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ABSTRACT 

The ecstatic experience has received far less atten

tion in research and theory than its phenomenological sig

nificance would seem to warrant. In an effort to determine 

some of its basic components, 53 students in an introductory 

psychology class were given a questionnaire calling for de

tailed reporting of their ecstatic experiences. This re

portage was analyzed into 342 discrete themes or expressions 

which were then synthesized, yielding 26 thematic categories. 

In addition, antecedent events, or triggers, were grouped 

into 26 basic types. It appears that a sense of well being, 

feelings of self-enhancement, an increase in energy, a float

ing sensation and a diminution in awareness of situational 

background are the most common experiential components of 

ecstasy, and that bodily sensations are generally present. 

Ineffability is frequently reported, and metaphors are often 

used in descriptions. Trigger events of notable frequency 

include orgasm and other affective heterosexual interactions, 

winning sports events, and natural scenery. The data sug

gest that ecstasy is experienced by most individuals and 

occurs in a remarkable variety of forms, many of which can

not be clearly communicated. If scientific knowledge of the 

ecstatic state is to progress, it must be divorced from the 

vi 



psychopathological frame of reference which is presently 

common, and further efforts to formulate its components, 

types and developmental significance will be needed. 



INTRODUCTION 

Traditionally, human emotional states have been 

conveniently dichotomized as pleasure and pain, or more 

generically, positive and negative affect. Pleasurable ex

periences of great magnitude include joy, bliss, rapture and 

euphoria, but also a state seemingly set apart at the ex

treme of the emotional spectrum, namely, ecstasy. That the 

ecstatic experience is somehow unique among positive affects 

is testified to not only by its virtual absence in everyday 

conversations and common self-reflection, but also by its 

very frequent association with a state of contact with super

natural powers or beings (James, 1908) and its derivation 

from Greek roots signifying a state outside or apart from 

one's self (Webster, 1944). 

Several factors seem to contribute to the apparent 

absence of references to ecstasy in most social interchanges. 

As an intense emotional experience, it might easily be re

garded as highly personal and thereby culturally proscribed 

in most conversations. As an intense positive experience, 

remnants of puritanical influence may even today continue to 

operate against its experience or expression. Alternatively, 

ecstasy may involve a state which individuals would prefer 

to "take on faith," or believe in (particularly when ecstasy 

1 
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is encountered or interpreted in a context of religious be

lief) , rather than discuss or defend. In this vein, Laski 

(1961) proposes that "many amateurs interested in subjects 

which go by names such as this hold views which they may 

feel are widely regarded by others as being very much ec

centric or silly (p. 8)." Perhaps, in addition to cultural 

and internalized prohibitions on communicating very personal, 

intense experiences, a more substantial factor is simply that 

ecstasy is very seldom experienced. Maslow (1962, 1971) 

seems to imply this, and stresses that many individuals re

port no contact with ecstatic experiences. 

For whatever reasons, there appears to be a striking 

lack of attention and fluency surrounding the absence or 

presence of ecstatic states, with the result that a popular 

conception or lore of ecstasy is markedly absent! Ideolo

gies of ecstatic experience seem restricted to certain reli

gious and/or subcultural circles (e.g., certain, especially 

modern, Christian sects; certain Eastern religious groups; 

followers of advocates of psychedelic drugs) in which ec

stasy is rather explicitly involved in an organized belief 

system. 

Popular secular literature offers a variety of por

trayals of ecstasy, usually in the form of experiences of 

writers (especially poets) or their protagonists (primarily 

in fictional novels). Such accounts present little more 

than instances of ecstasy, and are not extended into systems 
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of explanation for ecstatic phenomena. In literature, as in 

everyday interactions, one gains the impression that ec

static experience is of little interest or relevance in the 

lives of most individuals. 

The amount of attention given ecstasy in the psy

chological literature appears quite small. Even at the 

basic level of definition, the variety of opinion reveals 

a lack of investigation. Harriman, in his Handbook of Psy

chological Terms (1968), presents the following conception: 

"a state of exaltation, usually reached by an emotional 

frenzy, but also attainable through quietistic contemplation 

(p. 55)." In contrast, the Encyclopedia of Human Behavior 

(Goldenson, 1970) equates ecstasy with sexual orgasm, a 

"sense of union with the power and perfection of the cosmos," 

and, in psychiatric parlance, an affective disturbance en

countered in certain diagnostic groups. Concurring with 

Goldenson that rapture is an aspect of the experience, the 

Encyclopedia of Psychology (Eysenck, Arnold and Meili, 1972) 

adds the denotation of a decrease of self-control and states 

that primary forms exist as rage and orgasm, while derived 

forms are represented by mass-hysterical reactions, certain 

deliriums, and drug reactions. 

In psychological writings there is not what might be 

called an "area" of ecstasy in the way that one might say 

there is an area of depression, anxiety or hostility. That 

is, there has been very limited and scattered reference to 
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ecstasy, but virtually no attempt to develop a theory or 

dynamic account of the experience. 

The bulk of psychological inquiry regarding ecstasy 

has been within a pathological framework. Ecstasy, regarded 

as a deviant or non-average emotional reaction, has been 

postulated to be an occasional symptom of certain dissocia

tive states, epileptic reactions and schizophrenic reactions. 

In this regard, ecstasy is said to involve detachment from 

ordinary reality, a sense of identification with cosmic 

power, and complete tranquility (Goldenson, 1970). In the 

case of manic and hypo-manic disorders, a large proportion 

of typical symptomatology may be equated with the ecstatic 

state. Indeed, clinically significant aspects of manic 

states resemble, in large measure, certain cardinal charac

teristics of ecstatic experiences. This may be seen clearly 

in the subjective reports of manics which Landis (1964) 

present as well as in their attribution of the following 

features to the manic state: a) well-being and elation, 

b) heightened sense of reality, c) delusions of power, d) 

sense of revelation, e) overwhelming emotion, f) breached 

individuality, and g) excitement, confusion, amnesia. In 

contrast to many popular conceptions of ecstasy, the Landis 

account of mania differs significantly only in that ex

citement is a major feature, while tranquility is often 

associated with ecstatic states (Masters and Houston, 1966). 
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The most systematic treatment given ecstasy by a 

writer within the pathological-manic framework is presented 

by Lewin in The Psychoanalysis of Elation (1961). He dis

cusses elation and depression widely, focusing on the early-

childhood antecedents, typically said to be oral, of intense 

positive affect. Regrettably, he seems to portray elation 

as a pathological manifestation and focuses only on what 

might be termed "agitated elation," or that having strong 

components of manic or manic-mimetic energy. Specifically, 

elation is portrayed as a derivative of an early triad of 

wishes, namely: to eat, to be eaten, and to sleep. 

Ecstasy is discussed specifically in a small section 

of Lewin's work. He states that it can reflect a happy ac

ceptance of the childhood "wish to sleep," and may precede 

major attacks of mania or hypomania. Or, he says, it may be 

a manifestation of a denial of that wish, and/or the wish to 

die. Finally, he notes that, in certain instances, ecstasy 

may be "epignostic" in elations which run a course which does 

not end in the expected recovery. It is as if therapy is 

indicated to remove the ecstasy. "Regardless of its noso

logical position, ecstasy is a state wherein the latter two 

wishes of the oral triad predominate. The breast is often 

condensed psychologically with the superego, a deathless one 

with which the ego identifies itself, so that it can partic

ipate in its immortality (Lewin, 1961, p. 144)." 
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Zilboorg (1938) also views elation from an analytic 

perspective, and describes obsessional patterns of striving 

for the sense of immortality. The process is said to be a 

symbolic identification with an ideal of the ego. He states 

that, for example, children may be trained to carry on the 

parents' ideals or there may be identification with a Uto

pian movement for one's race or nation. Lewin (1961), con

trasting the obsessional with the manic, notes that the 

latter needs no social expression for this wish, but merely 

"reproduces" the earliest timelessness-sense of infancy. 

"The ecstatic mood repeats or relives the nonverbal or never-

verbalized experience of union with the breast (Lewin, 1961, 

p. 149)." 

Another academic inroad in the realm of ecstatic 

experiences comes from A. Maslow's efforts (1962) to deter

mine human needs and explore personal growth. From origins 

in the study of highly actualized individuals and their ex

periences, Maslow has developed a relatively comprehensive 

ideology of a group of feeling-states he refers to as "peak 

experiences." These experiences, which Maslow (1961a) 

equated with ecstatic reactions, are said to occur in most 

individuals and are particularly characteristic of healthy, 

growing personalities. In marked similarity to the 

pathological-manic conception of the content of ecstatic 

states, Maslow (1962) portrays the peak experiences as in

volving: a) pure positive happiness, b) loss of fears, 
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doubts, inhibitions, c) feelings of power, d) loss of self-

consciousness, e) fusion or unity with external reality, and 

f) a sense of having attained ultimate truth. Beyond a 

descriptive level, however, Maslow's interpretation of ec

static states is quite different from that given to patho

logical reactions. Indeed, he discounts negative origins 

or consequences of such experiences, and regards "non 

peakers11 (those who consciously or subconsciously reject ec

static states) as manifesting a form of growth-inhibiting 

pathology (1962), while considering peak experiences to be 

growth-promoting states which sometimes serve as "acute 

identity experiences" (1966). 

