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The study of 'Jewish mysticism', which was established as an autonomous academic field in 

the first half of the twentieth century by Gershom Scholem and his disciples, became during the second 

half of the twentieth century a prestigious academic discipline in Israeli academia and also in many 

academic institutes in the western world, mainly in the United States.
1
. The formative assumption of 

this academic field is that different cultural phenomena, first and foremost the Kabbalah and its diverse 

trends (as well as Hekhalot literature, Ashkenazy pietism, and East European Hasidism) are specific 

Jewish manifestations of a universal mystical phenomenon, which is perceived as an experience of an 

encounter with a divine or metaphysical entity. This encounter involves a unique state of consciousness 

and constitutes the climax of religious experience. A clear formulation of this perception appears in 

Moshe Idel's Kabbalah: New Perspectives: 

If mysticism is the quintessence of religion, the quintessence of mysticism is the sense of 

union with God. The intensification of religious life that characterizes most forms of 

mysticism culminates at times in paranormal experiences, whose literary expressions appear 

in descriptions of unitive relations with supermundane beings and sometimes ultimately with 

God himself.
2
 

 This perception of mysticism, formed in Europe in the 19
th

 century, served as the basis for the 

founding of academic disciplines and  fields of research that study 'mysticism' as a universal 

phenomenon as well as specific 'mystical' traditions, such as  'Jewish mysticism'. Within these 

academic frameworks scholars classify disparate phenomena from different cultures under the concept 

'mysticism' assuming that these cultural formations constitute the expression of or are in close affinity 

with extraordinary experiences of encounter with a divine or transcendental reality.  Because most 

scholars regard mysticism as an essential, sui generis phenomenon, which should not be reduced to 

economic, social or psychological factors, they study such cultural formations using phenomenological 

and comparative methods of research drawn from the field of religious studies. The assumption 

underlying the employment of these methods is that the way to understand so called mystical 

phenomena is to compare them to one another and reveal their common structures and characteristics.  

In the last decades, a growing number of scholars have critically examined the concept 

'religion' as a universal phenomenon, as well as the basic suppositions at the root of its academic study. 

These critiques pertain also to the notion of 'mysticism', which is considered the epitome of religious 



experience. In 1982 Jonathan Z. Smith asserted that: 'Religion is solely the creation of the scholar's 

study. It is created for the scholar's analytic purposes by his imaginative acts of comparison and 

generalization. Religion has no independent existence apart from the academy'
3
. Talal Asad wrote that: 

'There cannot be a universal definition of religion, not only because its constituent elements and 

relationships are historically specific, but because the definition is itself the historical product of 

discursive processes'
4
. In recent years Russel McCutcheon, Timothy Fitzgerald and Daniel Dubuisson 

have presented astute discussions of the theological meaning and political implications of the concept 

'religion', and its academic study
5
.  

Other scholars as well offered critical analysis of the notion 'mysticism'. Richard King 

analyzed the mystification of Hinduism and Buddhism from a post-colonial perspective, and Grace 

Jantzen examined the study of Christian mysticism from a critical gender perspective
6
.  However, the 

conception that religion and mysticism are universal phenomena, requiring specific methodologies to 

understand them, is still accepted in academic studies, and is at the basis of the study of Kabbalah and 

'Jewish mysticism'
7
.   

In the following I will present a further analysis of the term 'mysticism' and a preliminary 

genealogy of the concept 'Jewish mysticism'. In contrast to the prevalent hypotheses in Kabbalah 

studies, I maintain that there are no features common to all - and only to - the cultural formations 

categorized as 'mysticism' in general and 'Jewish mysticism' in particular. Therefore, there is no need 

for a unique methodology to study the texts and practices perceived as 'mystical' and there is no 

justification for the existence of a special academic field for the research of 'Jewish mysticism'.  I will 

argue that 'mysticism' in general and 'Jewish mysticism' in particular are discursive constructions which 

came into being in the modern era in Europe, as a result of the expansion of the meaning of the term 

'mysticism' - a specifically Christian theological notion - and its application to different cultures that 

were not familiar with it and did not employ any congruent term. The application of the concept 

'mysticism' to non-Christian cultures was carried out in the framework of western Imperialism and 

Colonialism and the construction of national identities of different cultures using European discursive 

terms. It is within this context, so I hope to show, that 'Jewish mysticism' was conceived.  

