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> Context - Constructivism and mystical traditions each recognize human cognitive limits. However, the former puts
its faith in its processes and the latter reveres the product. > Problem - individuals recursively construct their reali-
ties in and through their experiences. Often the reality constructed is updated, however this type of reconstructive
reflection does not happen in the same way with religious experiences and beliefs. Ernst von Glasersfeld considered
the rational and the mystical as two separate types of knowing, providing two different accounts of experience. An
alternative approach is to examine the process of thinking to see if there may be synergies between so-called rational
thinking and mystical experience, particularly when certain types of new ideas emerge. >Method - | link constructiv-
ist ideas with accounts of mystical experience prioritizing wonder, insight and the process of coming-to-know. Con-
structivism is described mainly with reference to Ernst von Glasersfeld’s work, particularly emphasizing the impos-
sibility of ontology and drawing attention to some references to mystical experience in the constructivist literature.
> Results - | note that there are grounds for regarding rational and mystical knowing as belonging in different do-
mains. Radical constructivism maintains that any mind-independent reality is essentially unknowable. In this epis-
temological framework, gaps necessarily arise in understanding when existing concepts do not fit experience. Forms
of wonder may arise from experience of such gaps leading to novel insights and more viable reality constructions.
Finally, I suggest that there are grounds for considering such epiphanies sacred, and in addition, as in certain types
of mystical experience, they may be related to personal development through recognizing harmony between experi-
ences over time. > Implications - There are moments during the construction of concepts when previous concepts
do not work and new constructions have not emerged. Such moments have a potentially mystical quality and, if so,
are known as epiphanies. So, when gaps occur in the process of knowledge construction it may be helpful to let the
mind rest and contemplate. The origin of the ideas that emerge is mysterious, and the ideas may or may not be viable.

Introduction

«1» Giambattista Vico's (1988) episte-
mological work On the Ancient Wisdom of
the Italians identified knowledge with what
is made (verum ipsum factum): without
knowing how a thing was made, one only
had awareness. Ernst von Glasersfeld (2002)
argued that the form of Vicos distinction
between rational and poetic knowledge was
designed to help avoid a conflict between
science and the Church. Science could safely
provide models that could predict but must
not pretend to describe God’s world.

©¢...] speaking of the real world, Vico said quite
clearly that humans can only know what humans
themselves have made. He crystallized this in his
rather beautiful assertion that God is the artificer
of the world, man the god of artifacts.”” (Glasers-
feld 2002: 86)

«2» If, in interpersonal discussion, we
could slow down our arguments, taking
this very seriously, then we might be more
cautious about acknowledging things that

we might be wiser to doubt. Indeed, the
implications of constructivism continue to
surprise. For example, if the ideas we con-
struct arise from organizing our experience,
we cannot talk about what we consider real,
only about what we seem to know about it.
Knowing is in the realm of ideas and fol-
lowing John Dewey’s idea of transaction, is
not static but dynamic in its organization of
experience (Dewey & Bentley 1949). There
are always gaps between experience and
what we know (Gash 2004). Unfortunately.
gaps, if we concentrate on them, distract us
from our conversation or our actions, they
inhibit. Smooth movement in conversation
and action - in living as such - requires us to
slide over the gaps. If we concentrate on the
gaps, we become bewildered like a friend’s
dog that ate marijuana cookies and was
transfixed by the gaps in the balcony floor
(Paul Silverman 1974, personal communica-
tion).

«3» Ernst von Glasersfeld maintained
that mysticism and metaphysics each con-
cerned domains outside experience and so
could not be discussed rationally (Cardellini
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& Glasersfeld 2006: 179). In contrast, think-
ers such as Gregory Bateson and Dewey
were much less hesitant about religious con-
cepts. In Angels Fear, Mary Catherine Bate-
son put it this way: “[Gregory] wants us to
believe in the sacred, the integrated fabric of
mental process that envelops all our lives”
(Bateson & Bateson 1987: 200). In A Com-
mon Faith, Dewey argued that there is a gen-
uine religious attitude in human sensitivity
to the possibilities inherent in intelligent
action with others and with nature, claim-
ing “whatever introduces genuine reflection
is religious” (Dewey 1934: 24) - and not the
other way around. And again:

“®The sense of the dignity of human nature is

as religious as is the sense of awe and reverence

when it rests upon a sense of human nature as
. LL)

a cooperating part of a larger whole.”” (Dewey

1934: 25)

«4» Issues arise immediately. What
does it mean to say things rationally? For
the purpose of this target article, “rational”
is about making sense and linking experien-
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tial elements together so they support each
other coherently as a system. It means work-
ing with agreed categories using operations
such as inclusion and causality in logical
ways. Further, if we take Humberto Mat-
urana’s notion of consensual community as
fundamental to sense-making, then being
rational within such a social group implies
sharing various collectively held assump-
tions, particularly assumptions concerning
meaning and how decisions are made about
knowing and its reliability. Pursuing the idea
that rationality is related to consensus im-
plies that different consensual groups can be
rational in different ways that vary accord-
ing to their sense-making and the assump-
tions they use to organize their experience.
Maturana (1988) noted that differences be-
tween people reasoning within the domain
of “objectivity in parenthesis” invite discus-
sions to examine the origins of the differ-
ences. Religious assumptions will not hold
for atheist groups, and assumptions about
the importance of scientific procedures may
not work for other groups.