Two relatively recent lines of research have shed 

some light on ecstatic experiences by inducing them in what 

might be termed nonpsychological ways. Research with hallu

cinogenic drugs, as well as drug lore from the popular cul

ture, suggests that certain varieties of ecstasy are a 

frequent consequence of the ingestion of such chemicals as 

mescaline and LSD. Descriptively, these experiences run an 

extremely wide range, though their interpretation typically 

involves an ideology of mysticism derived from certain 

Eastern religious-philosophical systems. Masters and 

Houston, in The Varieties of Psychedelic Experience (1966), 

discuss an "ecstatic experience of Nature and Process"" 

which occurred in almost half of their LSD subjects. The 
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writers' interpretation of this state follows closely that 

provided for the "enlightenment" experience of Eastern 

religious types. 

Electrical stimulation of the brain (ESB), a fre

quently used technique of investigators of the role of the 

central nervous system in human functioning, has recently 

proved a reliable method for inducing states reported to be 

ecstatic (Deutsch, 1972). While extensive phenomenological 

data is still lacking in published literature, trends sup

port the notion that the experiences involved may be re

garded as highly analogous to ecstasy induced or encountered 

in naturalistic situations. ESB subjects consistently re

port intense positive feelings of a radical order of magni

tude when certain areas of the brain are stimulated 

(Sem-Jacobson, 1968; Delgado, 1970; Deutsch, 1972; and 

Heath, 1972). While difficulties of localization and indi

vidual differences in reactivity spawn some variability of 

response, the trend in human and corroborative animal data 

is clearly in the direction of implicating the medial fore-

brain bundle in a primary (and apparently non-homeostatic) 

neurological and experiential reward mechanism. That is, 

certain fibers in the brain appear linked to a basic ec

static potentiality. 

It seems that academic investigation of the ecstatic 

experience is presently in a very primitive state. Psy-

chopathologists regard it as a more or less significant and 



differentiated symptom, but are focused on more generic 

disorders in their references. Drug and ESB researchers 

have frequently encountered ecstatic states while pursuing 

the parameters of electrical and chemical stimulation, but 

seem to focus their attention on ecstasy only as a rubric 

for responses to certain independent variables in their 

research designs. Maslow, in his broad spectrum of inquiry 

into human development and motivation, has provided what is 

perhaps the most extensive interpretation of ecstasy (in the 

form of peak experiences), but in so doing he has grounded 

his formulation rather solidly within a particular theoret

ical and philosophical orientation. While Maslow offers 

data concerning such ecstasy parameters as duration, content 

and antecedents, his interest is most extensively related 

to the locus of ecstatic experiences within the course of 

self-actualization, or to the developmental significance of 

such experiences, and less to the features of the states 

themselves. 

What appears needed, then, is a study of the nature 

of the ecstatic state. The topic of interest is not the 

relation of ecstasy to, say, the brain, drugs or personal 

growth, but rather the content of ecstatic states. The 

present study represents an attempt to develop a taxonomy 

of the experiential contents of ecstasy. 

Apparently, to this point, only two investigators 

have begun the task of conceptualizing ecstatic experiences 



in a secular or non-theoretical framework. In contrast to 

the pathologically-oriented presentations considered above, 

James, in The Varieties of Religious Experience (1908), 

discounts the origins of ecstatic states and emphasizes in

stead their value. He sees individual religious experience 

as the supreme, if not the only, value of religion and its 

associated rituals and dogma. For James, the essential 

question is the validity of the divine, and this, he says, 

can only be answered by reference to the actual experiences 

of individuals. These experiences are said to underly all 

possible systems of interpretation, worship, dogma, etc. 

In this stance, empirical philosophy, pragmatism and the 

scientific method are equated. 

In what seems an appropriate retort to latter-day 

pathologists, James asserts Irlf the mystical truth that comes 

to a man proves to be a force that he can live by, what man

date have we of the majority to order him to live in another 

way? We can throw him into a prison or a madhouse, but we 

cannot change his mind—we commonly attach it only the more 

stubbornly to its beliefs (James, 1908, p. 423)." In press

ing the point further, James asserts that "Mystical states, 

when well developed, usually are, and have the right to be, 

absolutely authoritative over the individuals to whom they 

come (James, 1908, p. 422)." James can be seen as a defend

er of each person's right to individuality, against the con

formist pressures of the majority. In this vein, he states 
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that, while criticality is the factor most lacking in common 

man, there is a very small group in which the absent faculty 

is faith. For these, the legitimizing of faith is necessary. 

It is necessary for the "academic," for those who have been 

"carefully instilled11 with false, restrictive, inhibitory 

notions of science and scientific evidence. Because of this 

misinstruction, the "forms of mental weakness" the academic 

suffers from are "paralysis of their native capacity for 

faith and timorous abulia in the religious field (James, 

1908, p. 594)." 

While considering only religious experiences, James 

concurs with Maslow (1961a) that ecstasies are therapeutic 

and that certain individuals, through blocks or lacks, pre

vent themselves from having them. He states that, rather 

than examining the ecstatic's neurological constitution, 

judgments on the value of experiences ought to be based 

solely on two criteria, namely the "immediate luminousness" 

or philosophical reasonableness and the moral helpfulness of 

the states. 

James considers religious experiences as having an 

indisputable validity and value, and elaborates on several 

topics related to these phenomena. He portrays the "reli

gion of healthy-mindedness," in which a preoccupation with 

the good in life and nature is paramount. Relaxation, medi

tation, and mind cure are noted as some vehicles of this 

orientation. In it, evil, sin and illness are seen as 
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morbid and unnecessary ideas. For the "sick soul," in con

trast, melancholy is a dominant theme and the evil side of 

life and experience is well recognized and deplored. There 

seems to be a falsity in natural good, due to its lack of 

quantity and to its cancellation by death. Loss of the nat

ural life, for the sick-soul type, is seen as a prerequisite 

for participation in spiritual ecstasies. For the divided-

self, a third structural type, the religious experience takes 

the form of unification of warring factions of the self. 

Typically, such individuals are beset by intense moral con

flicts or variations of critical self-consciousness. James 

notes that the unification experience always signals great 

release or relief—especially when "cast into the religious 

mould." The process may be gradual or abrupt; it may come 

through altered feelings or the power of action. Alterna

tively, it may involve intellectual insights or "mystical 

experiences." Regardless of the form of the experience and 

the soul-condition of the person, the result is increased 

happiness for the "divided" individual. 

Laski (1961), a novelist and student of literature, 

undertook an extensive study to satisfy her curiosity about 

ecstasy. In this effort, she collected personal reports as 

well as secular and religious literature to develop an ex

tended presentation of what individuals felt during ecstatic 

periods. In an academic vein, she distilled her varied nar

ratives into several categories of "trigger" events and 
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such content categories as "feelings of loss of time" and 

"desirelessness." 

In the years since James wrote, and since Laski's 

survey, numerous cultural changes have undoubtedly influenced 

the distribution of ecstasy and, quite probably, its experi

ential components. Such trends as the use of hallucinogenic 

drugs (including subcultural systems of drug experience 

interpretation) , the prominence of the 11 Jesus Movement" and 

its selling point of euphoric conversion or communion ex

periences, and especially the intrusion of Eastern religion 

(e.g., Yoga, Zen, Transcendental Meditation) with its long 

standing ideology of nirvana states, have undoubtedly had 

an impact on the cultural and subjective perception, label

ing, etc., of ecstasy. Relatedly, a diminution of puritan-

istic restraints on pleasurable sensation might be expected 

to have increased the incidence of ecstasy. In any case, 

there has as yet been no widely known or accepted taxonomic 

formulation of ecstasy which might compare to that available 

for, say, the phenomenon of depression. The significance 

of the experience, as well as intimations of a certain com

mon ground across ecstatic states, seems to warrant such a 

formulation. 



METHOD 

The development of any typological system requires, 

of course, a collection of the phenomena of interest and a 

distillation of their common components. In the realm of 

experiential or phenomenological psychology, phenomena are 

reflected in verbal expressions, and these, in turn, may be 

scrutinized for features of taxonomic relevance. 

In considering the literature on ecstasy, it becomes 

immediately apparent that no standard, widely acceptable in

vestigative tools are available, as, for example, the 

Rorschach might be considered a standard instrument for 

studying intrapersonal anxiety phenomena or the Strong Vo

cational Interest Blank a measure of work-related interests. 

In a sense, this lack of codification presents the research

er with a wide range of relatively untried and unbiased 

angles for the study of ecstasy, and so is as much an asset 

as a liability. Alternatively, the field of ecstatic in

quiry may be said to be at a highly naturalistic, or Linnean 

stage. 

The form selected for the present study derives from 

the simple notion that the best way to find out about an ex

perience or type of experience is to, first, present the 

14 
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respondent with adequate stimulus or focal material to "cue 

him in" to the class of events of interest, and second, to 

allow as much latitude as possible to the expressions gen

erated in response to the cues. Hence, open-ended questions 

are to be preferred and the derivation of stimulus material 

must be such as to elicit reports of the full range of ex

periences within the category sought, while discouraging 

reportage of next-of-kind or marginally relevant phenomena. 

To these ends, a questionnaire (see Appendix 1) was developed, 

based on discussions concerning the general class of ec

static or "non-non-ecstatic" states. An earlier form of the 

instrument, in which paragraph two ("In describing . . .") 

was absent, generated responses rich in situational detail 

but deficient in phenomenological content. It was, there

fore, amended into the present form, which seems to produce 

consistently focused responses and a minimum of unrelated 

reportage. 

