University of Szeged
Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences
Malnési Bartok Gyorgy Doctoral School of Philosophy
Theory of Religions

THESES OF THE DOCTORAL DISSERTATION

Mysticism beyond time:
A comparative study of traditional vs. modern mysticism

Zsuzsanna Szugyiczki

Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Dr. Andras Maté-Toth

Doctor of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences

Szeged
2023



1.

1.1. Mysticism can be defined as a threefold phenomenon consisting of...
1.1.1. amystical experience
1.1.2. two so-called contextual elements
1.1.2.1. the antecedents (contextual influencing factors, techniques, and
teachings applied prior to the experience)
1.1.2.2. the aftermath (an interpretation of and actions inspired by the
experience).
1.2. Within this threefold concept, primarily based on William James’s work, the
emphasis is on mystical experiences.
1.3. In contrast to the antecedents and aftermath, mystical experiences are understood
to be independent of contextual influences, based on an essentialist point of view.

2.1. Contemporary academic discourses designate today’s mysticism as superficial and

muddled.

2.2. These discourses lack sufficient theoretical and conceptual explanations of modern
mystical phenomena.

2.2.1. These discourses avoid meaningfully touching upon mystical experiences

2.2.2. Instead of a theoretical and conceptual discussion of mystical experiences,
contemporary academic discussions focus on the contextual elements of
mysticism.

2.2.3. Neither the discussion of contextual elements nor the whole phenomena are
consistent and conceptual.

2.2.3.1. They are either avoiding conceptualization at all, or
2.2.3.2. confusing mysticism with other concepts such as spirituality, or
2.2.3.3. using mysticism deliberately to support arguments about secularization
or postcolonialism.
2.3. Along the line of contextual differences, modern mystical phenomenon is discussed
in comparison to the ‘traditional version’ of mysticism.
2.4. Therefore, based on contemporary academic narratives, a differentiation can be
made between traditional and modern mysticism.
2.5. The contextual changes of mysticism can be studied along the elements of culture
and subject.

2.5.1. In terms of 'culture', traditional mysticism is characterized by church
civilization and the Middle Ages, and in terms of 'subject', as private and
individual.

2.5.2. In terms of 'culture,' modern mysticism is characterized by modernity and
plurality, and in terms of 'subject’, as public and performative.

3.1. The characteristics of mystical experiences are present not only in traditional

examples but in modern mysticism as well.

3.2. Therefore, modern mysticism is considered essentially similar to traditional
mysticism.

3.3. Consequently, mysticism in modernity is also considered to be of full value and
worth scientific study.



4. 4.1. In light of the comparison of traditional and modern mysticism, a change of
contextual elements is observed.

4.2. Contemporary academic discussions do not reflect these changes systematically.
4.2.1. Contemporary academic narratives perceive these changes through

4.2.1.1. a degrading comparison (modern mysticism is muddled),

4.2.1.2. misconceptions (modern mysticism is self-construction),

4.2.1.3. an avoidance of the topic or merging it with a similar concept (modern
mysticism shows an overwhelming variety).

4.2.2. Beyond these narratives, often implicitly, lie the following dichotomies:

4.2.2.1. traditional vs. modern,

4.2.2.2. eastern vs. western,

4.2.2.3. religious vs. non-religious (secularization).

4.3.1 argue that the revision of the theoretical, conceptual basis for the study of
mysticism is needed based on theories that reflect the characteristics of the
contemporary religious landscape:

4.3.1. its fluidity,
4.3.2. its global nature,
4.3.3. its plurality.

4.4. Based on the revised framework, understanding the contextual elements of modern

mysticism in its own terms, still within the concept of mysticism, might start.
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