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Taoist Praxis and James’s Problem of Mystical Authority

While it is not always apparent in his descriptive accounts of various religious geniuses and traditions, James’s very interest in the topic of religion is part and parcel of his pragmatism. Thus, while James provides a set of descriptive criteria for mystical experience intended to provide a rough measure of what is and is not mysticism (Ineffability, Noetic Quality, Transiency, and Passivity), these do not capture what, for James, is essential about mysticism. As a pragmatist, he has no interest in things in themselves for themselves—he is interested in their application, function, and use.

Closer are these three assertions:

(1) Mystical states, when well developed, usually are, and have the right to be, absolutely authoritative over the individuals to whom they come.

(2) No authority emanates from them which should make it a duty for those who stand outside of them to accept their revelations uncritically.

(3) They break down the authority of the non-mystical or rationalistic consciousness, based upon the understanding and the senses alone. They show it to be only one kind of consciousness. They open the possibility of other orders of truth, in which, so far as anything in us vitally responds to them, we may freely continue to have faith. (James, 460-461)

These are an attempt not to get at what mystical experiences are in themselves, but rather to try to identify the role they play or should play in the religious lives of individuals and in a religiously plural society. They are related, of course, to the descriptive categories—for example, if mystic experience seemed to impart no knowledge, it would hardly be able to “break down the authority of the non-mystical consciousness” because it would have no content with which to challenge that consciousness. And the ineffable character of mystic experience points to the radical separation between mystical and common experience which leads to the problem of mystical authority which James finds so fascinating—that it is absolutely authoritative for mystics and not at all authoritative for others. And James’s solution to this problem is characteristically pragmatic:

Mystical states indeed wield no authority due simply to their being mystical states. But the higher ones among them point in directions to which the religious sentiments even of non-mystical men incline. They tell of the supremacy of the ideal, of vastness, of union, of safety, and of rest. They offer us hypotheses, hypotheses which we may voluntarily ignore, but which as thinkers we cannot possibly upset. The supernaturalism and optimism to which they would persuade us may, interpreted in one way or another, be after all the truest of insights into the meaning of this life. (James, 467)
But this brooks the question of whether the pragmatic concept of mystical experience that James presents reflects something that actually exists in mystical traditions, or simply an innovation of James’s own. That James characterizes himself as a non-mystic, and that his suggestions for dealing with mystical experience assume a non-mystical standpoint, does not mean that his suggestions is incompatible with existing mystical philosophy. And when he describes mystical traditions, James does emphasize pragmatic and/or practical characteristics:

In India, training in mystical insight has been known from time immemorial under the name of yoga. Yoga means the experimental union of the individual with the divine. (James, 436, italics added)
The Vedantists say that one may stumble into superconsciousness sporadically, without the previous discipline, but it is then impure. Their test of its purity, like our test of religion’s value, is empirical: its fruits must be good for life. (James, 437, italics added)
Saint Ignatius was a mystic, but his mysticism made him assuredly one of the most powerfully practical human engines that ever lived. (James, 450, italics added)

The suggestion is that, while pragmatism is not at the core of mystical experience, it does tend to manifest in mystical philosophy, practice, and the mundane careers of mystics. This is of varying, but sometimes considerable, importance, especially with the case of the Vedantist “test of purity.” (The same criterion in a different context—that of Teresa of Avila—is discussed in Geroge Mavrodes’s “Real v. Deceptive Mystical Experiences.” (Mavrodes, 242))


In the Lao Tzu (LT), there is a definite connection between adherence to the Way and worldly benefits, both for the individual and, when there is a Taoist sage at the throne, for society. This is generally not the same role of the pragmatic as given by the Vedantist test, though perhaps something of that sort is meant by: 

As a thing the way is

Shadowy, indistinct.

Indistinct and shadowy,

Yet within it is an image;

Shadowy and indistinct,

Yet within it is a substance.

Dim and dark,

Yet within it is an essence.

This essence is quite genuine

And within it is something that can be tested…

It serves as a means for inspecting the fathers of the multitude.

