives the example of a play (an analogy also used by Hume), arguing 
that a play is the same play even when resumed after an interval, or with a change of 
actors or scenery (1966, 148). Macnabb’s assertion is that it is the substantiality of the 
se lf that would be affected, not its identity. However, this is contentious, for how can 
that which is supposed to have a permanent, abiding character admit of change? Would 
a change of substance not constitute a change in identity as well? Analogies can often be 
misleading and even where (hey are not, they cannot, in all respects, mirror the 
characteristics of the thing or phenomena they represent. In using the analogy of the 
play, Macnabb leaves unanswered the questions of whether the self is compounded 
(made up of different parts like sections in a play) or whether it is associated with 
materiality (as are the actors and props of a the play, the play itself being immaterial). 
His analogy o f a play and the inferences he infers from it are misleading. It is then not 
the case that the self can suffer changes and interruptions and still maintain its essence, 
as Macnabb would have us believe. Hume had rightly pointed out that the self should be 
such that it remains unchanged throughout a person’s life. He however failed to identify 
such an element, partly because of his belief that it should be perceptible via the senses.

Macnabb is right, however, when he notes that that Hume s assertion that all 
perceptions are separate and distinct existences, requiring nothing to support their 
existence and which therefore cannot belong to a self, or be connected with it is a non  

s e q u itu r , and the conclusion is false as a matter of fact. He (like Hume eventually did) 
asks, “ ...if perceptions are distinct existences, how..., do they become united in a single
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consciousness as they plainly do?’ (Ibid., 149). Hume*s insistence is that we require a 
necessary connection but Macnabb rightly maintains that this is not the sort of 
connection we need to explain unity of consciousness since the perceptions of any mind 
are  never logically connected like the axioms or theorems of a geometrical system. In 
insisting that the connection be necessary, Hume had ruled out similarity, causation, 
local or temporal conjunctions as possible alternatives. Unity of consciousness need not 
be limited to grounds of necessary connection, as Hume had argued. In all, Hume 
erroneously assumed that perceptions arc what would constitute (knowledge of) the self 
and hence wrongly concluded that, “The occurrence of my perceptions is all that is 
necessary for, and is sufficient for my existence. So long as they occur, I am; when they 
cease, 1 am not. T herefore, 1 am they." (Ibid., 146-7). Since perceptions are constantly 
changing, and since the self is not supposed to change, Hume concluded that the self 
does not exist. He failed to realise that the manner in which we could perceive the self is 
different from the way we perceive the non-self.

4.3 .2  LOCKE ON THE SELF

Unlike Hume, John Locke maintains that a self exists and bases it on consciousness. To 
Locke, a p e r s o n  is a “ ...thinking intelligent being, that has reason and reflection, and 
considers itself as itself, the same thinking tiling, in different times and places; which it 
does by that consciousness which is inseparable from thinking, and as it seems to me, 
essential to it; it being impossible for anyone to perceive without perceiving that he does 
perceive.” (In Gould, 1998: 338). Locke goes on to suggest that to the extent that 
consciousness can be extended backwards into the past, then to that extent reaches the

identity of that person.



According to Locke, the sell does not change even when the material substance 
associated with it changes. I le allows that two thinking substances may make up lor one 
person; the same consciousness being preserved, whether in the same or dilLcrent 
substances, personal identity is preserved. Locke seems to rule out the possibility of 
reincarnation or transmigration, arguing that any irrevocable lose of remembrance 
suffices to distinguish two distinct persons. Locke allows that: I) two distinct 
incommunicable conciousncsscs, acting in the same body, would constitute two distinct 
persons. Thus, in his words, one could he Socrates during the day and Halo during the 
night. 2) The same consciousness acting by intervals in two distinct bodies would 
constitute the same person.

4.3.2.1. CRITICAL REMARKS
It can be objected to Locke’s theory that the account concerns itself with our knowledge 
o f  personal identity and not what actually constitutes it. The appeal here is to the 
principle that no genuine proposition can he made true by merely knowing it. To this 
end, Butler has argued, “And one should really think it self-evident that consciousness 
o f  personal identity, presupposes, and therefore cannot constitute personal identity; 
anymore than knowledge in any other case, can constitute truth, which it presupposes.” 
(Mackie, 1976:186-187). In other words, Butler is accusing Locke of circularity.

However, Locke is not asserting that what constitutes personal identity is consciousness 
o f  personal identity, which would be viciously circular. Rather, Locke is asserting that 
what makes a particular experience mine is the lact that I remember it from the inside. 
This is a way of remembering an experience, but it does not include as a component the



actual memory that it was I who had that experience; that the original cxpeiienecr v\as 
identical with me. With this distinction, personal identity, as presented h> l.oeke, is 
neither circular nor trivial, as Butler had implied. The subtle but significant distinction 
here is that Locke’s account of remembering that I did an action does not include as a 
com ponent that it was i who did that action initially. Butler however accuses Locke of 
asserting both.

L ocke’s theory also raises difficulties pertaining to responsibility for actions. According 
to  Locke, a man drunk should not be held responsible for his actions for lie is not the 
sam e person he was when drunk. Locke does however admit that human judicatures are 
reasonable in not admitting such explanations in mitigation for there are no objective 
criteria  for ascertaining their genuineness, apart from the word of the accused. The point 
o f  contention with Locke is the following: granted that the drunk person might not be 
held responsible for what he did whilst drunk, he certainly can he held responsible for 
getting drunk in circumstances in which he was liable to do harm, lor getting drunk is 
som ething he embarked on while sober, and he can presumably remember the earlier 
stages o f the process. Lven lor the sober, Locke’s doctrine can have undesirable 
consequences. Mackie points out, and we agree with him, that given Locke’s 
understanding an artist, for instance, can no longer claim credit lor a work he does not 
rem em ber producing (ibid., 183),

T o  illustrate another deficiency with Locke’s account, there is the example of an elderly 
general who remembers capturing a standard as a young officer, but cannot remember 
being flogged as a young boy for robbing an orchard, whereas the young officer can



rem em ber ihe Hogging; so the general and the young officer should belong to one unit of 
consciousness, and again the young officer ami the boy, but not the general and the buy. 