«5» Von Glasersfeld discussed science
and religious faith in the following way:

¢ What science produces, [...], are rational con-
structs whose value resides in their applicability
and usefulness. Believers may cling to what they
are told or what they want to believe; scientific
knowledge is of a different kind because it is tied
to a method that involves experiential corrobora-
tion.”? (Glasersfeld 2007: 119)

«6» In contrast, a dominant approach
to religious language is face value theory
that interprets religious statements in terms
of what they say (Scott 2017). If a listener
belongs to an atheist community, then the
significance of various religious words can-
not be shared. Von Glasersfeld echoes this
idea, saying, “I do not believe, however, that
we can comprehend God” (Poerksen 2004:
382). In addition to scientific procedures,
von Glasersfeld had recourse to his op-
erational analysis of meaning (1962, 1969).
This analysis gives a way of specifying how
words and phrases are constructed and
was designed to specify the mental opera-
tions in sense-making. It strongly reflected
Vicos idea that to know something one had
to have access to the operations involved in
knowing: a process that was used in ma-
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chine translation. Human thought may be
rational to a speaker but may appear “non-
rational” because of different assumptions
held by a listener. Taking constructivism
seriously implies taking responsibility for
the origins of ideas and seeking to exam-
ine hidden assumptions where necessary.
In the remainder of this article I clarify the
boundaries and possible synergies between
constructivism and mysticism.

Constructivism

Wonder, invention and mystical

epiphanies

«7» Von Glasersfeld (1974) introduced
radical constructivism (RC) to clarify and ex-
tend the constructivist implications of Jean
Piaget’s genetic epistemology. Initial work
on RC emphasized educational applica-
tions, particularly in maths and science, and
spread to work on children’s perceptions of
others (Gash 2014a). In considering inven-
tion and insight, constructivist approaches
often mention creative moments and won-
der (Gash 2004). Is wonder at the door of
mysticism?

«8» In Jean Piaget’s (1968) construc-
tivist theory, the standard way an individual
learns is by noticing and adjusting for dis-
crepancies between what is experienced
and expected, so a gap is noticed. Maturana
(1988: 23fT) discusses varieties of conversa-
tions that deal with complaints, desires and
commands, each of which implicitly refer to
gaps in interpersonal expectations. Occa-
sionally noticing gaps may lead to wonder,
and personal learning and transformation.
Such mystical epiphanies as moments of
insight are striking resolutions of gaps that
may occur in scientific, religious, or philo-
sophical domains. In Piaget’s terms, they are
memorable accommodations.

«g» Different knowledge
may have different assumptions about what
can be taken for granted in the process of
knowledge construction. So, like Euclidian
and non-Euclidian geometry, religion and
science are based on different hypotheses
or axioms. There are moments when an
individual is problem solving when avail-
able solutions do not fit. In these moments
there must be a letting go of previous ways
of knowing like the unknowing of the mys-

domains

tics. Next a new solution emerges. However,

constructivism and mysticism each note the

limits of human cognition and it seems that
at these limits and at moments when know-
ing is potentially in the process of being re-
constructed, an epiphany may occur.

«10» Gash (2014a) suggests key con-
structivist points along these lines:

a Individuals may have very different
ideas from one another, especially chil-
dren in comparison with adults.

b Individuals seek to construct regulari-
ties in their experience using existing
ideas.

¢ This constructive process is circular and
recursive. That is, ideas are modified by
ideas - constructed from the data pro-
vided by re-organizing prior experience
in the context of present experience.

d  Opportunities for learning arise from
discrepancies between what is expected
and what is experienced. This may oc-
cur in noticing differences between
what an individual thinks and what oth-
ers think. Conserving personal integrity
and intra-individual consistency in the
face of inter-personal discrepancies is
important to achieve harmony between
past, present and future experiences.
Such harmony contributes to personal
growth.

