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ABSTRACT
THOUGHT AND ACTION IN WILLIAI JAEKES
3y

Ziner S. Nisula

The purprose of this study 1is largely confined to an
analysis of Willian James's concept of experience. 1In expli-
cating the meaning of "experience, " nmost aspects of Jares's
pnilosophy are discussed: the philosophy of mind, the theory
of lnowledge, the nature of reality, and value theory, to
speakX 1n the broadest teris. In analyzing the nature of
thougnt, the structure of btelief, and numan action, for ex-
anple, the major focal point of this study is James's first,

and greatest, worl-~The Principles of Fsychology (1£90). It

is argued that Jares's later, more popular works can be bvetter
understoed in light of James's Principles. Furthermore, it is
the writer's vieiwr that James's philosophy is far more structured
than is generally supposed and that nany of the attacl's upon
James's characteristic doctrines are not Tfatal to his philo-
sopnical position.

Jaries wras, to use his own terms, totnh "tough-minded" and
"fender-mninded." Iis tough-mindedness, however, has been vir-
tually neglected. Tuls study endeavors to place James more
securely in the tradition of empirical science, whille at the
same time fully acknowledging nils tender-mindedness. His

psycho-relizgious interests have been widely written about
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elsewhere. No attempt is made here to add to that aspect of
James's thought and character.

In Chapter One, James's psychology 1s discussed from the
peint of view of the irpact of the theory of evolution upon
nis conception of intelligence and the role of thought in
human experience.

In Chapter Two, James's concept of mind as a “stream of
consclousness" is considered from the point of view of the
five characteristics of thought which he describes. Janes's
analysis of consciousness as a strear has had enormous influ-
ence in psychology, philosophy, literature, and educational
theory. The full import of his seninal ideas is just begin-
ning to be recognized.

In Chapter Three, the concept of experience is examined
in terms of tlie structure of belief. The primary source is,

again, the Principles. The nature of belief 1s also consid-

ered 1in light of James's theory of meaning and truth. His
doctrine of the "will" or "right".to believe is considered
only incidentally.

In Chapter Four, the nature of experience is defined in
aesthetlic terms. Unless Yexperience" is interpreted in con-
nection with particular, concrete, experience, it is vague
to the point of being virtually meaningless. In the fewest
words, an "aesthetlc experience" possesses form. Such exper-
iences are the ground of all learning and purposive action--

or, to use James's tern, "“reactive behavior."
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In Chapter Five, the last, James's educational theories
are considered: the "principles" of learning as well as the
nature and value of what is learned. However else hils
theories have been construed, an atterpt is made here to show
that in basic outlook, James's ains were not essentially dif-
ferent from the classical view of education for humanitas.

In his brief addresses and lectures on educational subjects,
Jares anticipated many of the problems that continue to face
us today. IIis "Ph. D. Octopus," for example, 1is very timely.

In his own tire, James was aclknowledged to be one of the
greatest intellectuals in Europe and America. But as impor-
tant as James was in his own time, the full import of his
teachings is Jjust beginning to be recognized in ours. Without
doubt, the figure of James shall once again dominate the in-
tellectual scene. For those who are interested in following
the course of Jamesian scholarship, an extensive bibliography

is included.
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INTRCDUCTION

To understand Willliam Jares requires sormething rore than
oper-mindedress ard intellectual acumen. s L. P. Jacks so
brilliantly ovt it, "it requires a dexree of imagination
sufficiert to carry us into a world where language conveys
a set of values certainly other, and perhavrs richer, than
are imrlied by the ordirary use of vphilosonhical terms."1
If one is to understand James, one rust approach him aes-
thetically, not analytically. Jares was impatient of logic-
chorping and dry, formal reasoning. 32ecause of this, sore
commentators have concluded that he was "at best 1little rore
than a hrilliant and slightly irresponsible amateur"2 in
vhilosophical matters. By terverament James mas an artist;
however, it was the problems of ren vhich preoccunied him as
a psycholoesist anrdi nhilosonher. In hringine us to understand
those nroblers, he rmakes us see ther in the same way that a
rsreat poet, lile Sovhocles, rakes us see life in dramatic
terms. And surely, Jares's vision of life is noble and
heroic and tragic in the classical sense. Perhaps for such
reasons as these, Willianm Barreﬁt has vointed out that it
1s more appropriate to speak of James as an existentialist
rather than a pras;matist.3 The question of how we are to

classify Jares ic not, however, very important. What really
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matters 1s whether or rot we understard him. And, as Jacl's
wrote, "We cannot refute him by hawling and pecl:ing at the
meaning of his words. We must penetrate to the moving spirit
of the whole, or zive it up."lL In the briefest terms, then,
the purpose of this work is to study the heart of James's
rhilosophy: to see and to feel what gives it perennial 1life
and lasting value.