I would like to emphasize that I do not deny the existence of the texts and practices included 

under the category 'Jewish mysticism' as significant historic phenomena or oppose the study of them. I 

do not doubt that people placed their heads between their knees, whispered songs and praises, recited 

names of angels and prostrated themselves on graves of saints. I have no doubt that people who 

employed these practices went through extraordinary occurrences which they described as descending 

to the chariot, ascending to heaven, attaining prophecy or cleaving to nothingness; neither do I 

invalidate the important studies that analyzed these experiences in their historical and social context. 

My argument is directed against the commonly accepted supposition that these phenomena are 

expressions of 'Jewish mysticism' and against the research practices that ensue from this premise. I 

deny the claim that these phenomena as well as those known as 'mystical' in other cultures (Christian, 

Muslim, Chinese, Japanese, Indian, American, etc.) have characteristics in common, which typify them 



and them only, and which justify the establishment of specific academic fields and methodologies for 

their study and teaching
8
. I believe that the different cultural formations categorized as 'Jewish 

mysticism' should not be studied as expressions of a universal religious phenomenon and as different 

phases in the development of a Jewish mystical tradition, but rather as cultural products that were 

created as a result of  various political interests, in distinctive historical, economic and social contexts.  

The academic study of Jewish mysticism is based on the classification of disparate practices, 

texts and traditions within the category 'mysticism'. The term 'mysticism', or any other designation with 

similar meaning, did not exist in Jewish culture
9
 nor in any other non-Christian cultures in which 

western scholarship identifies 'mystical' phenomena. Similarly, the term 'experience', which is at the 

root of the different definitions of mysticism, did not exist in Hebrew (nor in other non-European 

languages)
10

 until the word havaia was coined by A.D. Gordon
11

. The use of the word 'mysticism' 

(mistika) has indeed become wide-spread in modern Hebrew. However, those who are usually referred 

to as 'mystics' in colloquial Hebrew (astrologers, mediums, alternative healers, Tarot card readers, 

etc.,), are in the main not included in the spectrum of research of the scholars of 'Jewish Mysticism'. 

Even though I do not believe that a scholar is confined to the terms and categories that are used by the 

objects of his study, I see no justification for using a concept of Christian theological provenance as an 

analytic category in academic discourse.  

Defining different manifestations in Jewish culture (as well as in other non-European-

Christian cultures) as 'mystical', presumes that this appellation denotes a universal phenomenon, 

appearing in various forms in every, or almost every culture. Scholars and philosophers formulated, 

and continue to formulate, diverging definitions for the nucleus common to all the cultural formations 

labeled as 'mystical'. Most of these definitions describe this common denominator as an experience of 

encounter with a divine or metaphysical reality.
12

 At the base of these definitions, at times explicitly at 

others implicitly, lies a theological assumption, according to which human beings are able in certain 

conditions, to reach a state of consciousness in which they experience a transcendental reality that 

differs from the material reality perceived through regular means of perception. This presupposition is 

shared by many scholars in the field of religious studies, by esoteric movements of the late 19
th

 and the 

early 20
th

 century, and by new age movements of the second half of the 20
th

 century
13

. I do not 

disparage this theological stance; however, I think that academic research should not be based on 

theological postulations and categories. Inasmuch as theological explanations of physical and 

biological phenomena based on the will of God (or 'Intelligent design') are unacceptable in the 

academic study of the natural sciences, a theological explanation according to which the cause for 

historic, social and cultural phenomena is an experience of meeting God or a 'transcendent reality' 

should not be accepted in the Humanities and Social Sciences.  

Descriptions of the nature of the supermundane reality experienced in a mystical state vary 

according to the religious and ideological approach of the researcher. Some scholars describe the 

experience in monotheistic theological terms, speaking of 'God' or 'the divine' while others use more 

neutral metaphysical concepts such as 'the absolute', 'the metaphysical reality', 'pure consciousnesses', 



'the transcendent', etc.
14

 Other scholars, offer naturalistic, psychological and neuro-psychological, 

explanations of 'mystical experiences' (theories which are dismissed by most researchers in the study of 

religion as 'reductionist')
15

. Although these explanations reject the theological assumption concerning 

the nature of the mystical experience, they too are based on the essentialist hypothesis that 'mysticism' 

represents a universal phenomenon.  

Since the late 1970's, many scholars of mysticism, headed by Steven Katz, rejected the 

'perennial' position, according to which at the core all mystical phenomena stands a pure universal 

mystical experience; they claim that all mystical phenomena are culturally mediated. This 'contextual' 

or 'constructive' stance develops Gershom Scholem`s notion that 'there is no mysticism as such, there is 

only the mysticism of a particular religious system, Christian, Islamic, Jewish Mysticism, and so on'
16

. 