T h is , as Mackie rightly points out, would be an instance of two persons where indeed 
th e re  is only one. Locke s account of personality overlooks such a possibility. In general 
te rm s then:

Since a person at t 2 commonly remembers some o f his experiences and actions 

at t j ,  whereas what constitutes it person at ( t was all the experiences and actions 

that were then conscious, l.ockc’ s view fails to equate a person identified at t 2 

w ith  any p e r s o n  identifiable at t ,  It is only a theory o f how some items which 

belonged to a person identifiable at // are appropriated by a person who can be 

identified as such only at t 2. It is therefore hardly a theory o f personal identity at 

a ll, but m ight better be described as a theory o f action appropriation (ib id ).

T h e  gist o f the argument is that, given that we do not have perfect remembrance, we are,
on  Locke’s terms, constantly changing that which we are. Thus, I am not the same
person  that I was yesterday or some other time in the past, nor will 1 be the same person
in the future. Locke’s theory is thus only an account of how wc can identify a person at
o n e  point in time and another person at another point in lime, without clearly showing
h ow  the two are the same person.

T hough  Locke attempted to formulate a basis for personal identity, he failed since 
remembrance, as be thought, could not satisfactorily account for the continuation of 
personal identity, lie fails to show continuity of identity where remembrance fails, 
tem porarily or permanently. Cases are know n of people with multiple personalities who, 
on occasion, act as different persons, but we do not believe that this essentially 
constitutes two distinct personalities. There is also the case of people who have sulfered 
am nesia: such persons cannot be reckoned as being different personalities on this count.
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4 .3 .3  DEIKMAN ON THE SELF

A rthur J. Deiknum proposes a theory ot personality based on awareness, lie argues that 
introspection reveals that the core of subjectivity, the "I” - is identical to awareness. Hut 
th is [ should be differentiated from the various aspects of the physical person and its 
m ental contents which form the “self’ (a mistake llmne had made). These mental 
contents, he argues cannot be the core of our conscious being as they are not the origin 
o t our sense of personal existence. 1 le argues that since awareness is the same as “I,” we 
know  awareness by being it, removing the problem of an infinite regress of observers, 
H e argues that the “I” is the observer, the experienccr, prior to all conscious content. A 
process o f introspection carried out to its logical conclusion leads to the disappearance 
o f  the customary aspects of personhood into awareness, lie describes awareness as 
som ething apart from and different from all that which we are aware: thoughts, 
em otions, images, sensations, desires, and memory. Awareness is rather the ground in 
w hich  the mind’s contents manifest themselves; they appear in it and disappear once 
again . Any attempt to describe it (awareness) ends up in a description ol what we are 

aw are  of.

T he value of Deikman’s assertion can he appreciated when seen in the light oi what 
som e authors have maintained on the self. One such is Gilbert Ryle who in an article 
“T he Self and the Systematic elusivcness ol I” argues that the “I” is elusive, as llumc 
had probably sensed. To illustrate this he gives the following analogy:

An ordinary review may review a book, vvliilc a second order review criticises

reviews o f  the book. 13ut the second order review never is a criticism ol itself. It



can only he criticised in a further diiid order review. Given complete cdjt.xi.il 

patience, any review of any order could be published, but at no sta»e would all 

reviews have received editorial notices. Nor can every act o f a di.nist t>c 
recorded in his d iaiy, for the last entry in Ins diary still demands that die making 

o f  it should in its turn be chronicled (in Sprague cl id  op cil, 318)

R y le ’S contention is that in the case of the self, any description of it is logically 
condem ned to eternal penullimacy. The self perpetually slips out of any hold one tries to 
g e t o f  it. However, as Deikman above has shown, this is never the case.

H e  (Deikman) dismisses the objection that awareness p er  se does not exist, noting that 
carefu l introspection reveals that the objects of awareness are constantly changing and 
superseding each other (this is an issue that Locke did not treat well). In contrast, to 
th e se , awareness continues independent of any mental contents. However, awareness 
c a n n o t be made the content or subject of observation, as it is the very means by which 
w e  observe. Though it may vary in intensity, awareness is a constant. It is not an object 
o r  a thing for it lacks form, texture, colour, and spatial dimensions; it is featureless. It is 
therefore  different from anything else we experience (1996; 350-352). The rough 
analogy  of the eye could be given whereby, the eye is the means by which we observe, 
b u t it cannot observe itself. However, unlike the eye, the self cannot be directly 
observed by another person.

R ubinoff expresses an idea similar to Deikman for lie argues that personality is the unity 
o f  a single consciousness or awareness. 11c argues that two people conscious of the same 
object do not thereby have the same (similar) consciousness. This is because in the act
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o f know ing  theie exists the object, the subject and the relationship between them. It ihc 
m ind  lost itself completely in the object under perception, there would be no differences 
betw een  two or more minds knowing the same object. But this never is the case lor the 
m ind  never so losses itself, only a certain relationship obtains between it and its object - 
a relationship which is unique. lie further contends that the mind is not a thing - a 
th in k in g  thing -  it is the thinking itself. Its esse is cogitare. In knowing, as Locke had 
asserted , one is conscious of oneself as knowing, aware of one’s history as an active and 
conscious being, contrary to Ryle’s assertions. Self-consciousness is thus never the 
consciousness of a historical person, for if such were the case, others may know the 
person  belter (in Sprague el a l op cit., 170-172).

C om pared  to Locke’s, Deikman’s theory overcomes the problem of remembrance. 
W hether or not we remember the contents of our awareness, the awareness is the 
substratum  of those thoughts, emotions, etc. Deikman’s account is closely related to 
m ystical accounts of personhood. For example, Swami Vivckananda (quoted by 
Yatisvvarananda) argues that:

There is something in us which is free and permanent. But it is not the body; 

neither is it the mind....The body is a combination, and so is the mind; and as 

such can never reach to a slate beyond all change. But beyond this ...is the true 

se lf o f  man. (Ibid., 53).

The same idea is expressed in the llluigavat Clita II: 21.

We are persuaded that contrary to what l lume and others staled, a sell exists and can he 
known and experienced, though the manner in which we gel to know it is not similar to 
the manner in which we get to know other things, including our thoughts and emotions,
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s in c e  knowledge of the self involves the suspension of the sensations and contents of the 
m in d  -  it is the mind knowing itself (directly), not its contents (indirectly). Awareness is 
the  substratum of personal identity and has a special way of knowing itself. As I.ockc 
n g h tly  pointed out, it is impossible to think without being aware that one is thinking. 
S im ilarly , it is impossible for one to be aware and not be aware that he is aware and the 
issu e  ends there without an infinite regress as Deikman has shown. Hence it is 
reasonable to take it that the self exists and can be an object of human experience. That 
established, we move over and examine other issues relating to mysticism and mystical 
experiences.