James attempted to deal with the fundamental questions
of philosophy in terms of relatively few concepts. Perhaps
his most important single contribution was his concept of
experlience, Hils whole output as a psychologist and philos-
opher can be viewed as a set of variations on a single theme:

Experience. The purpose of this study is largely confined

to the analysis of James's concept of experience as it is
described to us with refererce to the nature of thought, the
formation of beliefs, and the conduct of 1life. In attempting
to unpack the meaning of "experience," we are inevitably led
into a discussion of most aspects of James's philosophy:

the philosophy of mind, the theory of knowledge, the nature
of reality, and value theory, to speak in the broadest ternms.
But the main purpose of this study is not to offer another
exposition of these several aspects of James's thought--i.e.,
to state his characteristic views on pragmatism, radical
empiricism, the will to belleve, religious experience, and

so on. Rather, the main purpose here is to analyze and
describe those 1deas which found expression in James's first,

and greatest worl,--The Principles of Psychology. To a great
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extent, the Principles is the foundation upon which James

bullt his philosophy. And without an awareness of the rela-

tionship between the Principles and his other works, one may

easlly believe that James'!s philosophy 1s bullt like a house
of cards: a random thing, without much structure or design,
vhich may fall with the first breath of criticism.

In Chapter One, James's psychology is discussed from the
point of view of the impact of the theory of evolution upon
his conception of intelligence and the role of thought in
human experience. For James, mind or intelligence is 'a
fighter for ends." All thought 1s for the sake of actilon.
It is goal-orliented and value-centered.

In Chapter Two, the concept of experience 1s examined
with reference to James's analysis of the five characteristics
of the stream of consciousness. In exploring the nature of
consciousness, James anticipated many of his later, more
characteristic, doctrines--e.g., his pragmatic theory of
meaning, and his radical empiricism. Either directly or in-
directly, James's account of the "mental life'" has permeated
and given shape to the views of countless others. For
example, in literature, his views have influenced the stream
of consclousness "movement" associated with James Joyce and
others. In educational theory, hils views have had an
enormous impact on the thinking of men like Dewey, Kill-
patrick, Rugg, and such movements as "the child-centered
school" and "progressive education." In psychology, Thorn-

dike and MacDougall, to mention but two writers, are deeply
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Indebted to James. His influence upon gestalt psychologists
is just beginning to be appreciated. In philosophy, his
influence upon phenomenology and existentialism has received
considerable attention recently. Most of the insights and
problems which have given rise to this flurry of new interest
can be traced to James's analysis of the stream of con-
sciousness.,

In Chapter Three, the concept of exverlence 1is examined
with reference to the nature or structure of belief. The

primary source is, again, James's Principles of Psychology.

lany of the difficulties which have occupied scholars for
decades concerning James's "irill to believe,'" perhaps could
have been avolded had his doctrine of btelief been examined
from the point of view of his earller statement in the
Principles. A btelief, for James, 1s a plan for action, a
"set," or disposition to behave in a given way appropriate
to the exigencies of the situation. lany beliefs may be
construed in terms of habits. Other beliefs are the product
of intelligent design and consclous volition. However,
unless one is prevared to act in some appropriate way with
reference to a gliven situation, he may be said not to be-
lieve anything in particular. The meaning of any statement,
1s construed in terms of the way that one 1is prepared to act.
The "truth" of a statement depends upon whether or not our
expectations in a given case are satisfied. Because James's
theory of meaning and truth has been the source of much

misunderstanding, a careful attempt is made to examine his
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views in light of his empiricism. This side of James--his
"tough-mindedness"--has been virtually neglected. he
endeavor of this study is to place James's theory of belief
--and so his theory of meanineg and truth as well--more
securely in the tradition of empirical science. His psycho-
religious interests have been widely written about elsewhere.
Yo attempt is made here to add to that aspect of James's
thought and character.

