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Abstract

William James and Rudolf Otto offer two distinct yet complementary approaches to religious experience. James, adopting
a psychological perspective, emphasizes the subjective and functional dimensions of religious experience, whereas Otto,
through a phenomenological-theological approach, focuses on its objective and content-based aspects. This study
examines the views of James and Otto on religious experience using a descriptive—analytical method. Its primary aim is
to compare these two approaches and to clarify their respective epistemological and methodological foundations. James
approaches religious experience through an empirical-psychological framework, highlighting its psychological and
epistemic functions. Otto, by contrast, stresses the “non-rational” and “immediate” dimension of experience through the
concept of the numinous. The study seeks to: 1) identify points of convergence between the two thinkers, 2) uncover their
epistemological and methodological divergences, and 3) highlight the innovative contributions of each approach to
contemporary studies of religious experience. The findings suggest that the perspectives of James and Otto are
complementary. Their combined framework offers a comprehensive model in which religious experience is understood
as both a psychological and a theological event—one that transforms human consciousness (James) and constitutes a
direct encounter with the sacred (Otto).
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Introduction

Rudolf Otto introduces religious experience as an encounter with an awe-inspiring and fascinating mystery, characterized
by feelings of fear, reverence, wonder, and attraction toward the sacred. William James, on the other hand, understands
religious experience as an internal and individual phenomenon that can bring about profound transformations in a person’s
life.

The central question of this article is: to what extent and in what way can the methodological perspectives of James
and Otto be combined to achieve a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of religious experience? This research
is significant because it bridges the gap between the empirical psychology of religion (represented by James) and
phenomenological studies of the sacred (represented by Otto).
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Previous studies have largely examined these two thinkers independently. Works such as Religious Experience and
the Essence of Religion (Ghaeminia, 2002) and several articles on James and Otto have addressed their views
descriptively. However, a systematic comparative analysis of their methodologies and epistemological assumptions
remains largely unexplored.

Materials and Methods

This research adopts an analytical-comparative approach. Rather than merely juxtaposing concepts, it seeks to explain
scientifically the similarities, differences, and the potential integration of the two perspectives. Religious experience is
analyzed at foundational levels, including ontology, epistemology, perception, and justification. The comparison is based
on a systematic examination of the theoretical structures underlying both thinkers’ approaches.

a) Psychological and Functional Dimension (William James)

For James, religious experience is a form of “inner reality” that shapes personal identity and moral character. The
value of such experience lies in its “practical fruits,” including psychological peace, ethical motivation, and a sense of
belonging to a greater whole. Religious experience, in this view, contributes primarily to individual coherence and inner
harmony.

b) Phenomenological and Sacred Dimension (Rudolf Otto)

Otto interprets religious experience as an encounter with the numinous: a unique experience of mystery, fear, and
fascination that cannot be reduced to ordinary psychological states. The sacred represents a transcendent reality that
confronts human consciousness. From this perspective, religion is not merely a response to psychological needs, but a
reaction to an objective and wholly other reality.

Research Findings

William James and Rudolf Otto can be understood as representing two complementary poles in the study of religious
experience. James situates experience within a pragmatic and psychological framework, while Otto situates it within a
sacred and phenomenological horizon.

The findings of the study indicate that religious experience can be interpreted on multiple interconnected levels:

1. Psychological-functional level (James): explains how religious experience transforms individuals and influences
moral and emotional life.

2. Sacred-phenomenological level (Otto): explains why religious experience possesses a unique and irreducible
quality distinct from ordinary human experiences.

3. Integrative level: views religious experience as both a psychological transformation and a sacred encounter—an
event that affects consciousness while opening a transcendent horizon.

A comparative analysis reveals that religious experience must be understood simultaneously as a practical
psychological phenomenon and as a manifestation of the sacred. Otto’s concept of the sacred, when combined with
James’s emphasis on practical outcomes, results in a model that integrates spiritual depth with ethical and existential
transformation.

Discussion of Results and Conclusions

For both James and Otto, religious experience constitutes a fundamental source of existential transformation. Both
emphasize individual experience as primary and reject purely rationalistic or reductionist interpretations of religion.
However, they differ in explanatory focus. James, through an empirical-psychological and pragmatist lens, highlights
diversity of experience and practical consequences. Otto, by contrast, emphasizes the ontological reality of the sacred and
the irreducible character of the numinous.

In Otto’s view, religious experience precedes and grounds religion itself, whereas in James’s framework,
psychological experience precedes religious institutions and beliefs. Both thinkers regard reason as necessary but
insufficient: reason interprets and evaluates experience but does not generate it.

Together, these perspectives suggest an epistemological model in which religious experience operates on two
complementary levels: practical truth (James) and sacred truth (Otto). Religious experience is thus both a psychological
phenomenon and a metaphysical encounter—an event that simultaneously transforms human consciousness and reveals
a transcendent reality.
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