4 .4  M YSTIC ISM  AND INEFFABILITY

It w ill be noted that the immediate data of the philosophical analysis of mysticism are 
n o t mystical experiences themselves, but mystic’s accounts of their experiences. 
G ran ted  that mystical experiences do occur, is it the case, as has been claimed, that 
m y stic s  cannot communicate their experiences to non-mystics? Are mystical 
experiences of a nature that they cannot be communicated to other persons?

4 .4 .1  INEFFABILITY IN PRINCIPLE

Paul Henle seems to think that this is the case and presents an argument to demonstrate 
tha t mystical experiences arc, in principle, ineffable. He believes that mystics claim to 
ineffability  is not so much a failure of thought on the part of mystics, hut rather a failure 
o f  language to symbolise mystical experiences.

In an  article “Mysticism and Semantics,” lie imagines a primitive society with a form of
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ideographic writing, a number system, some notion of addition but not multiplication, 
the notion of a variable, and who use geometric figures for variables instead of letters of

the alphabet as we do As a result, of writing a+b=lita they might milt!

A + D .  However, they instead super imposed the symbols for die two

variables, with little plus above the whole to show the nature of the operation thus 

S u n d e r  this notation a+b=b+a becomes Consequently, by this symbolism,

it is impossible to stale the law of commutation a+b=b+a; instead one states a 

tautology. Similarly the rule a-b b-a translates to lAI ÎAJ which is a contradiction

H ence, as is the case with mystics, a person from this primitive society who defies

isorthodoxy and claims that there is a special sense in which the formula not a

tautology, but the law of commutation, and the formula 07^0 is not a contradiction

but th e  law of subtraction a-b /b-a, may not be able to explain his assertions by means 
o f  available symbolism and may conventionally be accused of talking non-sense (in 

C ahn, op cit.,277.
The point that Henle is making is that it is possible to have a symbolism that creates 
tautologies and contradictions when attempts are made to formulate certain statements 
Though this method is not direct or conclusive, it tells us to expect to find in the 
w ritings of mystics tautologies and contradictions. That this is so is easy to show, for 
instance the passage in Genesis ‘T am that l am,” and so on. However, being semantic, 
the argument does not and cannot make any claim about the truth of what mystics 
express. Similarly, it is impossible to assess mystic’s claim that inellability ol their
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experiences is not only relative to our language and symbolic device, but absolutely or 

w ith  regard to any language whatsoever, unless, of course, mystical experiences are 
revelations of deity as well as semantics. At most, a mystic can only claim that he 
can n o t express his meaning in available symbolism and that he is unable to develop 
su ch  a symbolism himself.

W e  are inclined to agree with Ghandi Ramachamlra that, “...whereas doctrines on 
m ysticism  need not necessarily refer to the ineffable, doctrines of the ineffable are 
necessary in acknowledging certain dimensions of the mystical (1976, 75). This is to say 
th a t whereas ineffability is possible in principle, in the case of mysticism, it should be 
seen  as applying only to a limited part, if at all, of its doctrines and experiences from 
w hich  they derive. This is so since mystical writings contain a substantial amount of 
detailed  description of experience, much of it highly sophisticated even by modern 
psychological and scientific standards. Indeed, any claims to incllability that may be lell 
thereafter are, as Peter Moore in an article “Mystical Experience, Mystical Doctrine, 
M ystical Technique” puts it, partly attributable to emotional ineffability, whereby there 
is an actual frustrating limitation on sharing or communicating some deeply felt and 
profoundly valued experience (sometimes trivial) for instance, gratitude and love (in 
K atz ibid., 102). They could also be “causal” in which the mystic states that he cannot 
understand whence or how some experience has arisen, or what the underlying 
conditions oi this experience are. However, this kind of incllability does not necessarily 
affect the mystic’s ability to describe the actual contents of his experiences.
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M oo re  further argues that even those types of higher experiences that nasties speak of 
being indcsctibahlc aie not necessaiily beyond the possibility ol comnuinicaiion 

because, " .. if mystics are using language at all responsibly, (hen what they say about 
the  indescribable types or aspects of experience may at least serve to deline them in 
re la tion  to a known class of experience.” (Ibid., 105). We might also here add that there 
is, in mysticism, the implied notion that experiencing what is described first-hand is far 
b e tte r  than even the best possible description, especially where the nature of what is 
described  is very much unlike what one is accustomed to. Venkatesananda comments in 
th is  respect that a description of the reality encountered by mystics and the reality itself 
b e a r  the same relation as eating a piece of paper with the word "bread” written on it and 
the  actual eating o f bread (The Song of Clod20, 19 8 9:47). Moore, however, is more 
rea listic  and believes that lire relationship between a mystic and a non-mystic is not the 
sam e  as that between a normal sighted person and a blind person, hut rather between a 
norm al sighted person and one with some glimmering ol light (ibid.). I he point here is 
th a t mystics do not belong to a class of persons cut off from non-mystics. Mystics were 
o n ce  non-mystics and therefore they must be acutely aware of both the limitations and 
possibilities of their attempts to communicate their experiences with non-mystics. 
W hatever it is that mystics “perceive” such experiences cannot be totally inctlable. We 
agree  with Cupid’s assertion that ineffability is a sell-contradictory notion since no 

experience exists apart from language (1998, 11).

Further to the above, paradox has been one of the knotted points in theological and 
philosophical discussions on religion. Mystical accounts arc no exception it being

2‘T h is  is the English rendering lor the Bhugavat-Gita and includes a commentary by him.
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a rg ued  that they ever elude rational conceptualisation since one feature of m>stku! 
language is the use of paradox. However Moore believes that, "In in)sticism as in other 
con tex ts , the use of paradox appears to he an example not of the failure of language hut 
o f  its effective application. Indeed, the term "paradox” in strict linglisli usage means ’a 
contradictory  statement not literally intended.’ ” (Op cil., 107). Hence, a mystic’s use of 
p arad o x , he argues, is not literally intended unless the mystic asserts as much 
independently  of the paradox itself. We consider one such case.