Stages in constructivist theory and

the rejection of ontology

«11» Why is it difficult to understand
the rejection of ontology? Even when one is
familiar with constructivism, it is so easy to
use realist language. Perhaps this is because
the idea of constructivism as an explana-
tion of the origin of cognition is expressed
with different emphases that I suggest are
like stages of ontogenetic development?
With each step a new more complex way of
looking at the phenomena is implied (Gash
2014a, 2018). In the first stage, Jean Piaget’s
constructivism was introduced initially in
textbooks in the United States as an inter-
action between individual and environment
with little attention to philosophical detail
(e.g., Kohlberg 1969). In the second stage, a
higher complexity was achieved when von
Glasersfeld (1974) introduced RC to move
beyond “construction as resulting from in-
teraction” Von Glasersfeld used the word
“radical” to signal the break between con-
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structivism and traditional epistemological
approaches that were concerned with “that
mysterious process of cognition that is sup-
posed to adapt our knowledge to things as
they are in an independent outside ‘reality”
(Glasersfeld 1974: 6).

«12» Whereas in the second stage, von
Glasersfeld emphasized the central impor-
tance of an individual’s construction, in the
third stage, there was a shift of emphasis in
which social constructivists emphasized the
importance of the social conditions that in-
fluence knowing. The social constructivists
were influenced by Lev Vygotsky’s (1978)
work, which began, like Piaget’s own work,
in the 1920s. Seymour Pappert’s (1991) so-
cial constructionist work emphasized the
importance of collaborative making in class.
From a radical constructivist perspective, it
is important to note that cultural and social
conditions must always depend on the indi-
vidual’s interpretation of this social context.
Without this caveat, references to social
conditions are interpreted as claims for the
objectivity of the social (Gash 2014b: §9).
Since the 1970s, constructivist ideas have
spread from educational applications, par-
ticularly in mathematics and science curric-
ula, to other domains, including philosophy,
psychology and artificial intelligence.

«13» It is striking how the rejection
of ontology implied by key point (c) above
in §10 was emphasized repeatedly but has
not filtered into the mainstream. Perhaps,
as was indicated above, this is because the
construction of external objects is achieved
prior to language, and language assumes a
stable environment. Von Glasersfeld was
not alone in insisting on this point. Other
thinkers such as Bateson had been extreme-
ly clear about the illusion of ontology, and
that all experience is subjective (see for ex-
ample Bateson 1979: 25ff). Dewey (1960),
too, portrayed ideas as results of operations,
so again, knowing is a consequence of ex-
perience, just like his portrayal of religious
experience as results arising in processes of
living that open new perspectives (Dewey
1934). However, where Dewey emphasized
processes and the changing forms of know-
ing, von Glasersfeld was more concerned
with highlighting that what we know is
limited as a construction from experience.
Maturana (1988), like Dewey, emphasized
that we do not know whether something we

observe is an illusion — until after the event.
Von Glasersfeld appreciated the discord of
ontology’s rejection and spoke in terms of
the implications for traditional epistemol-
ogy in this way:

©¢ Revision may, indeed, be too gentle a word for
the kind of reorganization of ideas which, I be-
lieve, is indispensable for an understanding of the
theory of knowledge which Piaget’s constructivist
formulations entail.”” (Glasersfeld 1974: 2)

The constraints on constructions,

relativism avoided

«14 » Examining constructivism from
different perspectives allows additional in-
sights into the theory. Alexander Riegler
(2001b), outlining RC, emphasized that
reality construction cannot be arbitrary;
rather, the mutual interdependencies in
the network of experiences canalize reality
construction. This emphasizes an important
feature of RC by explaining the constraints
on emerging possibilities, whether mental
or evolutionary. Further, RC cannot be ac-
cused of the type of relativism where “any-
thing goes” For example, von Glasersfeld
described both the essential role of science
in knowing and science’s fallibility that leads
inevitably to the need to continually mod-
ify our constructions when they are found
wanting:

¢ We are constantly reminded that the world we
live in is not quite the world we would like and
that there is, indeed, a hard and unforgiving re-
ality with which we have to cope.”? (Glasersfeld
1983: 5)

«15» Von Glasersfeld (2007) empha-
sized that it is regularities in experience that
are established with scientific methodolo-
gies. Maturana provided an outline of what
was involved in scientific methodology:

%[...] science as a domain of explanations
and statements arises in the praxis of scientists
through the application of the criterion of valida-
tion of explanations [...] 99 (Maturana 1988: 9)

So, despite the variety of possible con-
structions that may arise through slightly
different procedures, each construction
must stand the test of viability through rep-
lication, which, of course, provides poten-

tial variability. As von Glasersfeld (2007)
described, once a useful regularity has been
observed, it becomes established and diffi-
cult to dislodge, with alternatives disregard-
ed or suppressed. Indeed, an external envi-
ronment could be described as a paradigm
for thinking about an apparent reality that
speeds things up for the individual. Howev-
er, “[t]he bad side of this is that this shortcut
also limits our way of thinking and problem
solving” (Riegler 1998: 39).