Other investigators, notably Laski (1961) and Maslow 

(1968), have also opted for an open-ended questionnaire 

format. The former, like James (1908), bolstered her mate

rial with literary sources, but inquired specifically re

garding "transcendental ecstasy," while Maslow asked about 

"the most wonderful experience" and synonymous states. 

The basic data, then, consist of written responses 

to the stimulus material of the form. The next requirement 

was for a reduction of lengthy, scattered verbal reports 
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into components of some significance. Since the level of 

inquiry into ecstasy is, as noted, at a very basic Linnean 

stage, any information on the contents of experienced ec

stasy is potentially valuable. For the present investiga

tion, however, the focus is restricted to content, with 

situational, individual differences, antecedent events and 

other factors being only of marginal interest. Ideally, the 

formal data would be somewhat isomorphic with or reflective 

of the individual's reportage, and would be easily codified 

and juxtaposed with material derived by other investigators. 

Again, though, at the basic level of ecstatic inquiry, the 

criterion of juxtaposition is relatively weak in relation 

to that of isomorphism. Implicit in a valid scheme for re

ducing the reportage material are the needs for simplicity, 

inclusiveness and a minimum of distortion in the distilla

tion. Salient components in the reports must be preserved 

and brought into relief. 

To these aims, two methods present themselves. The 

first, apparently employed by Maslow (1968) and Laski (1961), 

is simply to survey repeatedly the reportage with the aim of 

extracting salient components. Saliency appears implicitly 

defined as a product of frequency of occurrence and clarity 

or unity of expression. Thus, Maslow, in summarizing the 

"cognition of Being" in peak experiences, lists character

istics such as the objects or experiences being seen as a 

totality, and the percept being fully attended to. Here, 
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the characteristics are derived from reportage in an un

specified fashion. Relatedly, Laski (1961) groups compo

nents under the headings, again derived in a non-specific 

manner, "loss of" and "gain of." 

A second major alternative rests in classifying re

portage into pre-established categories—with an eye to 

overlaying an existing taxonomy on the content of ecstatic 

states. While this might be done by reemploying the cate

gories of Maslow or Laski, it is felt that, at the present 

stage of systematic knowledge of the ecstasies, such a re-

application of unvalidated "species," as it were, would 

weaken, rather than bolster, the contribution of the present 

exploratory effort. In this vein, the rather elaborate 

system of Davitz (1969) was also considered. His framework 

consists of a very inclusive table of categories for the 

content analysis of descriptions of emotional experiences. 

The primary headings include, judiciously, sensations, 

physical symptoms, functioning, interpersonal aspects, at

titudes, control, sense of time and arousal of other emotions. 

The format was derived from a most inclusive effort at re

ducing verbal descriptions of a full array of feeling-state 

terms (e.g., anger, shame, panic). While the Davitz system 

offers a valuable range of well-derived emotional topogra

phy, its use in the present effort is contraindicated by 

two related factors. First, and most importantly, his sys

tem is markedly deficient at the positive end of the 
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emotional spectrum. That is, his categories, derived from 

a full range of emotional descriptions, are much too vague 

and undifferentiated in the realm of affects approaching a 

hypothetical "most positive" state. In addition to this 

lack of appeal, it is felt that any extant system, even those 

derived specifically for ecstasy (e.g., Laski, 1961), would 

serve more to coalesce than to differentiate the basic data 

of respondents' reports. Thus, the decision was made to 

employ the alternative outlined above and treat the data of 

the present inquiry as novel reportage from a virtually un

charted realm. 

The first step, then, was to formulate a method of 

categorizing responses to the questionnaire. Initially, it 

was felt that the classical division of content into bodily, 

feeling/affective and intellectual/cognitive would be fruit

ful, but a cursory glance at actual reportage reveals that 

this scheme arises from an artificial or armchair abstrac

tion process and by no means determines or underlies the 

naturalistic occurrence and contents of ecstasy. In other 

words, such a typology may be convenient for thinking or, in 

some cases, for systematizing, but in the present instance 

such a simple and arbitrary trilogy would do injustice to 

the data. Similarly, the classical positive-negative di

mension of affective experience, or Laski's loss and gain 

polarity, is of no use in the present instance, where re

portage constellates exclusively about the positive pole. 
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As Davitz (1969) points out, "perceptual-cognitive processes 

(are) part of emotional phenomena (p. 168)," while only cer

tain aspects of each are independent. 

The need, then, for a reductive system independent 

of a priori criteria led to the selection of content anal

ysis as proposed by Holsti (1968). In this system the 

"theme," a single assertion about some subject, serves as 

the unit of analysis. In the present effort, themes all had 

the same subject, ecstasy, and were derived from the actual 

data obtained. While themes lack the ease-of-coding of such 

"natural" units as the word, item or paragraph, they lend 

themselves to a distillation of natural units of content. 

Clearly, for example, the phrase "clandestine Soviet action" 

constitutes a revealing assertion classifiable as a theme. 

In the present study, as opposed to many content-analytic 

efforts, sampling was not an issue, as all assertions about 

respondents' ecstatic states were extracted for thematic 

treatment. That is, each assertion in each report was 

treated as one instance of a theme. 

The next step involved formation of the actual theme 

units. This was accomplished in several stages, preceded 

by administration of the questionnaire and identification 

and listing of all themes from all reports. These were 

identified as expressions of various grammatical and sub

stantive types, pertaining to the state being described. 
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Subjects were 53 volunteers for a "psychological ex

periment," recruited from introductory psychology classes at 

the University of Hawaii. Following an oral presentation of 

the instructions on the form (see Appendix 1) subjects were 

allowed as much time as desired to complete it. They num

bered 25 males and 28 females, with an age range of 17 to 29 

years. 

Collectively, the 53 respondents generated 342 ex

pressions or thematic units, stated in reference to a total 

of 63 reported ecstatic experiences. Examples of the ex

perience sources, or triggers, include "sitting with my 

lover," "surfing," and "meeting God." The expressions them

selves included "happiness was me," "release," and "floating 

on air." Excluded from the units were about 10 expressions 

of the following types: a) no source given, b) interpersonal 

expressions, and c) thoughts. 

Following extraction of the 342 expressions of "what 

ecstasy is like," they were listed on separate pages and the 

task of distillation into content categories was begun. This 

was accomplished by the writer surveying extant literature 

to compile hypothetical theme-categories for consideration 

vis-a-vis the data. The primary sources here were Laski's 

(1961) content categories (e.g., loss of limitations, sin, 

sorrow) and Maslow's (1968) derived "characteristics of 

cognition" in peak experiences (e.g., richer perception, 

differentiation of relevant external objects). This survey 
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was supplemented by reflection and a large number of general 

thematic categories was thereby deduced. These included 

activation, loss of control, demonstrative behavior, height

ened sense of reality (derived from manic symptomatology), 

sensitized body, constriction, expansion and a wide range 

of other constructs, all, in reference to the data, _a 

priori. 

The next phase of analysis involved tape-recording 

all the expressions of respondents and repeatedly listening 

to the tape. As this continued, several thematic categories 

began to emerge—both from the data and, in relief, from 

those hypothetical themes just discussed. Repeating the 

process several times, and culling out clear, relatively 

independent, concise themes, it was possible to reduce the 

342 units to the broad categories of experience presented 

in the following section. 

Before turning to the results of these efforts a 

final reference to the theme derivation process may eluci

date it further. The general progression was that inclusive, 

reliable categories were the first to emerge. Then, survey

ing the units not embraced by these initial derivations, 

other categories suggested themselves. These were, in turn, 

applied, reconsidered and rephrased as needed, and again 

the balance of units was surveyed to see what emerged. By 

repeating this process perhaps 20 or 25 times, all the 



terms had been refined and all the units assigned, with 

their next of kind, to reliable and consistent groupings. 



RESULTS 

Following the procedure outlined above, the 342 

expressions or themes were reduced to 18 categories of 

statements about what the experience was like. In addition, 

there was a very exclusive group of expressions having the 

common property of references to bodily states, which seemed 

naturally distinct from the other groupings. This, in turn, 

was reduced to five groupings which appeared inclusive. 

There were, of course, a number of statements which 

did not seem to fit in any grouping, nor to lend themselves 

to any order. These were divided into metaphors and miscel

laneous expressions, with one miscellaneous category for the 

non-body type and one for body expressions which did not 

fit within the five derived categories for body references. 

Thus, there were a total of 23 content categories for ex

pressions which lent themselves to classification, and three 

categories (miscellaneous, miscellaneous/body, and meta

phor) for expressions outside these regular groupings. 

Table 1 shows the 26 major categories and their 

respective frequencies. Table 2 gives the same groupings, 

along with representative examples of each. 