In th e  Z ohar: the Book of Splendor21 there is an explanation concerning an apparent 
p arad o x  in the book of Deuteronomy 4:24, "for the LORD yo u r  God is a consuming 
fire ....” (NIV, emphasis ours), and Deut. 4:4, "But ye that cleave to the Lord our God are 
a liv e  every one of you to this day. ” The paradox here is the reference to the same God 
as a  consuming fire and of cleaving to such a God with no ill effect. In the first passage, 
M o ses  alludes to "your God,” who, apparently, consumes. However, in the second 
passage, reference is to “our God,” an apparent reference to the superior light in which 
M o ses stood, which does not consume or demolish. In other words, Moses considers his 

(conception) of God to be superior to th e ir  (conception) of God. 'I he difference then, we 
o p in e , is one of perception rather than the actual nature of God. Ibis becomes clearer 
w hen  we consider the fact that Moses was a mystic, whilst the people he was talking to 
w ere not. We therefore agree with Moore that mystical writings so olten seem obscure 
because they have not been analysed in relation to doctrine, practices, and institutions 
w hich form a wider frame of reference. This is to say that, just as is the case within 
o ther areas, a better understanding of mystical accounts can he achieved il it is taken *

*lA b o o k  on Jewish mysticism.



m t o  a c co u n t the background in which they were made, that is, the person making them, 
a u d ie n c e , the culture and lime in history, and so on.

V e t  th e r e  is a problem in relation to this. As Katz argues, that there can be no pure 
( u n m e d ia te d )  experiences, i his is to say that what is perceived by mystics is mediated 
o r  in f lu en ced  by the culture lie comes from. Thus, he notes of a Hindu mystic that his 
e x p e r i e n c e  of B ra h m a n 22 is not unmediated; rather, it is a pro-formed, anticipated Hindu 
e x p e r i e n c e  of B ra h m a n . A mystic hence brings into his experience a set of structured 
a n d  lim itin g  parameters of what the experience will be, and rules out in advance what is 
“ inex pe rien ceab lc” in his particular mystical tradition (op cil,, 26).

H e  h ence  dismisses the uni-directional account of mysticism, in which (mystical) 
e x p e r ie n c e  shapes belief. He holds that the relation should be bi-directional, since belief 
a l s o  sh apes experience. 1 ie adduces as evidence the fact that mystics from different eras, 
c u l t u r a l ,  religious, social and intellectual backgrounds give dilfcring accounts of their 
e x p e r ie n c e s .  Thus, he writes, “...the monism of Shankara is not the same as that of 
S p i n o z a  or Eckhart; and that the theism of the Hhaguvat Gita or Ramanuja is markedly 
d i f f e r e n t  from that of Theresa of Avila, Isaac Luria, or Al I lallaj (ibid., 32).

V e t ,  K atz does miss a point or two. In pages 36 to 39, he gives the example of a 
B u d d h is t  mystic who follows a certain regiment - the lour noble truths, the eight-fold 
p a th ,  etc., so as to acquire a mystical experience - insisting his earlier argument that 
w h a t  doctrine the regiment entails spells out what manner of mystical experience the

22 I’he ultimate reality in 1 limiuism



m y s tic  will have. Slicking lo his example, we observe the following in relation to his 
a rg u m e n t. Mrsl is llial history does not seem lo bear him out very well. Buddhism grew 
OUt o f  the Hindu tradition and it is difficult lo see why the Ihiddhisl account of
m y s tic ism  should significantly differ from the Hindu it mystical apprehensions were 
p r im a r ily  a function of prior conditioning (by culture and religion). What, it may he
a s k e d , made Buddha have a mystical apprehensions radically different from those of 
o r th o d o x  Hinduism yet lie was himsell born and raised a Hindu? It most certainly was 
n o t Buddhism  for Buddhism did not then exist. Mis experience gave rise to Buddhism 
an d  n o t the vice versa, as Katz would have us believe. Still this does not help us explain 
w h y  mystical experiences do differ; it only shows Katz's criteria to he wrong.

O n  p ag e  65 of the same book, Katz makes the critical remark that no mystical tradition 
is su p e rio r to the other. This, is inconsistent, both from the point of view' of his account, 
an d  from mystical accounts on the same issue. By predicating mystical experience lo 
fac to rs  in one’s environment (mainly culture and its subset religion), one would expect a 
m o re  advanced culture or religion lo give rise to an advanced or more sophisticated 
m ystica l experience. However, Kalz docs not allow this; mystical experiences from 
d iffe ren t cultures and eras are treated as the same. Whereas W'e do recognise the fact that 
no culture or tradition is normatively better than the other, a more advanced culture, we 
believe , will be expected to have a more enlightened outlook, just as it is bound to have 
a m o re  advanced technology. However, in his analysis Katz completely ignores the 
m ystical doctrine that there are levels of sophistication in mystical experiences. As an 
exam ple  Yatiswarananda (op cit. 28-32; 54-72), argues that the mystic (or even indeed a 
m ystical tradition) advances by degrees, experiences higher and higher forms of
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M y s tic a l  experiences, until finally, lie reaches the apex. Ily ignoring this \icw, Kat/ does 
n 0 t  d e m °nstrate how, if at all, such a doctrine is false. This doctrine can a]imlly explain 

h y  ’̂ ysfical expeiiences differ, not only between mystical traditions (geographically 
a n d  chronologically), but also amongst individuals within the same mystical tradition. 
T h u s , w hereas it is possible that mystical experiences are mediated, it does not seem to 
b e th e  case  that mediation plays a determinant role in what a mystic perceives.

A d d itio n a lly , Moore, while conceding that a mystic’s beliefs and expectations are likely 
to  a f fe c t  the nature o f his experience and his report of his experience nevertheless argues 
th at th is  constitutes no more a problem in mysticism than it does any form of experience 
(o p  c it ., 107). This is a view also expressed by bveriyn Underbill who argues that 
m y s t ic s  usually express their experiences in terms most usually founded upon the formal 
c r e e d  he accepts. Hence, St. Teresa interprets her ecstatic experiences in terms that are 
s tr ic t ly  Catholic, Bochmc in Lutheral, Philo and the Kabalists in orthodox Judaism, and 
P lo t in u s  the doctrines of paganism. Nonetheless, she argues that the attempt to limit 
m y stic a l experiences to the formulae of one religious system is futile. She believes that 
th e  substance of “perception” must always be distinguished from the accidents under 
w h ic h  it is perceived (and therefore described) for it has an absolute and not a 
denom inational importance (1990, 526-527). Katz does not seem to have ignored this 

p ossib ility .

4 .5  R E LIA B IL ITY  OF MYSTICAL EXPERIENCES

K a tz  has also objected that there are major problems involved in trying to interpret and 
v er ify  mystical claims. He argues that there are no independent grounds upon which



n te d  both principles, the problem of determining reliability in a ghcn case reduces 
10  t h e  problem  of determining whether the relevant apprehension was produced by (iod.