Gaps, surprises and the mystery

of the origin of new ideas

«16 » If we agree that our points of view
arise from our different histories, or in Mat-
uranas terms, differences arise in different
consensual communities, then the origins
of these points of view can be explored as
ways of understanding the difference. This
is an ethical consequence of appreciating
that our understandings are constructed
and there may be other ways of understand-
ing any phenomenon. In some cases, dif-
ferences can be discussed simply with ref-
erence to an agreed methodology. In other
cases, differences may depend on deeply felt
religious issues, for example views on abor-
tion. When such issues are related to iden-
tity then it is likely to be difficult to resolve
them. Indeed, understanding our feelings
requires significant insight. It can be helpful
to acknowledge the systemic quality of our
psychological histories. Heinz von Foerster
(1991) showed that there is a profoundly
huge number of possible links between a
machine’s output and its internal states. For
example, a machine with only four outputs
and four inputs and two internal states can
exhibit a very large number of different be-
haviours. In addition, problems with too
many logical implications are practically un-
solvable even by machines that take a logi-
cal approach (Riegler 2001a), so no wonder
that people have such difficulty! This gives
a stark model of the complexity of under-
standing hidden systemic feelings. Indeed,
inferring why people behave the way they do
often leads to trivializing human behaviour
and applying one’s own referential system to
others (Riegler 2007a).

«17 » Previously I used the idea of a
gap to discuss spirituality, uncertainty and
tolerance (Gash 2004). In the present case,
the gap may be a window into an alterna-
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tive apparent reality. The gaps we know are
between what we expect and experience.
As argued above, there cannot be gaps be-
tween what we know and an apparent re-
ality. Rather the gaps arise because of dif-
ferent perspectives, so there is always the
possibility of an enchanting new interpre-
tation. The more enchanting, the more the
opportunity for the mystical. It seems sig-
nificant that these moments arise with the
origins of new interpretations. What then
is involved in the move from the novel to
the mystical?

«18 » Surprises are commonplace, so
the unexpected events that lead to wonder
are special and uncommon, more like Kuh-
nian paradigm changes. Have we lost our
sense of wonder and its power to help us
find personal balance? Poets and artists may
construe their internal experiences slightly
differently from others, and so present their
representations of experience in novel ways.
For example, forms of musical and artistic
expression evolve and it may take time for
the public to acknowledge the new forms.
Some art schools teach their students to
make the familiar strange (Modjeska 2012).
I suggest that it is when the items in expe-
rience themselves change that awe is expe-
rienced. So, when there is a mismatch be-
tween experience and what is expected, gaps
are experienced that reveal an inadequacy
in previously constructed ways of organiz-
ing the experience. This inadequacy may be
resolved by an idea that seems to come from
nowhere into consciousness in the recursive
reorganization of one’s knowledge.

«19 » During construction and recon-
struction of ways of knowing there are mo-
ments described above as inspiring wonder
or as epiphanies. Such moments are at the
boundaries of mystical experience and hold
the potential for the emergence of possibili-
ties. They occur at the moment of achiev-
ing a new way of understanding. So, while
constructivism is grounded in processes of
validation and of assessing viability, at the
moment of insight there is an interface with
mystical experience. Where constructiv-
ists emphasize the epistemological limits of
knowing and eschew ontology, in the next
section the mystical tradition shows a simi-
lar caution while embracing the “reality of
the infinite;” acknowledging the descriptive
limits of language.

CONSTRUCTIVIST FOUNDATIONS VOL. 15, N°1

Mystical experience

Concepts, gaps, language and

wonder

«20» There is a broad variety of aca-
demic sources on the mystical tradition, in-
cluding Evelyn Underhill’s classic Mysticism
and William James’s Varieties of Religious
Experience. In his review of the diverse lit-
erature, Jerome Gellman describes mysti-
cism as a constellation of practices arising
in different traditions that aimed at human
transformation and gave this definition of
mystical experience:

¢ A (purportedly) super sense-perceptual or sub
sense-perceptual unitive experience granting ac-
quaintance of realities or states of affairs that are
of a kind not accessible by way of sense-percep-
tion, somatosensory modalities, or standard in-
trospection.” (Gellman 2017: Sect. 1.1)

«21» Gellman’s (2017) review on mys-
ticism topics
discuss concerning mystical experience
including the limiting role language plays
in describing mystical experience. The ap-
proach taken in my article highlights the as-
sociation between these language limits and
the cognitive limits that were emphasized
in the discussion above on constructivism.
Topics that fit this focus include pure con-
scious events and ineffability, and research
on each of these raise problems concerning
the limits of constructed conceptual catego-
ries and the related limits of language. New
concepts are constructed when experience
does not match existing concepts. When
gaps lead to major changes in concepts such
as in Kuhnian paradigm changes, wonder
emerges and one may use the word epiph-
any. Such moments occur at the interface
between constructivism and mystical expe-
rience.