Trigger events were extremely numerous and formed 

a most heterogeneous group. To preserve these qualities, 
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Table 1 

Thematic Categories and Their Frequencies 

Category Frequency 

1. Gross Activity (including impulses) 29 

2. Release/Relief 10 

3. Competence/Ability 7 

4. Self-enhancement 22 

5. Energized 13 

6. Relaxed 10 

7. Diminished Reality Sense 8 

8. Well Being 44 

9. Floating 19 

10. Safe/Secure 5 

11. Confusion/irrationality 8 

12. Surroundings-Enhancement 8 

13. Explicit Negations 15 

14. Time Sense 3 

15. Unique/Superlative 10 

16. Background Fade 13 

17. Integration 10 

18. Freedom 8 

Bp Body Pressure/Expansion 10 

Bs Body Limp/Soft 7 

Bw Body Warmness 7 



Table 1, continued 

Category Frequency 

Be Body Coolness 6 

Bf Body Facial 6 

Bx Body Miscellaneous 15 

X Miscellaneous 17 

M Metaphors 38 



Table 2 

26 

Category 

1. Gross Activity 

2. Release/Relief 

3. Competence/Ability 

4. Self Enhancement 

5. Energized 

6. Relaxed 

Thematic Categories and Examples 

Examples 

felt like yelling, felt like crying, 
screaming 

release, relief, release from the 
world 

sense of accomplishment, victory, 
overcoming an obstacle 

great, wise, felt I could last 
forever 

feel adrenaline flowing extra, 
hyperactive, restless 

whole being suddenly relaxed, every 
nerve relaxed, calm 

Diminished Reality dream like, not aware of where I 
Sense 

8. Well Being 

9. Floating 

10. Safe/Secure 

11. Confusion/ 
Irrationality 

12. Surroundings-
Enhancement 

13. Explicit Negations 

14. Time Sense 

was, not aware of my identity 

contented, happy, good inside 

body suspended in air, floating, 
weightless 

secure, secure inside, nothing can 
harm me 

mind in a daze, dazed, didn't know 
what I was saying 

world is all brighter side, every
thing around me was good, everything 
beautiful 

can't see anything, no breathing, 
no awareness of body 

timelessness, loss of time, time 
not important 
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Category 

15. Unique/Superlative 

16. Background Fade 

17. Integration 

18. Freedom 

Table 2, continued 

Examples 

Bp 

Bs 

Body Pressure/ 
Expansion 

Body Limp/Soft 

Bw Body Warraness 

Be Body Coolness 

Bf Body Facial 

Bx Body Miscellaneous 

X Miscellaneous 

M Metaphors 

everything perfect at the moment, 
there could be no greater moment, 
I could ask no more 

nothing else existed, everything 
around me seems to quiet down, 
everything else doesn't matter 

whole self involved, bodily absorb
ing surroundings, tremendous sense 
of being at one with everything 

freedom, letting go of inhibitions, 
being free 

feeling builds inside as if I'll 
burst, entire body expands, heart 
beats faster 

body went limp, body softens, legs 
felt weak 

» 

warm all over, fingers get very 
warm, warm inside 

chill in spine, cold sweat, cool
ness from toes to head 

smiled, closed eyes, eyes filled 
with tears 

goose bumps, glow all around body, 
numbness 

awed, wonder, wanted to not share 

I was in heaven, loose mind, spirit 
left body 
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only minimal attempts at grouping were made. Table 3 in

dicates the 26 major triggers and their frequencies, and is 

arranged in order of decreasing frequency. It will be noted 

that the sexual love constellation dominates the list, both 

in the major category or orgastic experience and as reflected 

in numerous less-frequent entries throughout the list. 

Second among salient triggers is what might be termed aes

thetic experiences in nature, closely followed by the thrill 

of athletic victory. 



Table 3 

Trigger Categories and Their Frequencies 

Category Frequency 

1. orgasm 12 

2. winning sports or watching win 8 

3. natural scenery 6 

4. sitting with lover 4 

5. attention from lover 4 

6. flight 3 

7. surfing 3 

8. meeting God 2 

9. seeing lover from distance 2 

10. unexpected A grade in class 2 

11. smoking grass 2 

12. meditation 

13. nephew's first step 

14. getting out of amy 

15. completing difficult task 

16. attending concert 

17. crowned prom king 

18. meeting a girl 

19. money/romance fantasy 

20. waking 

21. love reverie while drinking 
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Table 3, continued 

Category Frequency 

22. singing in graduation choir 1 

23. getting driver's license after test 1 

24. birth of daughter 1 

25. thinking of lover 1 

26. LSD experience 1 



DISCUSSION 

The results of the present investigation yield a 

number of implications for the student of healthy or maxi

mal human functioning. In a sense, the experiences reported 

are comparable to such feats as the four minute mile or the 

original circumnavigation of the globe, as positive poles of 

human attainment. They differ from such outward, measurable 

exploits, however, in that they are inner states—heights of 

experience within the person, rather than in the world. 

Also, in no case were these heights, in contrast to other 

achievements, reported to be sought, worked for, or antici

pated. Given certain situational configurations, the ec

stasies appear to arise, from within, in a natural fashion. 

The most salient conclusion to be drawn from the 

present findings appears to be the universality of ecstasy. 

It seems that everyone has had moments, at least once, of 

what Maslow (1968) terms the "peak experience" or "Being 

cognition." This observation is to be distinguished from 

the religious experiences of which James (1908) writes. In 

the present sample, only two of the 53 respondents had ex

periences of the types James describes. 

Not only did all subjects report ecstasy, but also 

many individuals reported more than one experience. In all, 
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the 53 respondents reported 63 separate experiences and 

triggers or antecedents. The instructions, then, appear to 

have been quite successful in eliciting reports of a realm 

of experience quite apart from those embraced by the termi

nology of clinical psychology, and, on inspection, striking

ly similar to (though by no means identical with) those 

states labeled ecstasy by Laski (1961) and the peak experi

ences of which Maslow (1968) writes. Apparently, subjects 

were able to use the instructions to cue into former states, 

eliminate next-of-kind experiences, and generate expressions 

based on the traces stored from their moments of ecstasy. 

It appears, then, that by age 18, the modal age of respon

dents, most individuals have experienced a salient, intense

ly positive, pole of the phenomenological realm and can 

recall and verbalize this state. Interestingly, the memory 

traces of these events appear quite strong, in that the av

erage respondent was able to generate no less than five 

distinct expressions in his efforts to communicate the state 

he experienced. This is notably consistent with James' 

conception that religious experiences form extremely vivid 

points within the experiential history of the individual— 

points which serve as valuable, lasting points of reference 

in the phenomenal world. 

If it be argued, as some of the material cited in 

the Introduction would suggest, that such experiences are 

pathological or regressive in character, it should be born 
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in mind that the respondents in the present effort were nor

mal college students, presumably with a normal distribution 

of pathology, and that Laski's subjects were typically high

ly achieved literary figures and Maslow's extremely actual

ized, healthy individuals. Maslow (1961b) suggests that 

transcendence, of the type embodied in ecstatic experiences, 

is more common in healthier individuals. In fact, two of 

the respondents in the present study reported interactions 

with a deity, a phenomenon almost certain to be regarded as 

pathognomonic within a clinical framework, but regarded as 

the highest order of experience by James. While it would 

be interesting to compile additional data on these two in

dividuals, the present writer sees no more reason to infer 

pathology in these instances than in, say, the eight in

stances of confusion/irrationality or the three cases in 

which the sense of time was lost completely. All these "ab

normalities" appear, interestingly, to be very much in the 

service of the individual's health, growth and integration 

(Maslow, 1968). Whether the occurrence of identical phenom-

enological events within a consensually validated pathologi

cal personality constellation would be liabilities or assets 

is, of course, open to question. They would certainly, how

ever, be unlikely to be regarded as such by the experiencers. 

Closely allied to the observation that ecstatic 

states appear to occur in virtually all individuals is the 

conclusion that everyone seems to have an inner potential 
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which, given a certain environmental configuration, mani

fests itself. That is to say, the data suggest an innate 

potentiality for ecstatic experience. The results reported 

above do indicate, however, that this potentiality is rarely 

activated and suggest that the state itself is extremely 

transitory. In this vein, Maslow (1968) posits that Being-

cognition, the perceptual-cognitive plane of which ecstasy 

is said to be a manifestation, is a potentiality which is 

actual a good part of the time in extremely healthy individ

uals. He implies that all human organisms have the capacity 

for a rather continuous or constant, or at least frequently 

recurrent, operation at the level of cognition found in 

peak experiences. Perhaps such a state cannot, or typically 

does not, occur until later in life. This would partially 

explain the transitory nature of the state in the youthful 

respondents of the present study. 

Another salient conclusion from the present data is 

that ecstasy, while occurring at least one time in the ex

perience of all respondents, seems to manifest itself in a 

remarkable variety of forms. As noted, subjects generated 

well over 300 expressions in describing 63 distinct experi

ences. In light of this, it seems that the inner potential 

is more for some form of peak positive experiential state, 

and less for a specific reaction to a specific trigger. 

Interestingly, of all the expressions generated, there was 

virtually no overlap in the raw reports in terms of content 
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(as opposed to trigger) material. Only in the area of 

Theme 8 (see Table 1), expressions of well being, was there 

much evidence of redundancy across subjects. This occurred 

in only about ten cases, and involved primarily very general 

common terms such as joy, good and happy. 

In a broader sense, the range of statements can be 

seen in a progression of comprehensibility, beginning with 

very specific statements of bodily phenomena (Theme B, Table 

1). Here, one finds subjects very clearly conveying partic

ular states, in terms which are readily understood by calling 

to mind common referents within one's own experience and 

within the realm of states familiar to most individuals. At 

this level of specificity one finds such expressions as 

"goose bumps," "butterfly stomach," "shiver," and also many 

with referents more or less idiosyncratic to the respondent, 

such as, "tingle all over body," "electric feeling spreads 

out from genitals," and "chill in spine." At the next level, 

subjects generated expressions less specific in terms of 

internal bodily feeling states, but still of a sort which 

are comprehensible. These are the Theme 1 expressions of 

gross activity and impulses to such activity. In this class, 

the referents are again fairly clear, but the nature of the 

impulses, or of the internal processes by which such urges 

are prevented from translation into action, are necessarily 

vague and subject to speculation. Such statements as 

"screaming," "jumping," "smiling" clearly convey the state 
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of respondents, while expressions such as "wanted to shake 

everyone's hand," "felt like crying," "suppressing a huge 

grin," and "body in a slow, relaxed waving motion" leave 

more doubt and provide fewer referents within one's own ex

perience. To be more precise, it is impossible to know just 

what it is like to "feel like crying," or what feelings 

underly "wanting to shake everyone's hand." 