According to Steven Katz who formulated the contextual position:  

There is NO pure (i.e. unmediated) experience. Neither mystical experience nor more ordinary 

forms of experience give any indication, or any grounds for believing, that they are 

unmediated. That is to say, all experience is processed through, organized by and makes itself 

available to us in extremely complex epistemological ways […] A proper evaluation of this 

fact leads to the recognition that in order to understand mysticism it is not just a question of 

studying the reports of the mystic after the experiential event but of acknowledging that the 

experience itself as well as the form in which it is reported is shaped by concepts which the 

mystic brings to, and which shape, his experience.
17

  

Yet, in my opinion, the contextual position does not offer an alternative definition of 'mysticism', 

justifying the use of this term as an analytic category in academic research. Katz, who rejects the idea 

of an unmediated universal mystical experience as the basis of mystic phenomena in different cultures, 

as well as the reduction of mystical experiences to psychological states,
18

 fails to clarify what the 

common denominator of all mystical experiences is,  and on what grounds one can base a 'suitable 

phenomenological and philosophical research of mysticism.'
19

 Elliot Wolfson, who, following Katz, 

rejects the 'perennial' approach (which he refers to as the 'doctrine of unanimity') and who claims that 

mystical experience, like any other experience, is context dependent, offers a 'modified contextualism', 

which claims that: 

[…] the interpretative framework of a mystic's particular religion shapes his or her experience 

at the phenomenal level and not merely in the description or narrative of the experience. This 

does not, however, logically preclude the possibility of underlying patterns of experience or 

deep structures that may be illuminated through a comparative study of various mystical 

traditions.
20

  

However, Wolfson does not state which are the criteria for the classification of the traditions, whose 

deep structures he seeks to illuminate, as 'mystical' traditions. Joseph Dan suggested a contingent 

approach to the study of mysticism, that: 'emphasizes the study of a specific context, striving to reach 



general conclusions based on a comparative study of particular cases in detail, rather than using any 

abstract concept and imposing it on individual religious phenomena'
21

. Dan claims that 'mysticism as a 

historical phenomenon ... can be characterized in a generalized way only in negative terms.'
22

 I cannot 

see how any term defined in a negative way can be used in a meaningful way in academic studies.  

Bernard McGinn, the acclaimed scholar of Christian mysticism, observed that Katz's 

contextualism precludes the possibility of conducting a comparative study of mystical experiences. 

Therefore he calls for a modification of the contextual approach to enable comparative research of 

mystical experiences.
23

 McGinn, however, does not offer such a modification and leaves it at stating 

that a lack of agreement exists regarding the epistemological basis for comparative study of 

mysticism.
24

  

Recently, Jess Byron Hollenback, who claims to hold the contextual thesis (yet also maintains 

that some mystical experiences cannot be explained by means of this paradigm),
25

 suggested seven 

attributes of the mystical experiences that distinguish them from other modes of human experience. 

Yet, some of these characteristics are too general, whereas others are too narrow or too vague to clarify 

the meaning of the category of 'mysticism'.
26

 Grace Jantzen's attempt to uphold the constructivist 

analysis of mystical experience, but nevertheless to find a common denominator to so called mystical 

experiences, is unconvincing. Jantzen suggests that even the most dissimilar experiences have 

something in common, for example the recognition that there is more to life than the material and 

physical.
27

 I however, am not convinced that all 'mystical' experiences share a recognition of a 

metaphysical reality (since many of the so called 'mystics' acted within a cultural framework which 

made no distinction between physical and metaphysical reality) and even if they did share this 

recognition, it is also shared by numerous other phenomena that Jantzen would not include in the 

category of 'mysticism'.    

Thus, scholars who sustain the contextual stance yet continue to refer to 'mysticism' as a 

universal phenomenon that justifies comparative study of 'mystical' experiences are reproducing the 

essentialist theological perception of 'mysticism'. For instance, Gershom Scholem, the 'founding father' 

of the contextual approach maintains it would be absurd to deny that there is a common characteristic 

to mystical experiences, uncovered in comparative research.
28

 This common characteristic, according 

to Scholem, is the encounter with the 'divine', 'the metaphysical reality', or the 'absolute being' within 

the depths of the human soul.
29

 Similarly, Steven Katz, who conceptualized the contextualist approach, 

asserts that there is a common factor to mystical phenomena in different cultures, and identifies it as 

the experience of 'the mystic reality'.
30

 Elliot Wolfson, despite his objection to the 'perennial' standpoint 

returns to the essentialist theological stance according to which the characteristic of mysticism is 'an 

immediate experience of the divine presence'
31

. 