«22» An analysis of work on mystical
experiences in general is beyond the scope
of this article. Certain features of mystical
experience, however, offer a way of discuss-
ing connections between some mystical
experiences and constructivism. Gellman’s
analysis of mystical experiences includes
those that are prior to conceptual catego-
rization and others that transcend sense-
perceptual experience. In addition, certain
themes recur in Gellman that relate to con-

summarizes

philosophers

structivist descriptions of the process of
thinking. One theme is the awareness of the
limits of language to describe mystical expe-
riences. Steven Katz (1992) shows an acute
awareness of the complex relation between
mysticism and language. Medieval mystic
Meister Eckhart warned, for example, “If I
have spoken of it, [...] I have not spoken, for
it is ineffable” (ibid: 3).

«23» A second related theme concerns
the role of cognition in mystical experience.
Perennialists propose that mystical experi-
ences have commonalities across cultures
and history (Gellman 2017: Sect. 4). Aldous
Huxley’s classic The Perennial Philosophy
(Huxley 1945) is an example of this tradi-
tion. An alternative tradition in mystical
scholarship maintains that one cannot have
mystical experience without some concepts.
This “constructivist” tradition in a strong
form argues that a mystic’s culture influ-
ences mystical experience and so perennial-
ism is false (Gellman 2017: Sect. 6). Huxley,
writing about his experiences with drugs in
The Doors of Perception (1954), drew atten-
tion to the links between mystical experi-
ences and the effects of LSD and mescaline
that interfere with normal cognitive pro-
cessing. The front page of Huxley’s book has
the following apt quote from William Blake:
“If the doors of perception were cleansed,
everything will appear to man as it is, infi-
nite” Another feature of mystical experi-
ence involving cognition concerns whether
there are pure conscious events (PCE),
that is, experiences without cognitive form
that are defined as: “allegedly an ‘emptying
out’ by a subject of all experiential content
and phenomenological qualities, including
concepts, thoughts, sense perception, and
sensuous images” (Gellman 2017: Sect. 4).
From the mystical perspective, these expe-
riences occur following a fading or removal
of conceptual categories: “union with God
normally occurs only when all the empiri-
cal contents of mind have been got rid of”
(Stace 1961: 87f). From the constructivist
perspective something like an awareness of
PCEs may occur when gaps are noticed, and
a window is momentarily opened to some-
thing other, with potentially significant psy-
chological consequences.
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Experiences beyond language

«24» While some scholars like Rob-
ert Forman (1990) argue for PCEs, Gellman
(2017: Sect. 6.1) provides a set of arguments
against such experiences, including the dif-
ficulty of describing them. Further, Richard
Jones (2016) has indicated that as introver-
tive internal mystical experiences, PCEs are
transitory and easily disrupted. Perhaps they
are beyond description in time but allow
temporary access to unconscious systemic
memory or other cognitive reconfigura-
tions? As such and as described above, they
may play a role in a constructivist perspec-
tive when new personal structures arise
when previous constructions are inadequate.
This uncertainty provides an experience of
the unknown and the emergence of a solu-
tion may provide a striking insight or epiph-
any. One of the key ideas in constructivism
is about providing organizational coherence
to experience. Novelty and wonder may ac-
company new experiences that challenge ex-
isting anticipatory structures. Even everyday
experiences presented in new ways in artistic
performance may allow individuals to see
gaps between their existing ways of seeing
and the phenomena experienced. These ex-
periences are sometimes accompanied by
an insight that one is becoming aware of
something new in one’s world. Susie Vrobel
(2017) described this insight as occurring
in a timeless moment where a novel aware-
ness appears. Similar ideas were proposed in
Arthur Koestler’s book The Act of Creation
(Koestler 1964). Experience of timelessness
also characterizes aesthetic experiences, the
sunset, the painting, that face, that wine, that
symphony and so on.