In Chapter Four, the nature of experience is defined
in aesthetic terrs. Unless "experience" is interpreted in
connection with particular exreriences, 1t 1is vague to the
voint of being virtually reaningless. When James writes
about experience, he often writes of "pure experience."
This is his term for that elusive, ineffable, 'neutral stuff"
out of which an experience 1s realized. "Pure experilence"
is a metaphysical concevt which names nothing in particular.
What makes learning possible, is having particular, concrete
experiences. And svch exlerierces arc characterictically
"aesthetic experilences,"--that 1s, they possess form. Only

then raw experience talies shape in sore mind as an exverience,

is it possible to learn anything.

In the last chapter, we consider James's educational
theories: the "principles" of learning as well as the nature
and value of what is learned. James attempted to feach a
wide audience of teachers and laymen. Consequently, his
popular lectures and addresses are written in easy, familiar

language with everyday examples. While no one could fail to
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be inspired by James's presentation, we cannot be at all
sure that he was universally understood. James's philosophy
of education is in the tradition of individualism and roman-
ticism. He extols the virtues of human effort and great
achievement. 1In basic outlool7, his aims were not different
from the classical view of education for humanitas. For
James, the highest aim of education is human excellence in
all things. In more concrete terms, the aim of education
is to be able to recognize a good man when you see him; and
to be able to help yourself out of a new situation when con-
fronted by a probdlem.

When one reads James, one is struck with the impression
that hils works are timeless. Even in those passages in his

Principles where he has been shown to be wrong, he had some-

thing important to say. He gave us a new way of looking at
things. As John J. l'cDermott has written, "With James, the
philosorhical enterprise begins anew, for if one is imbued
with his viewpoint, nothing is seen in quite the same way
again."5 If this present study succeeds in its alms, one
should see James in a different light.

In his ovm time, James was regarded as the representative
American philosopher. He was acknowledged to be one of the
greatest intellectuals that America has produced. The period
in which he lived has even been characterized as the "Era of

6

William James." But as important as James was in his own

time, the full irvort of his teachings is Just beginninz to
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be realized in ours. Without doubt, the figure of Jamrmes
shall once again dominate the intellectual scene. Our only

regret 1s that James the man will no longer walk among us.



CHAPTER I
JAMES'S PSYCHOLOGY OF EXPERIENCE

In 1890, at the age of forty-eight, William James

published his epoch-making work, The Principles of Psych-
1

Bursting upon the world like a volcanlc explosion,
2

ology.
it was immediately hailed as a work of great magnitude.

On the occasion of the centenary of James's birth, John

Dewey compared it to Locke's Essay Concerning Human Under-

standing and Hume's Treatlise Concerning Human Nature.3
After more than half a century the Principles is still

recognized as a classic. It has even been suggested that
it be required study every five years for every teacher in

America.u But, sadly, like many classics, the Principles

is frequently mentioned, but seldom read in its entirety.
Soon after its publication, James wrote a briefer, one-
volume version, which became a standard text for students
in psychology.5 (And who will read 1400 pages of small
print when he can "get by" with 400 instead!) Later, he
expressed some of his ideas in a serles of popular lectures,
which were subsequently published in his Talks to Teachers.6
James's thought was nurtured in the dynamic milieu of
evolutionary theory.7 To Americans busy taming a wilder-

ness and forging a new nation, the idea of the survival of

8
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the fittest had a true and clear ring. The belief in the
ability of the individual to care for himself and shape
his own destiny was an unquestioned assumption of the
typlical American of the mid-nineteenth century. A deep-
rooted faith in individualism and an unshakable bellef 1in
progress were supreme values which marked the careers of
men and fashioned the course of American life from its be-
ginning.8