In recent years, several scholars who recognized that the essentialist definitions of 'religion' 

and 'mysticism' are problematic suggested using the Wittgensteinian theory of 'family resemblance' to 

define these terms
32

. There can be no doubt that among the phenomena referred to as 'mystical', one 



may find 'family resemblances', (as in any other group defined by the users of a language), and that 

Wittgenstein's famous discussion of  'game' in  Philosophical Investigations (aphorisms 66-67) could 

indeed be applied to the term 'mysticism' and 'religion'. However, the suggestion that there are no 

features shared by all the phenomena we refer to as 'religion' or 'mysticism', but only a network of 

overlapping similarities, poses a question regarding the benefits of establishing a field of research 

dedicated to these phenomena. Furthermore, scholars who explain the category 'religion' using 

Wittgenstein's observations, but who continue to base their research on this category, smuggle the 

essentialist theological approach to religion back into research. As Timothy Fitzgerald observed:  

[….] to save the baby, the concept of religion must have some essential characteristic, and if it 

does not, then the family of religion becomes so large as to be practically meaningless and 

analytically useless. The theory of family resemblance, if it is not illegitimately smuggling in 

an essentialist definition under the table, is defining religion into oblivion by making it 

indistinguishable from ideologies, worldviews, or symbolic systems in general. 
33

  

Scholars who apply the family resemblance theory to the categories 'religion', and 'mysticism', assume 

that these terms reflect or capture 'organic families', rather than families formed by the users of 

language, in specific historical and social contexts. As Richard King wrote: 

Virtually all contemporary studies of mysticism fail to appreciate the sense in which notions 

of the 'mystical' (including those that are adopted in the studies themselves) are cultural and 

linguistic constructions dependent upon a web of interlocking definitions, attitudes and 

discursive processes, which themselves are tied to particular forms of life and historically 

specific practices. Not only are contemporary notions of the 'mystical' subject to the cultural 

presuppositions of the day, they are also informed by and overlap with a long history of 

discursive processes, continuities and discontinuities and shifts in both meaning and 

denotation
34

. 

I suggest therefore to abandon the use of 'mysticism' as an analytic tool, and instead investigate the 

genealogies of the terms 'mysticism' and 'Jewish mysticism', the historical, social and political 

circumstances in which they were formed and the manner in which they shaped the field of study. In 

the following, I will offer a preliminary discussion of these issues, which I hope to expand in further 

detail elsewhere. 

'Mysticism', a theological Christian term of Greek origins received, in the nineteenth century, 

the denotation of a universal religious phenomenon based on an experience of encounter or union with 

a divine or metaphysical entity, which involves a unique state of consciousness.
35

 The modern category 

'mysticism' and the academic study of the cultural formations that were classified under this category 

were created in the context of European colonialism and the formation of non-European National 

movements. 'Mysticism' was, to a great extent, perceived as the essence of 'religion' which - together 

with its complementary term, 'the secular', were the formative categories of modern European 



culture.
36

. The definition of mysticism as a private, subjective, experiential, a-political and a-social 

phenomenon encapsulates the modern perception of religion, which was applied to non-European 

cultures, in the framework of the imperialist expansion of the West and its aspiration to grant its 

modern values global hegemony. In this context, disparate traditions, practices and institutes in non-

European cultures were classified as belonging to the religious and mystical spheres.
37

. These cultural 

formations were deemed legitimate according to western liberal standards, and valorized within 

romantic and neo-romantic perspectives, as long as they remained inside the scope of the modern 

conception of the 'religious' and the 'mystical'; in other words, as long as they were confined to the 

private, experiential and subjective realms, without bearing upon political, economic and social issues. 

The western labeling of the non-European and non-Christian cultural phenomena as 'religious' 

and 'mystical' was accepted and elaborated by intellectuals and political leaders of non-Western 

societies, who were active in the forming of their national collective identities. Texts, practices, 

traditions and institutions identified as 'religious', 'spiritual' and 'mystical' served in fashioning national 

traditions of the different collectives
38

. As different scholars have recently pointed out the 

spiritualization and mystification of 'Hinduism' and 'Buddhism' was accepted and developed in the late 

19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries by political leaders and philosophers in India and Japan in the context of 

the coming into being of Indian and Japanese nationalism
39

.  