«25» Time, however, may be needed
to come to terms with experiences that re-
quire significant personal adjustment such as
illness, death, the birth of a child or falling
in love. In these cases, time may be needed
to allow an individual to construct a new
personal adjustment. There are feelings that
a person wants to express for which the
words have not yet been found. In a religious
context, prayer may help such reconstruc-
tion, in a psychological context, Irving Sigel
described how children’s representations
of events could be developed through ap-
propriate open-ended questioning. These
questions, called distancing strategies, were
designed to help the children distance them-

selves from these events by building cogni-
tive representations (Sigel & Cocking 1977).
That work was concerned with representing
novel experiences by working with language
in ways that helped capture the experience
because of the gap between the experi-
ence and the words available to describe or
explain it. The questions used to provoke
distancing included asking children to talk
about past events in terms of their origins
and consequences, to help the children build
up a more complete understanding. In terms
of the relation between the processes of per-
sonal construction and mysticism, what is
clear is that certain events, including, for ex-
ample, traumatic ones, take time before their
complex emotions can be calmed in words.
«26 » What characterizes movement
from the novel and surprise or wonder -
to the mystical? Could it be that there is a
scale from the novel to the mystical because
some experiences have a fascination as they
open new understandings of ourselves and
our place in our world? It is noteworthy in
this context that cultures across the world
engage in practices that stimulate wonder
in special places: initiation ceremonies are
one group of such activities, and religious
ceremonies another group. Each type of
ceremony has its own ways of providing
and identifying a context and engaging the
participants to concentrate attention on the
“present” There is no doubt that the expe-
riences involved prioritize the private and
personal, and in some cases are designed
simply to avoid being disturbed. In con-
temporary society such deep concentration
can be disturbed in so many ways. Smok-
ing disturbs the appreciation of fine food
and wine. Mobile phones interfere with the
appreciation of films, theatre, concerts and
religious ceremonies. In describing the 1968
Wenner-Gren Symposium, Mary Catherine
Bateson (1972) mentioned how Gregory
Bateson participated in a discussion about
Native Americans not wanting their reli-
gious ceremonies photographed. There are
several reasons for this reticence. A sim-
ple one is that some indigenous people are
aware of and concerned about stereotyping'

1| See “Photographing native American cul-
tures” by Colleen Walsh at https://news.harvard.
edu/gazette/story/2016/05/photographer-adds-
clarity-insight-to-contemporary-native-american

that here implies observers’ exclusion from
the ceremony. A deeper reason is that the
intrusion may disrupt the participants in
their devotion, as they want their moments
of private participation to remain private.
Intimate moments are personal; they are not
for sharing with the wider public and deep
uninterrupted personal involvement is part
of the sacred experience.

«27» Gellmans (2017) synopsis of
scholarship on mysticism provides ways of
appreciating how the non-rational mystical
traditions bridge the gap between experi-
ence and language. Does it make sense to
try to talk about God? How might one talk
about God to a non-believer? In Section 2
of Gellman’s article discussing the categories
of mystical experience, much is devoted to
God and what can be said or not said about
God in various cultural traditions. A recur-
ring issue is to avoid using words to capture
an experience that is beyond description. He
also discusses attributes of mystical experi-
ences that include whether such experiences
can be described, if they are paradoxical and
indeed, if there exist pure conscious events
that defy description. In the constructivist
context, it seems that some mystical experi-
ences are pre-linguistic, that is, arising before
they can be grasped in language, or they are
simply not describable. So, leaving aside the
theological connotations, what role do these
experiences play in consciousness? There is
agreement that these experiences are beyond
ordinary description. Being novel, they are
experiences that potentially facilitate the
emergence of new cognitive structures.

«28 » There are different but connected
suggestions concerning the significance of
mystical experiences. It may be that these
experiences cut through conscious aware-
ness and rational thinking and reveal some-
thing already known unconsciously or sys-
temically, but hidden deep in memory. Or
is it that:

%4 1...] the nature of matters such as prayer, reli-
gion, and the like is most evident at moments of
change - at moments the Buddhists call Enlight-
enment. And while Enlightenment may involve
many sorts of experience, I think it important
here to notice how often Enlightenment is a sud-
den realization of the biological nature of the
world in which we live. It is a sudden discovery or
realization of life.”” (Bateson & Bateson 1987: 74)
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«29» It may be an important part of
such private moments that they are poten-
tially pre- or non-linguistic. On this theme,
Bateson and Bateson (1987) discussed what
cannot be said. They thought it was impor-
tant not to know certain things because
concentrating on them may damage the
whole. In everyday life much is communi-
cated without words, sometimes epitomized
in “that smile, that look” Discussing the is-
sue of transubstantiation in the sacrament
of Holy Communion, Bateson (1991: 267)
claimed that it was a mistake to try to adopt
either the Catholic or the Protestant posi-
tion on the host. It was neither bread nor
the flesh of Christ. The issue is about how
metaphor works, the relation between ob-
ject and symbol and fundamentally about
how the mind puts the elements together,
guarding the implicit complexity. Perhaps
the key issue concerns the possibility of
personal growth and making new connec-
tions in a context where existing categories
are held in abeyance or do not fit.