VO Such criteria are common. I he first, the .scripture-dogma test asserts that the 
re v e la t io n s  contained in apprehensions produced by God do not conflict with 
p ro p o s i tio n s  affirmed by scripture or with propositions included among the dogmas, 
d o c tr in e s ,  and teachings of the Church (ibid., 219). The second, the spiritual effects test, 
a s s e r ts  tha t the visions produce in the soul qualities such as quietude, illumination, 
d e l ig h t ,  purity, love humility, and an elevation and inclination toward God. Visions 
p ro d u c e d  by Satan or his agents arc said to have contrary effects. We note in connection 
w ith  th e se  tests that the first is theoretical, whilst the second is practical in nature.

H o w e v e r , the use of such criteria raises some difficulties. As MacIntyre has rightly 
a rg u e d ,

We could never know from such experiences that they had the character of 

messages from (he divine, unless we possess a prior knowledge of the divine and 

(lie way messages from it are to be identified. The decisive evidence (or the 

divine would be anterior to the experience and not derived from it, whereas what 

we are concerned with here is how far the experience itself can provide such 

evidence (ibid., 221).

T h e  e rro r of circularity is suggested above. This is because the criteria the believer 
in v o k e s  to distinguish true from false visions arc theological doctrines already believed 
in (scripture-dogma test). To remedy this circularity, it is suggested that: I) An 
apprehension  A can serve as a source of evidence for “God exists” only if (i) there is 
reason  R  to think that A is a reliable source of information and (ii) R docs not entail



G o d  exists . Put in general terms: an apprehension A can serve as a source of evidence 
r ° r  a  doctrine 1) only if; (i) there is reason to think that A is a reliable source of 
in fo rm a tio n , and (ii) R does not entail I) (ibid., 222).

P ik e  however is uncomfortable with the second modification, lie argues that there is a 
p ro v is io n  in mystical tradition for a true revelation to be contained in an unreliable 
apprehension , as is the case in apprehensions from non-divine sources, lie also notes 
th a t  MacIntyre’s second modification does not refer to the source of the apprehension, 
c o n tra ry  to mystical tradition, which holds that an apprehension is reliable if and only if 
it is  from God. Pike hence suggests that case (2) must he modi lied and MacIntyre's 
c ritic ism  suitably adjusted to re licet the reality of mystical tradition.

It should  also be noted that under Pike’s schemata, assertions comparing mystical 
experiences to drugs induced ones cannot be strictly refuted since the conditionality is 
th a t  the experiences be positive. There is the tacit assumption that mystical experiences 
c a n  only be from God or from the Devil, the former being positive, and the late 
nega tive . He also, as noted, leaves us in the dark about the reliability of mystical 

experiences.

C . B Martin in an article “Seeing God” suggests elements of unverifiability and 
circularity in mystical accounts, lie argues that if statements like “knowing colour and 
■“■ having direct experience of God” are made synonymous with having colour 
sensations” and “ having certain religious experiences” respectively; it is true that a 
b lind  man cannot “know colour” nor a non-religious man “ have direct experience of



because il has pieviously been legislated that one cannot know their meaning 
w itho u t having the relevant experiences (in Cahn op cit:, 243). Such statements, he 
m ain tained , are merely psychological, not existential, as they do not admit to a society 
oT checks and balances. I le compares them to vvhal he calls low-claim assertions - such 
as I seem  to see a piece ol paper” - which need no further corroboration and can never 
be show n to be mistaken. Thus, unlike the existential claim “I see a chair,” the low 
assertion  claim makes no claim about the existence of anything, requires no tests or 
testim ony  of others, and cannot he shown to he otherwise.

F urther, he maintains that low-claim statements presuppose prior knowledge of what 
one claim s to perceive. 1 lencc to assert, “1 seem to be listening to a choir” presupposes 1 
a lready  know what it is like to be listening to a choir. However there is an important 
d ifference between such a claim and the claim ”1 seem to have a direct experience of 
G o d .” It is that in the former, one’s hearers are supposed to know wliat this entails but in 
the later, all normal people (non-mystics) are not expected to (and indeed do not) have 
such  knowledge. Hence, though it is possible to teach a society of people who have no 
chairs, what a chair is like by drawing pictures, giving descriptions, gestures, and so on; 
even  if one is not able to show them a chair directly, they will gel a good idea 
nonetheless. But when it comes to an emotion like sadness, no amount of description, 
definition, demonstration, comparison, etc., suffices to enable the person learn what it is 
like to be sad. In this latter sense, one who has never been sad cannot make the 
assertion, ”1 seem to be sad” just as a person who has never experienced God can assert 
"1 seem to have a direct experience of God.” This is Marlin’s contention.



H o w e v e r ,  to  “ seem to have a direct experience of God” has been taken to he a unique

and incom m unicable experience. This is the sense in which intuition is commonly taken
to m e a n . B ut, to go hack to the example on sadness, one can hope to evoke the emotion 
in a  le a rn e r  if  it is taken that sadness is part oflutman nature like the capacity to see light 
or h e a r  sound. Taken this way, such experiences become possible to any normal person 
and h e n c e  verifiable/falsifiable and their learning are not circular as suggested.
A d d itio n a lly , what to name them is a purely linguistic matter.

It can  fu rther be noted that it is possible lor professors ot aesthetics and art critics, 
in s tan ce , to  help us have a knowledge ol beauty and a liner appreciation of 
things. T h is  despite the fed that .hey may have no sense of the beautiful in that the 
professor or critic has never been confronted with the experience of seeing beautiful 
th in g s  (th e re  are no signs that the professor or art critic has never been stirred by any 
w ork o f  art), lienee, it is possible that someone can talk and increase our sense ol 
kno w ing  God without him ever having had the experience of knowing God. Martin’s

a rg u m e n t seems to rule out such a possibility.

W e n o w  proceed to examine whether mystical experiences can be relied upon. 
A c c o rd in g  to Richard Swinburne in an article “The Evidential Value of Religions 
E x p e rie n c e ,” a religious experience is one whereby there seems to the subject (S) to be 
an aw areness or perception of God, or some other supernatural reality <*>• He -gues 
th a l S  perceives x if and only If the experience of it seems .0 S .ha, x is present was

r . ii -ind onlv if it is seeming to him thal God is c a u se d  by x. S has an experience of God it and only
• i> i,. ioxl IXtt It should he observed that p resen t is indeed caused by God (m I'eaeoeke I >81. 183).
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S v v in b u r n e  is nol using the word “seem” in the sense that Martin uses it above. It
o t  c a r r y  the sense o f “ it appears like" which carries a serious subjective implication, 

b u t  t h e  sense of “likely,” "probable," or some other such terms.