A similar process also took place in the framework of the construction of a Jewish national 

identity in Europe. In the second half of the 19
th

 century, Jewish scholars adopted the category of 

'Jewish mysticism' from Christian Romantic writings (a notion based on the identification of the 

Kabbalah as 'mystical theology' by Christian scholars in the 18
th

 century),
40

 and identified the Kabbalah 

and other expressions of Jewish culture, as the Jewish national manifestation of a universal mystical 

phenomenon. In 1853, Aharon (Adolph) Jellinek described the Kabbalah as 'Jewish mysticism' and 

stated that mysticism is an essential stage in the development of every nation and religion
41

. The use of 

the category 'Jewish mysticism' became more wide-spread in the writings of Jewish European scholars 

in the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries; the basic assumptions concerning the scope and character of 

this 'mystical' tradition (which, to a great extent, are still accepted today) were determined in this 

period. Defining traditions, practices and doctrines in Jewish culture as 'mystical' and comparing them 

to so called 'mystical' phenomena in other, mainly 'Oriental' cultures, was done to defend the image of 

Judaism in tandem with the neo-romantic and orientalistic values of the Fin de Siécle period.
42

 An 

additional purpose, though by no means less important, was to construct a Jewish spiritual tradition that 

was considered as different from legalistic Judaism, and represented the Jewish national spirit.  

These two objectives are clearly expressed in Martin Buber's essay Jewish Mysticism (Die 

Jüdische Mystik), published for the first time in 1906 as an introduction to The Tales of Rabbi 

Nachman (Die Geschichten des Rabbi Nachman),  constituting one of the most significant documents 

in the formation of the modern perception of 'Jewish mysticism'.
43

 Buber, whose interest in Hasidism 

emerged following his Zionist activity and in the context of the Fin de Siécle enthusiasm for Oriental 

mysticism, described various phenomena (The Book of Creation, the Zohar, Lurianic Kabbalah, 



Sabbateanism, and Hasidism), as part of a continuous Jewish mystical tradition, which originated in the 

Talmudic era. He compared the Jewish mystical tradition to the doctrines of Eckhart, Plotinus and Lao 

Tzu but emphasized the national uniqueness of Jewish mysticism: 'we must recognize its uniqueness 

and its absolute dependency on the character and destiny of the nation it developed within'
44

. 

Notwithstanding his glorification of Jewish mysticism, which he described as 'a wonderful blossoming 

on an ancient tree' (die wunderbare Blüte eines uralten Baumes), Buber was ambivalent towards Jewish 

mysticism and described it as 'unbalanced to some extent, at times dark and at times petty, when we 

compare it to Eckhart, Plotinus or Lao Tzu. Its fragility cannot be ignored when we compare it to the 

Upanishads'.
45

 

Gershom Scholem, recognizing that 'Buber was the first Jewish thinker who saw in mysticism 

a basic feature and continuously operating tendency of Judaism'
46

, adopted Buber's perception of 

Jewish mysticism and his delineation of its history to a large extent, and established them as the 

founding paradigms of the modern academic study of Kabbalah
47

. Like Buber (and under his influence) 

Scholem took on the study of 'Jewish Mysticism' following his espousal of Zionist ideology and under 

the impression of the neo-romantic enthusiasm for mysticism and the East.
48

 Scholem identified the 

mystical element of Judaism as the vital national force which had kept Judaism alive in exile, 

dialectically leading to Jewish Enlightenment and Zionism
49

. As he himself said: 

I wanted to enter into the world of kabbalah out of my belief in Zionism as a living thing, as 

the restoration of a people that had degenerated quite a bit. […]. I was interested in the 

question: Does halakhic Judaism have enough potency to survive? Is halakhah really possible 

without a mystical foundation? Does it have enough vitality of its own to survive for two 

thousand years without degenerating?
50

 

Although Scholem regarded Jewish mysticism as an expression of a universal phenomenon, he was 

much more interested in the particular, cultural specific aspects of Jewish mysticism, than in its 

universal features. Scholem described Jewish mysticism as a totality of Jewish streams evincing to 

'certain broad lines of organic development' that operated within, 'existing Jewish historical framework 

of their time'. He enumerated six major periods in its dialectic development: Merkabah mysticism; 

Ashkenazic pietism, Sephardic Kabbalah, Lurianic Kabbalah, the Sabbatean movement and East 

European Hasidism.
51

  

This schema, which, as stated above, is, to a large extent, based on the one presented in 

Buber's introduction to Tales of Rabbi Nachman, is developed in Scholem's Major Trends in Jewish 

Mysticism, first published in 1941, and which became the founding text of modern Kabbalah studies. 