«30» Is it because the mystical is not
rational that it may often appear in the do-
main of what is not said? However, won-
der about the “not-said” is not necessarily
mystical. In the film Shawshank Redemp-
tion, when the imprisoned banker Andy
Dufresne plays Mozart on the prison loud-
speaker system, the listeners are transfixed.
The experience of the music was more
important than the description of its ef-
fects, but we would not call the experience
mystical. When individuals cannot make
sense of an experience, either existing heu-
ristics are used again as the best option or
a new model of understanding must be
constructed. Trying to develop a model by
calculating all the options will lead to po-
tentially damaging rumination for humans
and possibly render machines inactive or
with impractically complex calculations
(Riegler 2007b).

«31» James (1902: 380) described four
hallmarks of the mystic state: ineffabil-
ity, noetic quality, transiency, and passivity.
One form of mystical experience and divine
intervention that is transient and experi-
enced passively is divine grace. Underhill
explains grace as

“% the Second Person of the Christian Trinity [...]
the redemptive, fount of mercy, the medium by

CONSTRUCTIVIST FOUNDATIONS VOL. 15, N°1

which Grace, the free gift of transcendental life,
reaches and vivifies human nature: ‘permeates
it.”? (Underhill 1911: 112)

Psychological growth and

conceptual restructuring

«32 » In Gash & Mary Shine Thompson
(2002) we proposed that divine grace might
be a way of talking about moving up a level
in Bateson’s levels of learning. Bateson de-
scribed the mind as an aggregate of interact-
ing parts or components that may be trig-
gered by difference. Mental process requires
circular (or more complex) chains of deter-
mination, and the effects of difference are
to be regarded as transformations of events
that preceded them. Finally, the description
and classification of these processes of trans-
formation disclose a hierarchy of logical
types immanent in the phenomena (Bateson
& Bateson 1987: 18f). Level one involved se-
lecting from a set of alternatives. Level two
was learning contextual specifications for
these alternatives. Learning stereotypes was
an example I used in previous work (Gash
2003). Moving up a level implies noticing
a new context and so appreciating a more
social set of connections and implications
for some experience. So, learning contexts
implies changing as individuals in our social
groups because we are defined by our behav-
iours in the groups to which we belong. Is
the difference between wonder and mystical
insight related to its power to transform the
individual? Our social conflicts provide op-
portunities to grow and decide whether to
conserve our past or to change and embrace
a new way of working in the future. Empow-
erment and self-actualization follow from
decisions that bring harmony to our ways of
relating to our experience.

«33» A hallmark of psychological ma-
turity is making wise decisions in one’s life.
The sacraments specified by the Church all
refer to moments where decisions are made
about choosing directions in an individuals
life. No wonder then that mystical experi-
ences were sought after, indeed are sought
after, in special places, with special rituals
about issues of such profound concern. Un-
derhill describes two aspects to the mystical
experience; one is related to the conscious-
ness of Absolute Perfection and the other to
the effects of this experience. In the former
experience the self is commonly considered

to be absorbed into God, whereas in the as-
sociated second type of experience the mys-
tic engages in the Mystic Way to become a
fuller person. Even great poetry and music
can bring an enhanced sense of vitality (Un-
derhill 1911: 20). So, in mystical experiences
there can be a liberation of the imagination
when the gap is noticed, so providing an es-
cape from an old pattern at the moment of
constructing or choosing a new one. In the
interpersonal arena, such liberation offers
systemic affirmation:

¢ What will it take to react to interfaces in more
complex ways? At the very least, it requires ways
of seeing that affirm our own complexity and the
systemic complexity of the other and that propose
the possibility that they might together constitute
an inclusive system, with a common network of
mind and elements of the necessarily mysterious.
Such a perception of both self and other is the
affirmation of the sacred.”” (Bateson & Bateson
1987: 176)

«34» Another possibility is that the
mystical experience sought in meditation
with its non-rational union with the Uni-
verse or God, depending on the chosen con-
sensual community, is linked to possibilities,
connections and personal growth as in the
following recommendation:

¢ Become at least aware of, if you cannot ‘know;
the larger, truer self: that root and depth of spirit,
as St. Frangois de Sales calls it, from which intel-
lect and feeling grow as fingers from the palm of
the hand - that free creative self which constitutes
your true life, as distinguished from the scrap of
consciousness which is its servant.”” Underhill
(1911: 32)

«35» Experiences that expose pos-
sibilities offer a way of overcoming the
complexity in systemic choice (Riegler
1998). Their value lies in their potential
for re-establishing balance, whether in the
personal domain with meditation, or in
the social shared domains of cultural or
religious events. Dewey (1934) argued that
considering our social cultural and ecologi-
cal connections was a religious matter and
that removing religion from these experi-
ences would strengthen our responsibility
to ourselves and to nature. He saw religious
quality in the effect of an experience rather
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than in the cause, so, “whatever introduces
genuine perspective is religious, not that
religion is something that introduces it”
(Dewey 1934: 24). My view is that epipha-
nies are due to gaps that allow reconfigura-
tion of the way individuals see things, see
themselves and relate socially.