It i s  o f te n  argued that an experience is evidence for nothing beyond itself, and that 
t h e r e f o r e  religions experience has no evidential value. Yet this is never the attitude 
a d o p t e d  with regard to other experiences in general: seeing a tabic is deemed to be good 
e v i d e n c e  for supposing (hat there is a table. I lence, as a general rule, and barring special 
c o n d i t io n s ,  if it seems to a subject that an object x is present, then probably x is present; 
w h a t  o n e  seems to perceive is probably there. In other words, how things seem to be is a 
g o o d  g round  for belief on how things are. Hence, “ it would follow that, in the absence 
o f  s p e c ia l  considerations, all religious experience ought to be taken by their subjects as 
g e n u in e ,  and hence as substantial ground for belief in the existence of their apparent 
o b j e c t . . . . ” ( ibid., 186). I le calls this the Principle of Credulity.

It w i l l  be noted that even if it strongly seems that one is talking to God or gazing at 
u l t im a te  reality, that by itself is not a sufficient reason for supposing that one is talking 
to  o r  gazing  at such a reality. Such an experience can as well be properly described in 
m o r e  mundane ways such as hearing of certain noises which one mistakenly interprets 
a s  th e  voice of God (but which one lias no good reason for believing unless further 
e v id e n c e  is produced). However, if such experiences could be shown to be true, it would 
th en  fo llow  that mystical experiences are not a matter of interpretation but rather of true 
o b jec ts  o f  experience. We are, in addition, justified in holding many perceptual beliefs 
ab ou t objects having “sensible” characteristics though wc may nol be able to sufficiently



UK

e s c r i b e  them, ( or instance, one would he hard pressed to say uhut is it about a ccitain 

V° 1Ce t,la t nia^cs licr llis wile's voice. A description of “sensible” characteristics that lit 
h e r  v o ic e  could apply to thousands of other women. Hence, the fact that one can 
r e c o g n is e  does not entail Hie fact that that one can describe, or knows what the features 
a r e  b y  w hich he recognises. Hence, what is it about a voiee that makes me believe it is 
m y  w ife 's , or what it is about the taste of a liquid that makes me believe that it is tea? 
"This fac t can also be true ol mystical experience: inability to describe does not 
n e c e s s a r i ly  imply inability to recognise.

S w in b u rn e  considers four special considerations that could possibly defeat perceptual 
c la im s  in the mystical sense as already defined. The first two show that the apparent 
p e rcep tio n  was of a kind with others which proved in the past not to be genuine 
perceptions. The third and fourth considerations are concerned with particular 
percep tu al claims which do not involve inductive inference Irom the failure of similar 
c la im s . They boil down to: since to perceive x is to have one’s experience caused by x, 
o n e  can challenge a perceptual claim by showing that very probably x was not there or 
that x probably did not cause the experience. We consider them here below one at a 

tim e .

In the first instance, it may be shown that the apparent perception was made under 
conditions or by a subject found in the past to be unreliable. Thus, one may show that 
S ’s perceptual claims are generally false, or that perceptual claims are generally false 
w hen made under the influence of LSD (ibid., 192). This first challenge that claims to 
defeat mystical claims is hardly generally available as most mystical experiences are had



b y  P e ° p le  wll°  normally make reliable perceptual claims, ami have mn takendru^v

° n  th e  second instance, one may also show that the perceptual claim was to have 
p e r c e iv e d  an object ol a certain kind in circumstances where similar perceptual claims 
h a v e  proved false. Thus, it S claims to have read ordinary sized print at a distance of 
I ° 0  m eters , we can test him on a number of special occasions and see if he reports 
c o r r e c t ly  what is written at that distance; if he does not we have good inductive evidence 
t h a t  th e  original claims were false (ibid., 191). In religious terms, this would amount to 
s h o w in g  that the religious perceptual claims were unreliable. If there was good proof of 
th e  non-existence of God or anything similar, that could be done. Swinburne rightly 
m a in ta in s  that the onus of proof here is with the atheist; if he cannot make his case, the 
c la im  o f  mystical experience stands. In other words it is upon the atheist to show that 
G o d  probab ly  does not exist in order to defeat a mystical perceptual claim since one 
c a n n o t  observe, but only imagine that which docs not exist, lie also notes that the 
p rin c ip le  in (conventional) religion “what is different is contrary’1 docs not hold water. 
D iffe re n t names in different cultures can be used to describe God (sec Exodus 6:2 and 
A c t s  17:23). Thus if a Jew has a mystical experience and a Hindu similarly has one, the 
tw o  experiences would conflict only if having such an experience commits one to a 
w h o le  theology. This generally is not (he case. We have already argued that mystics pul 
little  emphasis on sectarianism and that prior conditioning (one’s cultural background) 
is n o t a necessary factor in determining the kind o f mystical experience one has. The 
ro le  that cultural conditioning plays is in the choice of terms and expressions used to 
d e s c r ib e  the kind of experiences one has. Such choices can on occasion appear to 
su p p o rt the above claim on cultural conditioning but actually do not. I he example
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K r i s h n a  is an example ol the truth of this (see Gupta, passim ) and a lu.st of other 
s t i e s  w h o  have had mystical experiences of beyond the pale of the religion thc> vncic 

a *S e d  i n * Ramakrishna (raised a Hindu and illiterate) is a good example. He is said to 
h a v e  h a d  mystical experiences consistent with the Jewish, Christian, Buddhist, Jain, and 
o t h e r  re lig iou s traditions. His illiteracy makes it all the more unlikely that he had 

e t e r n a l  influences and the fact that he died at around 1886 when mass communication 
W a s  n o t  a  reality

T h e  th ird  consideration which can defeat a claim to have perceived x involves showing 
t h a t  v e r y  probably x was not there. Very often we perceive what we take to be a  p r io r i  

im p r o b a b le  but we nonetheless judge our perception right. Thus, to paraphrase 
S w in b u r n e ’s example, one may, while walking down Moi Avenue, seem to them that 
t h e y  s e e  Bill Clinton. The odds are that Bill Clinton is in Washington and even if in 
K .en y a , he is very unlikely to be walking on the opposite side of Moi Avenue. 
N o n e th e le s s , experience suffices to outweigh this background evidence. As he notes, we 
w o u ld  indeed be imprisoned within the circle of our beliefs il experience did not 
n o r m a lly  have this force. However, background or supplementary evidence can make it 
v e r y  improbable that x is present. Titus, if we substitute Jomo Kenynlta for Clinton in 
th e  a b ove  example, it is very improbable that he would be walking on the opposite side 
o f  Pvtoi Avenue, experience by itself does not suffice to push this in to the category of 

th e  probable.