Still more difficult to comprehend is the bulk of 

the reportage, the majority of Themes 2 to 18, in which re

spondents attempt to convey internal states which typically 

lack any referents in the body or posture. In some cases, 

for example Themes 3 and 4 (competence/ability and self-

enhancement) , the expressions are qualities imputed to the 

self and have denotations commonly recognized by members of 

our cultural-linguistic group. Statements such as "you 

earned it," "wise," "proud," "braver," "stronger," and 

"sense of accomplishment" are of this easy-to-comprehend 

variety. 

Following the progression of decreasing comprehensi-

bility or diminishing shared meaning, the next group of 

themes includes numbers 2, 5 and 6, or release/relief, ener

gized and relaxed respectively. In this grouping, one finds 

the relatively common concept of energy level (cf. Davitz, 

1969) manifested in a wide variety of statements. In the 

release/relief category there is great diversity as well as 

forthright redundancy in the expressions generated. The 
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typical statements are explicitly "release" and "relief," 

which are common feelings in most individuals, but the exact 

nature of which, especially in conjunction with an experi

ence of the superlative, definitive character of ecstasy, 

must remain in doubt. Variations within this category in

clude such expressions as "relief of tension," "relief 

rushed in" and "tension rushed out." Theme 6, relaxed, also 

conveys an absence of energy, but here the diminution of 

energy is not an explicit part of the experience. Examples 

of the relaxed expressions include "whole being suddenly 

relaxed," "immediate relaxing," "calm," "really quiet," and 

several instances of the word "relaxed." The third member 

of this grouping, energized, begins the transition to the 

remainder of regular content categories. It embodies the 

common underlying dimension of energy level, but is the last 

category in which expressions share very much of a true com

mon ground or a tie with common waking emotional experience. 

Examples of energized, then, vary quite widely and convey 

none of the clear common referents which were found in the 

gross activity and bodily classes. Such statements as "feel

ing rushes through body," "lots of excess energy," "excited," 

"feels like adrenaline flowing extra," and "nervous" convey 

the diversity of this class. 

Occupying a middle ground between the categories 

thus far considered and those so divergent from normal 

commonly-recognized experiential states as to be almost 
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exclusively within the domain of ecstatic, and in some in

stances, pathological experience are those within the well 

being (Theme 8) grouping. In this transitional rubric are 

found the most positive statements applying to normal emo

tional peaks, though in degree-of-uniqueness they can hardly 

be compared with some of those in latter classes. In all 

there were 44 such statements, making this the second most 

frequently employed category. The following examples con

vey something of the range and degree-of-positivity of 

Theme 8 expressions: "happiness was me," "pure joy," "feels 

wonderful," "really happy," "rapture," "great positive feel

ing," "good," "extreme joy," "total high," "really good." 

What this category seems to convey, then, is a connotation 

of superiority to other good feelings, derived from an in

ternal comparison process, in contrast to categories ex

amined earlier, Theme 8 expressions say relatively less 

about the specific feeling or experiential contents, and 

serve more to place the experience, content unspecified, at 

the extreme end of the affective spectrum. It is as if the 

expressions were saying "this is as good as I can feel, and 

better than I have ever felt." The conception that such 

states as rapture, joy and bliss are next-of-kind to ecstasy 

seems clearly substantiated by the character of Theme 8 

expressions. 

While Theme 8 expressions convey the polar position 

of ecstasy in relation to other positive emotional states, 
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Theme 15, unique/superlative, sets them apart from all other 

experiences. Examples of this category include: "there 

could be no greater moment," "everything perfect at the mo

ment," "completely different feeling," "I could ask no more," 

"nothing could overshadow this effect" and "greatest degree 

of ecstasy I have felt." As in well being, these expres

sions seem to be the product of an internal comparison pro

cess, in which the present state was contrasted with all 

other experiences. In relation, though, to Theme 8, these 

expressions clearly convey virtually no intimation of what 

the experience was like. As similes, they are very weak. 

Occupying a range between the relatively comprehen

sible expressions above and those whose experiential refer

ents must remain largely matters of speculation on the 

reader's part (Theme M) are a variety of themes which, like 

well being and unique/superlative, convey a uniquely ecstat

ic content, but unlike these and themes considered earlier 

do not convey states generally recognized as points along 

the normal emotional continuum. The following are such cate

gories: Theme 7, diminished reality sense ("not aware of 

where I was," "not aware of my identity," "I am in a dream"); 

Theme 9, floating ("flowing," "mind floating in space," "on 

a cloud"); Theme 10, safe/secure ("nothing can harm me," 

"secure," "nothing could go wrong"); Theme 11, confusion/ 

irrationality ("didn't know what I was saying," "in a daze," 

"words made little sense"); Theme 12, surroundings 
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enhancement ("everything so quiet"noticed things around 

more," "surroundings give me pleasure"); Theme 14, time 

sense ("loss of time," "time not important," "timelessness"); 

Theme 16, background fade ("not aware of surroundings," 

"nothing seemed to be around," "aware only of feeling good"); 

Theme 17, integration ("bodily absorbing surroundings," "tre

mendous sense of being at one," "whole self involved"); and 

Theme 18, freedom ("letting go of inhibitions," "freer," 

"free"). In the nine themes just outlined, one finds re

spondents giving a voice to an experience which, as evi

denced by Themes 8 and 15 (well being, unique/superlative) 

was manifestly discontinuous with other affective states. 

The expressions generated within these categories clearly 

suggest that the reader more or less "had to be there," since 

terms like "sense of being at one" or "bodily absorbing sur

roundings" simply do not admit of the vicarious comprehen

sion that terms like angry, happy or goose bumps would allow. 

Before turning to the extreme low end of the compre-

hensibility spectrum, one rather unique category deserves 

mention. This is Theme 13, explicit negations. Here, one 

is given no idea of what the state is like, but is told, 

rather, what it isn't like, or does not include. This theme 

was selected in preference to classing its entries as mis

cellaneous, since there seems to be some vague thread of in

formation within the varied negations which comprise it. 

Examples here include "un-depressed," "couldn't move," 
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"can't see anything," "can't feel anything," "no awareness 

of body," and "no problems whatsoever." Clearly, the ele

ments of this grouping are quite varied, but the common 

process seems to be a defining of the experience by covertly 

contrasting it with other states. 

Finally, at the level of lowest comprehensibility, 

are expressions which appear to be quite unlike those ex

plored thus far. These have been grouped as Theme M, meta

phors, and represent a varied collection of statements which 

seem to have been evolved solely with reference to the par

ticular experience to which they are applied. They are at

tempts to say the un-sayable, to capture the unique, while 

other themes include many expressions which retain some tie 

with ordinary, non-ecstatic states. These statements might 

be thought of as the group of expressions saying the least 

about, but addressing themselves most directly to, ecstasy. 

Among them are: "I was in heaven," "natural high," "apart 

from body," "composed solely of mind," "walking on air," 

"bubbly inside," "answer was found," "I was just a feeling," 

"spirit soared above ground," and "aware of God." These 

are clearly of a different order from, say, safe/secure or 

relaxed expressions, yet they somehow say more and more 

directly portray the ecstatic state. Clearly, the reader is 

left unable to empathize with the states portrayed, since 

having common referents with the respondent, or using the 

same terms oneself, would be highly coincidental. When 
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someone reports a "butterfly stomach," one can, on reflec

tive introspection, almost experience it, but when the state 

is "scream inside soul," one can only infer the moment, and 

not the content, of the experience reported. More generally 

it appears that there is considerable variability within all 

thematic classes. Some seem to convey experiences which 

occur in non-ecstatic constellations, others to express ex

periences which are completely unique and hence do not lend 

themselves to verbalization. Ecstatic states are quite 

varied, and often reported to be unique. 

Having explored some of the variations in the ec

static experiences of respondents in the present study, the 

question arises of what these ecstasies have in common with 

each other, and to what extent the present findings concur 

with those of Laski and Maslow. 

First, the typical ecstatic state can be deduced by 

distilling the reports of the 63 experiences described. 

While each is certainly unique, and while there are a large 

number of non-collapsible Theme M and X reports, still, 

some integration can be made. The major feature, in terms 

of the frequency of reports of it, seems to be a very sa

lient sense of well being. In all, approximately one-

seventh of the expressions generated fall into this category 

This suggests that, in ecstasy, one typically feels a posi

tive affect of such a degree that it is both remembered and 

commented upon. In conjunction with this sense of well 
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being (Theme 8), there are typically physical feelings of 

some sort (Theme B). Most commonly, these are pressure/ 

expansion, a limp or soft feeling, or warmth of some sort. 