How do I know that the fathers of the multitude are like that? By means of this. (Lau, v.49, italics added)

However, whether or not such a test is actually applied by the authors of the LT, there is certainly emphasis placed on the benefits which accrue to the practitioner. Often this takes the form of the paradoxical method of the sage, in which by apparently pursuing something one achieves the opposite; “Is it not because he is without thought of self that he is able to accomplish his private ends?” (Lau, v.19a) The sage’s methods, since they are rooted in “non-action”, might seem at first to be anti-pragmatic, but this is not the case at all, since Taoist non-active praxis is still held to efficacious: “The way never acts yet nothing is left undone.” (Lau, v.81) On a more everyday basis, there is also the assertion that knowledge of Taoist philosophy and meditative practice can lead to security and longevity:
The world had a beginning

And this beginning could be the mother of the world.

When you know the mother

Go on to know the child.

After you have known the child

Go back to holding fast to the mother,

And to the end of your days you will not meet with danger.

Block the openings,

Shut the doors,

And all your life you will not run dry. (Lau, v.117-118)


And in the passage on the use of nothing, we find a highly pragmatic praise of emptiness:

Thirty spokes


Share one hub

Adapt the nothing therein to the purpose in hand, and you will have the use of the cart. Knead the clay in order to make a vessel. Adapt the nothing therein to the purpose in hand, and you will have the use of the vessel. Cut out doors and windows in order to make a room. Adapt the nothing therein to the purpose in hand, and you will have the use of the room.

Thus what we gain is Something, yet it is by virtue of Nothing that this can be put to use. (Lau, v.27-27a)
Thus, while adhesion to the Tao may involve a certain degree of introversion and the practice of “non-action,” the LT is by no means unconcerned with practical applications; not only are practical benefits attributed to the Tao, but when the text praises emptiness, it does so by referring to its utility, that is, its practical benefits. And, indeed, what could be more practical than the wheel?

According to Mair, “Master Chuang believed that the Way had supreme value in itself and consequently did not occupy himself with its mundane applications.” (Miar, xviii) This is somewhat misleading. While it is certainly the case that the Chuang Tzu (CT) is skeptical of the kind of praxis that is most notable in the LT (governance), the stories of the CT actually feature much more extensive description of Taoist praxis in general. This ranges from supernatural powers attributed to Taoist practitioners, such as long life and invulnerability (paralleling the LT), or unusual mental abilities (e.g., 7:5, Mair, 68-69), to much more common activities—people practicing their trades and hobbies, etc. Throughout these various practices, both trained and untrained, introvertive and extrovertive mystical experiences and practices play roles in developing the non-skills by which the Taoists do what they do—the entire range is visible in the nineteenth chapter, for example.

Thomas Radice calls attention to the prominence of survival in the CT. He suggests that the CT’s privileging of survival and of practices that support survival constitutes the Chuangian alternative to morality. This is an alternative to morality in the sense that it is a system of regulating behavior, and of assigning various degrees of value to different choices and actions. Basically, this constitutes a pragmatic concern in that survival is itself always a pragmatic concern and in that in the CT it is used pragmatically to regulate actions. (Note: This is not an ego-centric interest in survival; it shows concern for the survival of others as well as the self, and of the “survival” of the natural unity of things.)
The reason for the inapplicability of conventional morality is that moral perfection is not a goal of Zhuangzi. A more likely goal than morality seems to be survival – an amoral (or at least unconventionally moral) aspiration. Even in the opening chapter a great (or long) lifespan (da nian) receives as much praise as `great knowledge’ (da zhi). In chapter 4, similar to the great oak tree in the story of Carpenter Shi, Jie You sternly criticises Confucius saying: When the world has the Way, the sage succeeds; when the world is without the Way, the sage survives. In times like the present, we do well to escape penalty. Good fortune is light as a feather, but nobody know how to hold it up. Misfortune is heavy as the earth, but nobody knows how to stay out of its way. Leave off, leave off – this teaching men virtue! Dangerous, dangerous – to mark off the ground and run! Fool, fool – don’t spoil my walking! I walk a crooked way – don’t step on my feet. The mountain trees do themselves harm; the grease in the torch burns itself up. The cinnamon can be eaten and so it gets cut down; the lacquer tree can be used so it gets hacked apart. All men know the use of the useful, but nobody knows the use of the useless! (Radice, 37)