S w in b u rn e  notes that there are various ways in which it can be shown that very probably 
x w a s  not present as observed. One, as is the case above, is where x does not exist, x
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Vv e i s  a t s o m e  oilier place at the lime in question, or otherwise show that x was nut at ihc 
C e  *t w a s  claimed to he by showing that other observers who were rightly positioned 

t l i e  right sense organs, on the look out for x, and who knew x did not observe x
T l m o r e  the observers the better. If they see x, then x was most probably there (dad ,

 ̂^  t ) . I n  religious terms, the third challenge would consist in a demonstration that God 
w a s  v e r y  probably not present to be perceived; and so the subject could not have 
p e r c e i v e d  him. I lowever, if there is a God, lie is everywhere. 1 le is only not present it he 
d o e s  n o t  exist. Once again to use this challenge entails showing that it is very 
i m p r o b a b l e  God does not exist and the onus is with the atheist, it does not avail to show 
t h a t  s o m e  people do not have religious experiences, for they may he spiritually ’’blind.*' 
O n l y  i f  it could be shown that all persons with certain endowments and would perceive 
G o d ,  i f  G od  were there to be perceived, w'ould the failure of such persons to perceive 
G o d  c o u n t  against IIis existence (ibid., 193-94). This as wc have argued is generally, if 
a t  a l l ,  n e v e r  the case since it is held that mystical experiences are natural and can be had 
b y  a n y o n e  who follows a prescribed course of action.

T h e  c la im  to have perceived God may he challenged, in the fourth instance, on the 
g r o u n d s  that whether or not x was there, x was not the cause of the experience of it 
s e e m i n g  to  someone that x was there. This would involve producing an explanation of 
w h y  it seemed to me x was there, which does not involve x at any stage, lo  paraphrase 
S w in b u rn e ’s example once more, it may be shown to me an actor dressed as Clinton or 
K e n y a t t a  and who walked on the opposite side of Moi Avenue and therefore my 
e x p e r i e n c e  of seeming to see either Kenyatta or Clinton was caused by the actor 
t h e r e f o r e  I had no reason to believe 1 saw Kenyatta or Clinton (ibid., 192). In rehy
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th is  wonW consist 111 showing llim the experience hail a cause other ih.m CioJ It i> 
n o t  su ffic ien t (0 show lha( a pcrson.s Upl,rjngi„g or his taking of drugs «ere necessary 

° r  th e m  to  have the experience, for these may have precisely have had the cfled of 
him  to perceive what was there rather than making him perceive vs hat was not

O n e  has to show that the object (God, ultimate reality etc.) was not in any way a 
G ^ u sa l  fa c to r  in making the subject have the religious experience.

S w in b u r n e  notes that this is an awkward challenge to apply when dealing with the 
p u r p o r t e d  existence of God. There are two ways in which God can cause the experience: 
b y  in te rv en in g  in the operation of natural laws, or by bringing about the operation of the 
l a w s  a s  a result of which I have the experience. If the latter is suggested, by itself, that 
d o e s  n o t show that God was not the cause just as one cannot show that it appearing to 
m e  th e re  is a table has a perfectly ordinary cause in processes in my optic nerves. What 
is  a t  s ta k e  is whether the table caused the processes. A demonstration that God was not 
re sp o n s ib le  for the natural processes which caused me to have the mystical experience 
c a n  o n ly  be attained by demonstrating that here is no God - for if he existed - as defined, 
h e  is responsible for the operations of natural law. However, lesser supernatural beings, 
w h o  d o  not control the operation of natural laws can be easily shown not to be he cause 
o f  su ch  experiences (ibid., 194). As already argued, the notion of the interference with 

th e  law s o f nature is difficult to uphold.

4 .6  CO NCLUSIO N

It h as  been argued that mysticism, far from being a spontaneous occurrence, is the 
precip itate of a rigorous and systematic routine that almost assures the experience to the



• s p i r a n t .  As such mystical experiences are natural and not special modes «l kmnunj; as 
* i s  c la im e d  of say, intuition. We have laboured to show sshy such perceptual claims arc 
n o t  a n d  should not be considered as unreal, and iTrcal, misleading. I be latter can Ik the 
c a s e  i f  th ey  are similar to drugs induced stale, which we have shown they are not.

T h e onus of the current chapter, with respect to mystical experiences 
unless there is a demon,radon .ha, very probably God docs noi exist, those who have 
mystical experiences purportedly of God ought to believe them genuine. Thus, it follows 
that mystical perceptions ought to be take., at their face value m the absence ol posit.

» —  —  * »  * •  * •  ................ ”

B U , „ y  - o « -  « '«• => »  ”  «“  » » ” ' “ “  ” ,

c la im s  o f  oilier kinds.
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CHAPTER FIVE

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION OF THESIS.

In  m any  cultures o f the world, religion and philosophy have harmoniously existed and in 
Oriental societies, the two could hardly he separated. Indeed, there was a time vs hen 
re lig ion  was at the centre of all of man’s activities including the intellectual. Until 
re latively  recently philosophy was in the West held to be the handmaid of theology, in 
which role it was supposed to defend and augment doctrinal truth.

T h e  onset o f the Enlightenment in the West showed that philosophy could be a double- 
edged  sword; it could, with similar efficiency, be employed against religion. The rise of 
em piricism , at about the same time, heralded a sudden and drastic conflict between 
doctrine, on the one hand, and tru th  as discerned by science on the other. Unlike the 
rivalry between religion and philosophy that tended to be abstract and mostly 
inconclusive, that between it and science elevated it to a level where religion felt 
threatened in a real, more apparent manner. Many scientific findings in conflict with 
religious doctrines could simply not be argued away or shown to be otherwise outside 

the realm of science.