Similar to Buber, Scholem also revealed an ambivalent stance towards Jewish mysticism, which he 

perceived as a vital force in Diaspora Judaism, whose role ended (at least in its traditional forms) with 

the Zionist national revival.
52

 



In the last few decades, many of Gershom Scholem's perspectives and hypotheses, especially 

his grand narrative on the dialectic development of Jewish mysticism have been contested by a number 

of scholars of Jewish Mysticism, first and foremost, by Moshe Idel, Yehuda Liebes and Elliot 

Wolfson.
53

 This revision questioned both the chronological framework of Jewish mysticism as 

delineated by Scholem, as well as his assumptions concerning its dialectical development and historical 

influence. However, these scholars and their students did not contest the founding paradigm of the 

field, that is, the identification of various Jewish cultural formations  as 'Jewish mysticism', which is 

considered the national expression of a universal spiritual phenomenon.
54

 Yet, following the weakening 

of the hegemonic national narrative that formed the modern perception of Jewish mysticism, in today's 

research there is a tendency to emphasize the universal aspects of the Jewish mystical tradition, and to 

employ comparative and phenomenological methods in its research.
55

  

The continuing use of the term 'mysticism' by scholars of Kabbalah to categorize a wide range 

of phenomena, belonging to different historical periods and disparate cultures, creates a contrived 

affinity between phenomena that in many cases have no significant concrete (geographic, historic or 

literary) connection. As we have seen above, Jewish scholars in the early 20
th

 century applied the 

category 'mysticism' to the Kabbalah and other cultural formations as part of constructing a national 

'mystical' tradition which begins with the Heikhalot literature and ends in East European Hasidism. 

Even though there are historical links and similarities between some of the range of phenomena that 

were included in the schema of 'Jewish mysticism', in my opinion, there is no justification to view these 

as part of a stream, or organic tradition evincing to its own unique traits. 

The employment of the category 'mysticism' creates an artificial affinity not only between 

various cultural configurations in Jewish history, but also between 'mystical' Jewish practices and 

traditions and 'mystical' phenomena in other cultures. As mentioned, placing an emphasis on the 

universal aspect of 'Jewish mysticism' and employing comparative and phenomenological methods in 

its research has become even more wide-spread in recent years. While there are usually a number of 

historical connections between the different phenomena that are labeled 'mystical' in the Jewish 

tradition, the universal formations tagged by this term have usually nothing in common, beyond the 

scholars' assumption that behind them lie experiences of encounters with a transcendental reality.  This 

hypothesis is, as stated, shared by different esoteric movements, scholars of religious studies and New 

Age movements. From this point of view, the phenomenological study of Jewish mysticism (as well as 

the comparative study of religion) and new age movements act within a similar ideological structure
56

. 

The study of 'Jewish mysticism' not only artificially connects cultural patterns that have no 

significant affinity, but it also tends to disconnect them from the specific contexts within which they 

were created and in which they operated.  In spite of the fact that most researchers of mysticism will 

agree that the phenomena known as 'mystical' function within specific historical and social 

backgrounds, the claim that they are an expression of a universal mystical experience, and that the way 

to study them is through comparative and phenomenological methods, extricates these phenomena 

from their historical contexts and obscures their political and social character.
57

 The essentialist 



perception of mysticism contributes not only to the extrication of certain cultural phenomena from their 

social and historical contexts, it also isolates the study of Jewish mysticism from research currents in 

other disciplines in the Social Sciences and the Humanities.
58

 

In conclusion, 'mysticism', in general, and 'Jewish mysticism' specifically are research 

categories that are based on a Christian theological term that was applied to non-Christian and non-

European cultures in the framework of European colonialism and the formation of national identities in 

modern western discursive terms. The categorization of disparate traditions, texts, doctrines and 

cultural practices, as 'mystical', based on the theological assumption concerning the universality of the 

'mystical experience', creates an artificial link between unconnected phenomena and extricates these 

from their social and historical contexts. In my view, the distinct cultural formations classified, and 

studied as 'mysticism' in general  and 'Jewish mysticism' in particular, have no common trait, or traits, 

belonging to them, and only to them, which justify the use of special methods in their research, or the 

creation of special fields for their study. The texts, traditions and practices included within the field of 

research of 'Jewish mysticism' should not be studied as expressions of a universal religious experience, 

but rather as cultural products anchored in the social, political and historical contexts in which they 

were created.  
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