In addition, the ecstatic experience is likely to involve 

the heightening, enhancement or acquisition of some qual

ities of self (Theme 4). The individual feels great, wise, 

strong, good, braver, more proud or any of a variety of 

culturally approved attributes. He feels better about his 

"self" as an entity. Also, with great regularity, ecstasy 

involved either activity or the impulse to activity (Theme 

1). This may appear as a sort of release of energy, in 

screaming, jumping, walking or running, or may be more quiet, 

as in smiling or standing. In addition to these features, 

the ecstatic experience frequently involves a floating, 

cloud-like or weightless sensation (Theme 9). The individ

ual has the sensation that he is "on a cloud." In summary, 

the most commonly mentioned factors in the ecstatic experi

ences reported were: a) an intense, often unique, sense of 

well being or positive affect, b) some sorts of physical 

feelings, often excitement or an absence of excitement/ 

tension, c) a sense of personal worth, value or attributes, 

d) an involvement in or inclination towards physical activ

ity or movement, and e) a floating or weightless feeling. 

Laski (1961) also presents the most salient features 

of the ecstatic experience, in her case derived from reports 

given by much older respondents. One-third of her subjects 
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were friends, mostly persons involved in literary pursuits. 

In similarity to subjects in the present study, almost all 

had had ecstatic experiences. The remaining two-thirds of 

Laski's data came from religious and secular literature, 

from which she excerpted reports of ecstasy. The typical 

ecstasy, according to Laski, involves the following compo

nents: a) gain of a new world or life, including gain of 

satisfaction, joy, salvation or glory, b) gain of knowledge 

or wisdom by identification, c) gain of new or mystical 

knowledge, d) loss of words and sense, and e) positive feel

ings on a physical level. These features are somewhat con

sistent with the results of the present study, though the 

sources and content categories certainly do not correspond. 

The most notable difference is probably that Laski's content 

analysis employed only two major categories, gain and loss. 

Under these headings she isolated a number of entities, such 

as time, place, limitation, worldliness, desire, sorrow, 

sin, etc. Another major difference is that respondents in 

the present study, regardless of the coding system employed, 

made virtually no reference to the gain of a new life, or to 

the gain of knowledge or wisdom. In similarity to Laski's 

findings, respondents herein reported satisfaction, joy and 

personal glory to be among the major features of the ec

static state. Further, positive (and other) physical feel

ings were much in evidence. In addition, Laski's notion of 

a "loss of words and sense" was amply in evidence in the 
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present study, both in terms of the 12 respondents who re

ported ecstasy to be quite difficult to describe, and in 

terms of the several instances of the confusion/irrationality 

category (Theme 11) which occurred. Relatedly, there was 

virtually no reportage of thoughts during ecstasy, which is 

consistent with Laski's contention that the phenomenologi-

cal contents of the state are not continuous with normal 

thought or imagery. 

Maslow, in Toward a Psychology of Being (1968) also 

attempts to characterize the ecstatic experience, though he 

does not state the composition of the groups from which he 

derives his system. He does this by describing many of the 

cardinal characteristics of "cognition in the peak experi

ences," using the term cognition in a very broad sense as a 

rubric for perceptual-cognitive phenomena. Since a number 

of the points or features he raises have relevance to the 

present discussion, they are considered in order here. 

First, Maslow states that the percept, in peak ex

periences, is given complete attention. He portrays a fas

cination or absorption with the object of experience, such 

that the figure, whatever it may be, becomes all figure and 

the ground becomes relegated to non-existence. The percept 

is seen as unique and is in no way "rubricized" or put into 

a class of familiar or similar stimuli. This orientation 

appears consistent with the findings of the present study 

in two ways. First, there were, in the present data, 
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numerous instances of Theme 16, background fade. Subjects 

reported a process in which the ongoing state or perception 

became "all there was," and seemed oblivious to all sur

roundings, other people, etc. The phrases "engrossed," "in 

a daze," "couldn't hear people talking to me," "unaware of 

everything but the ball court," "nothing seemed to be around," 

"aware only of feeling good," and "totally absorbed#" among 

others, seem to convey this perceptual-cognitive phenomenon. 

It is as if attention becomes a totally focused process, in 

which the immediate sensations or perceptions become all 

that the person is aware of, and it is as if "nothing else 

exists" at the time. Maslow's assertion that the percept is 

unique and not grouped is more difficult to integrate with 

the present data. While the background fade phenomenon may, 

by its very existence, imply an absense of "rubricizing," 

and while the frequency of Theme 15, unique/superlative, ex

pressions seem to support his contention of perceptual 

uniqueness, still respondents in the present study seemed 

to be saying that the ecstatic experience itself is unique, 

rather than that the object of their perceptions was such. 

Maslow's second feature of peak experiences is that, 

in them, the percept becomes richer and fuller. He asserts 

that subjects give sustained attention to the percept, and 

this continued focusing unveils, in a fashion, the inner 

richness of the percept. An analogy of good and bad paint

ings is drawn, in which a good painting, with sustained 
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attention, becomes better and better, while a poor painting 

becomes less and less appealing. Continued attention to the 

bad painting is said to lead to familiarization, boredom and 

gradual withdrawal of attention. He states that the usual 

mode of attention is anxiety-based and need-determined, but 

that in the peak experiences the object or percept has a 

value in and of itself which is yielded more and more fully 

with continued attention. In the present effort, only a 

few respondents reported triggers which involved sustained 

gazing or perception. These included two instances of star

ing at a lover and seven cases of observation of beautiful 

scenes. While these subjects reported such states as "won

der," "total awe," "extreme joy," "really high," "hypno

tized" and "everything around expands," they seem to only 

partially corroborate Maslow's contention, since no respon

dents commented on the effects of sustained attention. 

While it may be readily inferred from reports such as those 

just mentioned that respondents voluntarily continued the 

pleasurable experience of perceiving the scenes, there is 

simply no direct evidence that prolonged looking was asso

ciated with increasing pleasure. 

Maslow's third characteristic receives greater con

firmation from the present findings. He states that, in 

peak experiences, perception becomes ego-transcending. The 

experiencer becomes self-forgetful, or egoless, and indis

tinct from the perception. Maslow uses the phrase 
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object-centered to differentiate this state from the "ego-

centered" or typical (need-determined) mode of perception. 

There is a fusion of identities, in which the perceiver and 

perceived become a larger whole. The present responses gave 

rise to Theme 17, integration, which denotes almost exactly 

the process Maslow describes. In integration, the typical 

phenomenon is one in which the perceiver and the perception 

become one. The perceiver is lost in the perception. In a 

variation of this, separate parts of the perceiver's self 

become fused during perception. Among the phrases respon

dents used to convey this process are "whole self involved," 

"bodily absorbing surroundings," "at peace with surroundings," 

and "tremendous sense of being at one with everything." 

Clearly, then, the responses obtained herein corroborate 

Maslow's contention that ecstasy can involve an egoless or 

fused type of state. 

The fourth of Maslow's postulates to be considered 

is that, in peaks, the experience is self-validating or 

self-justifying and has an intrinsic value. The experience 

is said to be an end, in and of itself, and not a means to 

goals. According to Maslow (as Laski suggested), even to 

attempt to justify the state would lessen its self-evident 

value. He states that love, aesthetic, mystical, creative 

and insight experiences all share this characteristic of 

self-evident worth, and that they negate the typical ques

tions of value in terms of progress toward further goals or 
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something beyond the experience itself. For many of Maslow's 

subjects, the peak experiences are pure delight, among the 

ultimate goals of living and among the ultimate validations 

and justifications of life. In this vein, subjects in the 

present study generated a number of expressions reflecting 

the high intrinsic worth of ecstatic experiences, but did 

not explicitly state its value as an end in itself. Theme 

15, unique/superlative, conveys this quality of the state 

being valuable in itself with such expressions as "everything 

perfect at the moment," "completely different feeling," "I 

could ask no more," "world of happiness entered," "nothing 

could ever overshadow this effect," "better than high," and 

"ultimate happiness." From these expressions it is readily 

apparent that subjects had reached a state of such moment 

and positiveness that, while action might be directed toward 

attaining it, it was uniquely not directed toward anything 

beyond itself. 

The fifth of Maslow's points is that peak experiences 

involve a loss of orientation in time and space. He states 

that this is always the case, while the present respondents 

do not bear this out. In terms of disorientation in space, 

it does appear, in light of the Theme 16 (background fade) 

expressions, that this is a common feature. Disorientation 

in time, however, may have occurred quite generally, but was 

mentioned in only three of the 63 ecstasies reported. 
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Maslow's sixth point is corroborated quite fully by 

the present findings. He asserts that the peak experiences 

are only good and desirable, never bad or undesirable. The 

experiences are perfect and complete, and nothing else is 

needed. Reactions are said to include awe, wonder and rev

erence or even humility. Everything is as it should be. He 

suggests that, in peaks, the whole of being is seen as neu

tral or good and evil or pain becomes a marginal or side-

phenomenon. Reactions of evaluation, control, judgment and 

condemnation all disappear, and the world is simply seen as 

it is, rather than in reference to one's own values. These 

contentions are supported by the present findings in two 

ways. First, as Maslow suggests, there were, in the 342 

expressions obtained, absolutely no reports of negative ex

periences or features of experiences. Second, of all the 

themes extracted, there were, except for the Theme B (body) 

category, more reports of well being (Theme 8) than any 

other type of expression. That is, the most typical char

acterizations of the states experienced were such expres

sions as "real content," "rapture," "great positive feeling," 

"happy," "good" and "extreme joy." As Maslow suggests, re

actions of evaluative comparison, control, judgment and 

condemnation were not in evidence, and respondents seemed 

to be saying that the experience was just as it should be. 