It is on the strength of this that this thesis began by arguing that religion conceived as 
faith or myth offers little, if any, convincing reasons why its doctrines should be 
believed, even if true. There is no clear or convincing appeal to reason, or any other 
convincing mode that would give credence to such claims. We have argued that in its



ex trem e versions, reason is denied altogether and even in its more modei.itc loons, 

reason  is applied selectively. This betrays lack of concern for truth other than wh.n is 
a lrea d y  believed in. Hick (op cit 1977, 42) is right, therefore, in observing that the 
defin ition  of faith given by theologians and used by scholars in the discussion of religion
is seriously  inadequate for the task.

Y et, and in spite (or, more likely, because) of the manifest shortcomings or faith and 
m y th  as conceptions to religion, attempts were made to compare, if not harmonise them 
w ith  science. Perhaps there was a genuine concern or belief that the two could be 
reconciled , that they could somehow accommodate each other, that this line of thought 
developed. Nevertheless, it is still doubtful whether this was not an admission by 
conventional religion that it could not offer its own proof and had to rely on science to 
accom plish this goal.

However, as we have argued, science hardly has anything to gain from such an 
association and it is religion that stands to gain the most. Nevertheless, such an ctlorl is 
bound to fail, as there is no scriptural sanction on how theology can go about borrowing 
from science. It has also been argued that religion would not stand to benefit from 
associating with science since the later is ever changing in the light ol new evidence. 
However, religion, in the sense we are discussing, is very resistant to change on 
doctrinal matters. Hence, to profitably and honestly carry out such associations, religion 
should be prepared to change doctrine in the light ol scientific changes, which is 
doubtful it is willing to do. Otherwise, it should resist altogether from seeking scientific 
“ rubber-stamping” of its doctrines; science cannot be the handmaid ol theology. It has



130

ad d itio n a lly  been observed that any possible outcome of this cmleaumr cannot Ik 
te r m e d  a scientific principle nor a religious one. Indeed, if religion were vindicated by 

sc ie n c e , it is plausible to argue that religious assertions could not be possibly Vm.wn 
p r io r  to the advent of science approximately three hundred years ago. Hus 
d isco rdan t with the religious view, where “knowledge” ol religious principles is 
perceived  to be stronger the more into antiquity one goes. Hie bottom line here is t 
re lig ion  has to offer its own proof for its doctrines. Conventional religion kids in almost

all respects to do this.

W e have argued loo that in spile of its numerous successes, science has a scop, an 
lim it. It is not an omnipotent "goddess" that solves each and every problem, 
reason why religion sought to associate wilh science could be due to tins as.u P 
T h e  seemingly middle ground between science and religion -  the miraculous 
offer much hope either that die two can co-operate meaningfully, liven a, this ,ve,. the 
fundamental differences in methods, concepts, and the nature o. maluy each seems to 
address precludes the possibility of any meaningful exchange or companson. W. have 
argued that any thing demonstrable by science cannot at the sanKMimc be termed

• l are supposedly a violation, suspension or transcendence omiraculous: miracles ait supj y
., „ . or)Crates strictly within the realms of natural laws. As the laws of the nature, yet science P

• • . I- II us how to go to heaven, whilst the businessadage goes: the business of religion ts to tell us how b
of science is to tell us how the heavens go.

e .  .................-  - ■ h

opposed to religion and more so to mysticism,
which it supposedly closely resembles.
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T h is  is because by presenting a picture of reality that is essentially probabilistic. n r^s 
a g a in st the grain of religious thought which is essentially deterministic, liinstcm w.uds 
to  the effect that, “God does not play dice” is indicative of the religious attitude. Uy
sh o w in g  that it is in principle impossible to know certain occurrences (such as the 
lo c a tio n  anti velocity of a sub atomic particle at a given point in lime) simultaneously 
a n d  accurately, quantum mechanics seems to negate the concept of the omniscience of
G o d 23, which is at the heart of every religious sentiment.

Nevertheless, if a, all science and religion can interact, the proper domain in which this 
dialogue could be carried out would be within the purview of philosophy. Philosophy 
a,one has the requisite resources to m eaning^ weave , e  in— rg or connect,,, 
lines o f Similarity between the whoie range of human experiences, of winch se.ence and

,, religion by itself is as ill equipped lor tins task,
a scientific principle, can

*1  a n , i M n i > r  iri i  i  i  i n i w k i v /  ■’  • *as is science, il is our pet suasion
synoptic view of the whole of reality.

religion are component parts. As such,
that neither a religious nor

weave a

This w  -  * . »  " * r - “  “

„  a  —  -  -  ~  ■ —  -  - 1 1

, ,hc seemingly unvcrifioblc since unrepeatable rchg such it is a departure Iron, the sccmmg y
rifc! i insici^'s

---- ------------- — — T T ^ a ,       -  - *  fcwb ‘
A s  an om niscient ( in t i c t-‘

ael.t^c itlm vc tries l*> slit*w.



experience as commonly understood. As indicated, claims to religious knowledge l>> 

revelation, intuition, and so on do not amount to much as their sources and epistemie 

value are suspect.

On the contrary, mystical experiences have been shown to be of a kind that can be relied 

upon as providing affirmative and independent or internal support for their claims. It is 

not the case, as some have argued, that that such expcricnees are as imaginary, useless 

and misleading as drug induced ones nor is it the case that they cannot be corroborated 

as they are unique and unrepeatable. On the contrary, they do admit to a society o f 

checks and balances, as is the case with other trustworthy sources o f know ledge.

It is a recommendation o f this work that religious convictions be proportionate to the 

evidence at hand. Religious beliefs should not he exempt, as they usually are, from 

critica l scrutiny as to their epistemie value or worthiness, lest the grounds on which they 

rest remain precariously shaky. Appeal to man’s highest endowment -  reason -  should 

play a prominent, though not exclusive role in making informed judgements on such 

matters. Experience, should supplement it. A combination o f the two is a sufficient 

safeguard against deception - from within or from without. It is only in this manner that 

religion can shake o ff the dubious distinction o f subjectivity and irrationality that have 

often, though not mistakenly, been used to describe it. It is only then that the events that 

happened in Kaiumgu24, Uganda for instance, could be put to an effective halt, as

fanaticism and dogmatism are replaced by the order and harmony implied by the

24 Apparently a thousand members o f a cult were killed by their leaders, who laid taken possessions o f all their 
wealth, under the impression that the world would end at the beginning ol the millennium.
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in tegra tion  o f  (critical) reason and (controlled) cxpcticnce This would make mysticism 

a mode and standard by which individuals can base and assess their ichgious beliefs 

B e lie fs  in, this case, would be propoitiouate to the evidence at hand, as is the case 

everywhere.
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