The CT appears to be taking the position of the retired sage, which appears in the LT: one for whom the goal is survival alone, not “success”—or, goal-oriented action in the world. In this sense, one could argue for an anti-pragmatic denial of the possibilities for meaningful action in a basically fallen order. But this assumes that survival is less a form of action than, say, governance. This would be in line with the Arendtian distinction between the natural world of survival and the human world of “action”, but in a less specialized sense, to survive is as much an action or practice as any other; certainly the pursuit of survival is something that we must strive for, by Taoist or otherwise. This emphasis on survival also echoes two passages James cites in Varieties of Religious Experience:
Not God, but life, more life, a larger, richer, more satisfying life, is, in the last analysis, the end of religion. The love of life, at any and every level of development, is the religious impulse. (Leuba, in James, 551)

Religion is that activity of the human impulse towards self-preservation by means of which Man seeks to carry his essential vital purposes through against the adverse pressure of the world by raising himself freely towards the world’s ordering and governing powers when the limits of his own strength are reached. (Bender, in James, 551)

And even if there is a de-emphasis of action and a skepticism towards it in the CT, ways of doing are still advocated. Even the emphasis on useless things, rejecting the useful, implies the “use of the useless”—that is, a recurrence of the sort of paradoxical method we found in the LT. If the praise of uselessness were not connected to survival as an explicit value, it might indeed by anti-pragmatic, disconnected from “mundane applications.” As it is, however, the concern for survival makes the CT’s uselessness a matter of the most mundane application, indeed. And above and beyond the use of uselessness, we find figures like Cook Ting who are actively concerned with doing, and who use the Tao to achieve their goals. These goals are not as grand as the goals of a ruler in the LT, but they are goals nonetheless. Radice takes Cook Ting metaphorically as part of the same ethic of survival that privileges uselessness in the CT, but here embedding it in a pragmatically useful approach to ox-cutting:
Here Zhuangzi begins to describe a kind of normative `theory’ of decision making…The ability of each cook is measured by the longevity (or survival) of the knife. The acts of cutting and hacking (i.e. making artificial distinctions) necessarily damage the blade of the knife. This cook, by contrast, preserves the `life’ of his knife by not trying to alter the natural order of the ox but follow it to successfully carve along the natural openings.


Consequently, the cook’s knife `survives’ for over 19 years. If we link this story to the discussions of clarity in other parts of the text, it is possible to interpret this story not as one in which the cook has discovered clarity of right action, but that he (or his knife) escapes or evades the artificial distinction of right and wrong, and keeps his knife intact.…This value of survival is pointed out also in the first section of chapter 3, right before the beginning of the cook’s story: Follow the middle; go by what is constant, and you can stay in one piece, keep yourself alive, look after your parents, and live out your years. (Radice, 38)
Thus Radice suggests that the concept of survival extends beyond the mere preservation of the individual Taoist to a general pursuit of paths of least resistance—very literally in the case of the cook—that will help alleviate conflict generally. (See the second chapter of the CT for more on the alleviation of conflict.) Thus where the LT takes on a pragmatic hue by promulgating ways of ruling and practices that will lead to long life, the CT eschews rulership, but still advocates an expanded notion of survival which ultimately wraps around, as it were, to the achievement of everyday tasks like the cook’s, and, through the way in which common workers are used as exemplary and instructive figures, back into the realm of rulership. (See my response to question A-2.) So we can see that, despite a very different view of the possibilities for meaningful action in the political realm, the practical consequences of Taoist mysticism are acknowledges and emphasized in both the LT and the CT.
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