Maslow couches his seventh characteristic of the 

peak experiences in analytic terms. He asserts that 
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language is a secondary-process phenomenon, while ecstasy is 

primary process. The peak experiences are said to transcend 

language, since their reality is separate from that of lan

guage, which is used to abstract and describe and make what 

the user wants. He states that the nature of peak experi

ences is only and necessarily compromised by efforts to force 

it into words. Such efforts make it different, into some

thing similar or like it, but not as it is in itself. These 

assertions are well supported by two features of the present 

data. First, 12 respondents thought this ineffability to be 

so significant that they explicitly noted the difficulty of 

describing their experiences. Second, 38 of the expressions 

generated were so removed from normal content categories 

that they had to be classed, somewhat inaccurately, as meta

phors. A cursory overview of the 342 expressions obtained 

clearly suggests that the ecstatic experience is, at best, 

subject to approximation by words. It appears, as Naslow 

suggests, that it cannot be made fully comprehensible 

verbally. 

In contrast to the propositions just mentioned, 

Maslow postulates a number of other features of peak experi

ences which are not substantially confirmed by the present 

data. While these characteristics may indeed by valid uni

versal or general aspects of ecstasy, they simply were not 

mentioned with any regularity by the present respondents. 

First, Maslow asserts that the experience or object is 
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generally seen as a whole or complete unit, and as detached 

from usefulness, expediency and purpose. He states that 

this mode of perception is in marked contrast to the usual, 

need-determined form which operates in non-peak situations, 

in which the object is not seen as a unit or totality, but 

merely as a part in a means-end relationship. In peaks, na

ture is seen as being there in itself and for itself and not 

simply as a "playground" for human purposes. Second, Maslow 

states that his subjects reported a complete momentary loss 

of fear, anxiety, inhibition, control and defense, a giving 

up of delay and restraint. He states that the experience is 

one of pure, unfettered elation or joy. Since the experience 

is "in the world," it is a fusion of the inner pleasure prin

ciple with the reality principle. Maslow believes that there 

is a quality of "permeability" in those who have these ex

periences commonly—an openness and closeness to the un

conscious. The third of Mas low's assertions which is not 

born out by the present findings is that the peak experience, 

in contrast to normal experiences which are embedded in his

tory and culture, and in the shifting and relative needs of 

man, is more absolute and less relative. Maslow states that 

his subjects used the terms absolute and relative frequently— 

such that while he would rather not become involved in the 

semantic difficulties attendant on the terms absolute and 

relative, he feels that his data necessitate it. The fourth 

point is that cognition is typically an active, alert 
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process of shaping and attending. It is said to involve 

vigilance and a process in which the individual is continu

ally shifting attention and choosing what to perceive and 

not to perceive as related to his needs, fears and interests 

By contrast, Maslow states that cognition in the peak ex

periences is relatively much more passive and receptive, 

though never completely so. He states that the process is 

like that described as a "choiceless awareness" or a "de-

sireless awareness" by Eastern philosophers such as Lao-Tse. 

The perception is undemanding and contemplative. 

In addition to the points outlined above, Maslow 

makes a number of more restricted observations on the typi

cal or generalized peak experience. Like the features just 

detailed, the following are also unsubstantiated by the 

present data: a) in the mystical, religious and philosophi

cal experiences the world is unity or a single rich live 

entity; b) in the love experiences and the aesthetic experi

ence one small part of the world is perceived as if it were, 

for the moment, the totality of being; c) many conflicts, 

dichotomies and conflicts are fused, resolved or transcended 

d) the person becomes godlike, in the sense that there is a 

complete, loving, uncondemning, compassionate and perhaps 

amused acceptance of the world and the person; e) percepts 

are seen as unique instances, in that perception is idio-

graphic and non-classificatory, and f) there is a kind of 

isomorphism, in which, as the essential being of the world 
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is perceived by the person, he comes closer to his own 

inner being. 

In general, it appears that approximately one-half 

of the features Maslow attributes to or synthesizes from the 

peak experiences are represented in the 68 reports obtained 

in the present study. That there is not more confirmation 

probably derives from several factors. First, Maslow's sub

jects probably were much more numerous and diverse than 

those in this effort. By distilling large numbers of re

ports from varied sources, he is able to say more about a 

generalized, typical peak experience than would be warranted 

by the present findings. Second, the features (Themes) de

rived from the present reports were extracted in an empirical, 

atheoretical fashion. They reflect what subjects said and 

are based entirely on reports. Maslow, on the other hand, 

views peak experiences as instances of what he calls B-

cognition. Since he has an elaborate model of this cogni

tive mode, he has clearly used this framework in formulating 

the general properties of peak experiences, and his formu

lations therefore reflect an ideology which goes well beyond 

his data. Finally, it appears that the general features 

Maslow attributes to peak experiences are derived especially 

from inferences from reports. That is, subjects may have 

made certain statements about experiencing during peaks, but 

Maslow seems to have reported what appear to him to be the 

underlying dimensions of reports. For example, his subjects 
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may have reported experiences which were totally pleasurable, 

but he has gone beyond this to infer that an aspect of peaks 

is an absence or loss of fear, anxiety or inhibition, while 

subjects may not have actually noted the absence of these 

features. Relatedly, while dichotomous or polar thinking 

may not be in evidence, Maslow goes on from this lack of 

reportage to infer that such patterns of thought are neces

sarily absent during peak experiences. In the present method 

of data analysis, by contrast, the absence of certain fea

tures could not possibly have given rise to a content cate

gory, and only repeated, explicit reference to certain 

properties of ecstasy provided a basis for determining its 

characteristic components. 

Generally, then, it appears that Laski's content 

categories were substantiated by the present data, but with

in limits partly determined by differences in subject-

composition, by the fact that her content categories were 

all hinged on a bi-polar ("gain of" and "loss of") framework, 

and by cultural changes (e.g., the use of hallucinogenic 

drugs) which have occurred since her writing. Maslow's cate

gories, in contrast, were derived from unspecified subject 

groups, were elaborated much more fully, and were substan

tiated in a relatively smaller proportion of instances. 

This discrepancy seems due to two related major differences 

between the content category derivation process employed by 

Maslow and that used herein. First Maslow's approach in 
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distilling the numerous reports on peak experiences he col

lected was relatively synthetic, while that of the present 

study may be characterized as summary. He seems to have 

gone from many related expressions to a statement of their 

broadest meaning in terms of his personality system, while 

the present method has been, simply, to group the expres

sions in terms of common elements. Relatedly, Maslow's 

method may be said to be inferential, in that it goes from 

reportage to conclusions about a generalized peak experience, 

while the present method is empirical in confining itself to 

simple groupings of the data, and formulating characteristics 

of peak experiences in general, as opposed to characteristics 

of a generalized, unitary experience. 

In the area of triggers, one finds relatively great

er coherence among existing reports. Maslow (1962) makes 

the most broad statement about these antecedent events, as

serting that, with continuing research, he finds a broader 

and broader range of situations and events which can elicit 

ecstasy. He is "tempted" to think that almost any situation 

where "perfection can be attained, hope fulfilled, or per

fect gratification reached, or where everything has gone 

smoothly, can produce in some people, at some times a peak 

experience (p. 11)." Relatedly, some situations can occur 

a thousand times without leading to a peak. Rather than 

list specific triggers or classes of triggers, Maslow states 

that the peak experiences can involve the following general 
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types of situations: a) creativeness, b) love, c) insight, 

d) mystical, and e) aesthetic. Laski (1961), employing 

the empirical content-analytic method rather than Maslow's 

synthetic process, asserts that triggers come in the fol

lowing categories: a) natural scenery, b) sexual love, 

c) childbirth, d) exercise/movement, e) religion, f) art, 

g) scientific/poetic knowledge, h) creative work, i) 

recollection/introspection, j) beauty, and k) miscellaneous. 

These categories clearly embrace most of the experiences 

Maslow refers to. Creativeness seems comparable to 

scientific/poetic knowledge, love to sexual love, insight 

to creative work, mystical to religion and aesthetic to 

natural scenery. Laski, then, seems to offer the better 

scheme, in that her titles convey more specificity con

cerning the type of events preceding ecstasy. 

In the present effort, triggers were of less inter

est than the actual contents of the experience, though trig

ger events did yield the following categories: a) sexual 

orgasm, b) winning sports or watching a win, c) natural 

scenery, d) sitting with lover, and e) attention from lover. 

Clearly, then, the present effort, Laski and Maslow are in 

agreement that intimate physical contact of a sexual nature 

produces ecstasy in some instances, and that natural scenery 

is a significant trigger. Interestingly, athletic competi

tion is not noted by either writer, and neither differen

tiates intimate social contact from sexual contact in the 
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love realm. It appears that, for the present, Laski's sys

tem is to be preferred in terms of offering more categories 

for ecstatic states, and because her headings, as opposed 

to those of Maslow, convey more information on the particu

lar nature of trigger events. The data suggests, though, 

that athletic competition and intimate social contacts with 

lovers would be worthwhile additions to Laski's list. The 

observation that relatively few of her categories are repre

sented in the present data is probably due to the fact that 

the texts and written reports which she used came from a 

much wider variety of sources than were employed herein. As 

the present findings suggest (see Table 3, p. 29), ecstasy 

can indeed arise from a large number of sources. Clearly, 

on reflection, a much wider list will be necessary before 

the "average" trigger can be reliably and meaningfully 

encoded. 