Synergies: Constructivism and

mystical experience

«36» Von Glasersfeld (1995) focused
on the rational, however, he thought that
RC’s rejection of metaphysics would invite
attention to the mystical:

“® Radical constructivism is intended as a model
of rational knowing, not as a metaphysics that at-
tempts to describe a real world. I believe that its
effort to delimit the purview of reason is one of
its virtues, precisely because this limitation ac-
centuates the need to contemplate the realm of
the mystic’s wisdom.”? (Glasersfeld 1995: 24)2

«37» However, in his writings he re-
mained focused on RC, not on the mystics’
wisdom. Such wisdom is difficult to de-
scribe, and mystical scholarship continues
to debate whether it can be put into words.
In the process of coming to know, gaps ap-
pear. Whether the knowing is physical or
social, the gaps appear at moments when
the existing constructed ways of knowing
are recognized to be in some way inad-
equate. At moments when viable possibili-
ties have not appeared, then meditation or
contemplation of the gap might facilitate
the emergence of an insight, which might
be deemed wonderful. As an example of
synergy between the mystical and the con-
structivist approaches, Michelo DelMonte
(2012) and DelMonte and Vincent Kenny
(1985) have proposed meditation as a way
of helping therapists deal with uncertain-
ties while supporting their clients emotion-
ally: meditation here being a way of holding
judgment in abeyance to allow the emer-
gence of various interpretations of clients’
dilemmas.

«38» In earlier sections of the article,
gaps have been highlighted as moments
when existing concepts do not match expe-

2| The author would like to thank an anony-
mous reviewer for drawing his attention to this
quote.

rience. Such moments share features with
mystical pure conscious experiences. For
example, in his discussion of psychother-
apy, DelMonte (ibid.) outlined a form of
meditation practice in which concentration
leads to a falling away of contrasts, leaving
the mind with nothing to construe because
thought depends on noticing differences.
So, constructivist psychotherapy may act as
a catalyst for the development of a synergy
between constructivism and mystical expe-
rience.

Conclusion

« 39 » Constructivism emphasizes
that the epistemological limits of what we
may know relies on scientific procedures
to guarantee viability. The mystical tradi-
tion emphasizes the limits of language in
describing the infinite and worships the
power of the unknowable infinite. Gaps
between what is expected and what is ex-
perienced play a key role in constructivists’
knowing. At such moments, when past con-
cepts do not work, individuals experiencing
this unknown are at the border of mystical
experience. Resolution of the uncertainty
may produce a profound insight and be ac-
companied by wonder or an epiphany. Von
Glasersfeld viewed constructivist and mys-
tical knowing as belonging to different do-
mains, he suggested also that being aware of
the epistemological limits of our construc-
tions should invite contemplation of mys-
tical wisdom. I suggested that the differ-
ence between viable knowing and mystical
knowing may be like the difference between
different types of geometries with differ-
ent assumptions. How might constructivist
problem solvers benefit from this insight?
Insistence on the importance of assessing
viability would help. This requires assessing
new ideas carefully; they appear and need
to be checked.

« 40 » In this article we have seen that
gaps that may be construed as dealing with
the unexpected may bring the knower to an
interface with mystical experience.. So, in
the search for viability at moments of con-
struction or reconstruction, the unknown
is present as new ideas mysteriously appear.
Maturana (1988) has put this well, drawing
our attention to how our everyday experi-

ences come from nowhere. Normally we do
not notice this, but we do when something
surprises us. These new ideas that appear
out of the unknown may or may not be vi-
able.

« 41 » Further work should be done on
belief, especially because ideas that appear
out of nowhere to explain unexpected ex-
periences may be misleading heuristics. In
this regard, Daniel Kahneman (2012) has
described how fast thinking uses shortcuts
to explain everyday experience; it is only
when these shortcuts do not work that one
becomes aware that more careful analysis is
needed. Fast thinking, for example, tends
not take account of the representativeness
of an experience, nor of how the availabil-
ity of answers influences their acceptability.
Shortcuts like this play their role in social
judgments like the anti-vaccination move-
ment (Head, Wind-Mozley & Flegg 2017).?
They also play their role in making politi-
cal judgments, where the complexity of an-
ticipating outcomes can stretch the limits of
human problem solving (Riegler 2001c).

« 42 » Finally, the mystical and con-
structivist traditions each emphasize per-
sonal growth and non-duality:

“ The self is always directed toward something
beyond itself and so its own unification depends
upon the idea of the integration of the shifting
scenes of the world into that imaginative totality
we call the Universe.”” (Dewey 1934: 19)
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