Having considered the meiny forms which ecstasies can 

assume and the many triggers which can elicit the ecstatic 

response, a question arises as to what significance these 

experiences actually have in the individual's developmental 

process. Laski does not deal with this issue, and James, 

as noted in the Introduction, simply asserts that religious 

ecstasies are among the most valuable and lasting experiences 

the individual can have. Maslow, on the other hand, has de

veloped an elaborate theory of personality in which peak 

experiences play a major role. The gist of his thesis is 
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that individuals act in two primary modes, that is, they 

behave from bases of deficiency motivation and growth moti

vation. In deficiency motivated functioning, the world is 

seen as a means to satisfying organismic needs. The need-

reduction model (cf. Hull, 1943, or Murray, 1938) accounts 

for a wide variety of behavior which seeks to restore the 

organism to a homeostatic balance. Eating and sexual behav

ior can be comprehended within this model. In the peak ex

periences, however, the organism moves toward a new state 

which is disorienting or a step toward a new equilibrium. 

Maslow portrays this as a process beyond deficiency-motivated 

behavior, and akin to a sort of perceptual learning in which 

there is an increase of insight and understanding, increased 

synergy, integration and inner consistency. In "Health as 

Transcendence of Environment" (1961b), he argues that true 

health must be distinguished from adjustment—adjustment to 

reality, society or other people. He states that true health 

must be defined for the individual in his own right, in terms 

of his own intra-psychic and non-environmental laws. The in

dividual is a phenomenon in his own right, not an instrument 

in environmental transactions, such that a part of the psyche 

is not related to the world. He supports this with the ob

servation that truly healthy, self-actualized individuals 

show a strong need for privacy, and asserts that a tran

scendence of the environment, a moving beyond it into a 

space of inner health and harmony is the hallmark of the 
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healthy individual. Health is built on adjusted, satisfy

ing transactions with the environment, but is defined in 

its own right and achieved only after deficit-motivation is 

satisfactorily dealt with by instrumentally learned behav

iors. Perception, then, becomes more receptive than active 

and more determined by the intrinsic nature of situations 

and people. It is this need-independent perception which 

Maslow asserts is characteristic of the most self-actualized 

individuals and which is manifested in peak experiences. 

The peaks, though, are said to be resisted by undeveloped 

individuals, in whom there is a fear of awe and the dis

orientation which can lead to feelings of weakness and in

adequacy. It is as if there is a denying of one's best 

side, finest impulses, highest potentialities and creativity, 

while in healthy individuals, whose perceptions and experi

ences are no longer held in check by needs, fears and defi

ciency, there is an open receptivity to the higher states. 

Maslow sees the peak experiences as moments in which in

dividuals are functioning most as their real selves. The 

ecstatic's true inner identity, an idiosyncratic constella

tion, is said to be most highly realized during peaks. 

-In "Peak Experiences as Acute Identity Experiences" 

(1961a) Maslow presents a number of features of the individ

ual during peaks which serve to illustrate the role of peaks 

in development. First the person, during ecstasy, feels 

more integrated and unified than at other times. There is 
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less of a split between the observing self and the real self. 

The system is more synergic. Second, fusion with the world 

is facilitated. For example, lovers become fused with each 

other, and the creative artist merges identities with his 

work. Third, the peaker feels himself to be at the peak of 

his power, using all his capacities to their best and fullest. 

He is more intelligent, stronger, more graceful. Fourth, 

striving, working and all forms of effort drop out and the 

experience "comes of itself." Fifth, he feels himself to be 

the responsible, creating center of his actions and percep

tions. He is less passive, helpless, and dependent. Sixth, 

he acquires true feelings of worth and self-acceptance. He 

is more free of blocks, inhibitions, cautions, doubts, fears, 

controls, reservations and self-criticism. Seventh, he is 

more spontaneous and expressive, more natural and freely 

flowing. Eighth, in peaks, the individual is more creative. 

His cognition and behavior can now flow and mold themselves 

in a flexible way. Ninth, the individual is at a peak of 

uniqueness, individuality or idiosyncracy. If all people 

are different, they are most so during peak experiences. 

Tenth, the individual is here-now, most free of the past and 

future, most "all there" in the experience. He does not 

compare the experience with others like it in the past, and 

is acutely aware of the present situation. Eleventh, the 

person becomes more a pure psyche and less a "thing-of-the-

world" living under the laws of the world. That is, he 
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becomes governed by intra-psychic laws, rather than the laws 

of external reality. Perception takes the form of letting-

be. Twelfth, the person becomes non-needing and non-

striving. He is unmotivated, expecially in terms of the 

deficiency needs. Finally, the forms of expression and com

munication become poetic or rhapsodic, as if this were the 

natural language of ecstasy, and the experience has a uni

tary quality or an aspect of completeness unto itself. 

In general, it seems that existing knowledge con

cerning the ecstatic state is extremely limited. The vast 

majority of psychological research has paid no attention to 

it, and it has been given recognition only insofar as it 

relates to the pathological manic state, the electrical 

stimulation of certain areas of the brain, and certain vari

eties of religious experience. It is indeed surprising, to 

say the least, that the highest, most pleasurable form of 

human experience has been so thoroughly ignored by students 

of human functioning, while there are thousands of publica

tions on such undesirable states as anxiety and depression. 

For these latter states, there exists an abundant framework 

for considering causes, forms of the experience, underlying 

processes, triggers and neurological bases. For ecstasy, 

there is not yet a viable typology and, at a lower level, 

there is no language for describing the phenomenon. Sub

jects frequently report the experience to be ineffable, and 

are reduced to the use of vague metaphors in their efforts 



63 

to communicate the experience. One need, then, is for con

tinued efforts of the present type, in order to determine, 

across a wide range of subjects, exactly what types of ex

periences are to be found within the rubric of ecstasy. In 

this vein, the themes derived herein, as well as those of 

Laski and Mas low, provide some important leads regarding the 

basic components of ecstatic states, but are by no means 

definitive. A second major need involves the insertion of 

ecstatic experiences into the context of personal function

ing. The question is: "What is the relationship of such ex

periences to various personal modes of functioning?" Another 

direction might be the exploration of the basic parameters 

of ecstasy. Presently, nothing is known of the relation

ship of ecstasy to such variables as age, sex, ethnic back

ground and education. 

In spite of the overwhelming lack of evidence and 

basic, Linnean conceptualization, certain conclusions can be 

drawn at the present time. First, it is clear that there is 

in fact, a basic, widely recognized and widely experienced 

state known as ecstasy. Laski, Maslow and the present writer 

are in apparent agreement that virtually everyone has had at 

least one such experience, and Mas low goes so far as to say 

that all individual reports are but variants of one basic, 

unitary underlying constellation. Ecstasy, then, is at 

least as definite an experience as depression, and forms a 

clear, real class of phenomenal events. Second, the 
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experience seems most difficult to describe. Laski and 

Maslow both recognize this fact, and, in the present study, 

about one-fifth of the subjects explicitly acknowledged 

difficulties in reporting their experiences. P.elatedly, the 

most frequent content theme, body, conveyed no experiential 

content beyond the physical level, metaphors were used with 

great regularity, and the second most common theme, well 

being, consisted almost exclusively of reports of vague, 

non-specific positive affect. Third, there appears to be an 

extremely wide range of trigger-events, as well as great 

variability within the expressions generated. The former 

varies from sexual contact to surfing to meeting the Holy 

Spirit, the latter from the very comprehensible "butterfly 

stomach" to the almost incomprehensible "head bigger than 

a watermelon." Finally, from a psychological point of view, 

ecstasy appears to be a respondent with extremely positive 

conscious correlates, which is quite important develop-

mentally. It can serve as a form of lighthouse, shining 

clearly over millions of lesser experiences over years of 

time. To Maslow, it is a moment of functioning at the 

healthiest, most actualized level. As a developmental peak, 

it represents functioning beyond need-reduction, in a manner 

such that the experience is singularly an end, a complete 

gestalt, rather than a means or a negative affect. It re

flects the highest, if the least studied, potentialities of 

the individual. 



APPENDIX 1 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

Age 

Ma le Fema le 

Psychologists have given much attention, in research 
and theory, to such experiences as depression, anxiety, 
guilt, etc. This questionnaire deals with an experience 
which is very seldom discussed and less often studied. This 
is the ecstatic experience, or, simply, ecstasy. The fol
lowing questions are designed to be easy-to-answer and will 
provide the researcher with material that no one seems to 
have collected before. Your cooperation is greatly ap
preciated. 

1. Ecstasy means many things to different individuals. It 
sometimes refers to very intense positive feeling, re
ligious experiences, aesthetic experiences in nature, 
drug experiences, patriotic feelings, orgasm, meditation 
experiences, childbirth experiences, the feeling of 
being on a winning team, etc. If you have ever felt 
ecstatic, you may feel that it is a state somehow apart 
from or above such experiences as joy, bliss or rapture. 
If you have ever felt ecstatic, or experienced ecstasy, 
please describe briefly what it was like. If you have 
felt this way, or similarly, on different occasions, 
please say something about the types of experiences 
you have had. 

In describing your experiences, bear in mind that no 
one but you knows exactly what it was like. Try, in 
your answer, to talk with as much completeness as pos
sible about what it felt like. Do not spend all of 
your time describing what happened first, second, etc. 
Try, instead, to recall as much as possible of what you 
were aware of during the ecstasy—no matter how brief 
it might have been or how hard it might be to find words. 

65 
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2. Be sure to mention the factors which come before your 
experience of ecstasy and the changes, feelings, etc., 
following it. 
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