Evolutionary theory did not, however, spring full-
blown from the mind of Charles Darwin. Prior to the 19th
century, blological concepts of evolution were advanced by
Buffon, Lamarck, and Erasmus Darwin, the grandfather of
Charles. Some form of evolutionism can even be found as
far back as the Greeks. Anaximander (c. 610-545), for
example, held the view that living things came into being
through vapors raised by the sun, and that man evolved from
more elementary animal forms.9 Implicit in Christian belief
is a doctrine of spiritual growth or perfectionism. During
the 17th and 18th centuries, philosophers wrote of the con-
tinual progress of mankind through social and cultural
change.lo In Darwin's time, before the actual publication

of his Origin of Specles, Herbert Spencer was applying evo-

lutionary principles to all aspects of life in the universe,
thus earning for himself the title "phllosopher of evolu-
tion." What was for Darwin only a biological theory, became
in Spencer's philosophy a metaphysical theory of progress
with applications in biology, psychology, sociology, and
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other areas. Its usefulness as a principle of explanation
was limited only by what Spencer called the unknowable.

Like others of his time, Darwin accepted a basic
belief in social progress and shared in the general opti-
mism of the period. But Darwin's scientific contribution
was of a different order. His theory was limited to an ex-
rlanation of the origin of snecies.11 James read Darwin's
work and admired him as a model scientist.l? But it was
primarily the work of Spencer which directly influenced

James most.13 Briefly, then, James's Principles of Psych-

ology was a powerful attempt to apply the concepts of evolu-
tionary theory as he understood them to the study of the mind.
And central to his evolutionary account 1is his view that the
essence or nature of consclousness lies in its purposiveness:
it 1s pre-eminently value-centered and goal-oriented. MNind,
in short, has 1nterests.14
James's evolutionary theory of mind, however, stands in

marked contrast to the views of Spencer, according to which

mind is one of the most important faculties of adjustment

in an organism's struggle for survival. Spencer defined the
very essence of life as "the adjustment of inner to outer
relations."15 And by this definition, he also meant to

cover the entire process of mental evolution. But Spencer's
theory was attacked by James as too passive and mechanical.16
According to James, mental activity as "mere correspondence
with the outer world is a notion on which it is wholly

impossible to base a definition of mental action,"1? He
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argued that Spencer's definition, to mean anything at all,
must be re-written as follows: "Right or intelligent mental
action consists in the establishment, corresponding to out-
ward relations, of such inward relations and reactions as
will favor the survival of the thinker, or, at least, his
prhysical well-being."18 Such a definition, according to
James, is not only more precise, but it is also "frankly
teleological" (emrhasis added).l9
I, for my part, cannot escape the consid-

eration, forced upon me at every turn, that the

knower is not simply a mirror floating with no

foot-hold anywhere, and passively reflecting an

order that he comes upon and finds simply exlisting.

The knower is an actor, and co-efficient of truth

on one side, whilst on the other he registers

the truth which he helps to create. Mental inter-

ests, hypotheses, postulates, so far as they are

bases for human action--action which to a great

extent transforms the world--help to make the

truth which they declare. In other words, there

belongs to mind, Srom its birth upward, a spon-

taneity, a vote.?2

According to James, the pursuit of ends and the choice
of means for their attainment are "the mark and criterion of
mentality in a phenomenon."21 Presumably, any phenomenon
showing evidence of deliberate behavior toward some goal
would, at least in some minimal sense, manifest intelligence
or mind. The problems suggested by James's criteria for the
presence of mentality in a phenomenon are largely defini-
tional in character. But one thing, at least, 1s clear:
wherever there is (a) an end or purpose toward which an
object moves, and (b) signs of deliberative choice of means

productive of that end, then the phenomenon in question has
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intelligence or exhibits mentality. However, while the
presence of some end is a necessary condition for deciding
whether a given object exhibits mentality, the teleological
criterion alone is not sufficlent, or even, perhaps, funda-
mental. For depending upon how one is to define "Yend,*"
it 1s possible to show some end without necessarily imply-
ing any choice of means to that end.?2 To the extent that
we behave purposively, the ends which mark us as intelli-
gent creatures must be our ends, which we freely choose, and
which cholces could have been different. For having a choice
implies having alternatives from which to choose. And
having alternatives in turn implies having ends in mind.
lFaking choices, then, seems to be the more fundamental cri-
terion. For having a choice implies an end, but having an
end does not necessarily imply having a choice.

The import of James's teleological requirement for
mentality in a phenomenon is not then merely that there
should be ends toward which our consclous activity leads.

It has to Ao, rathar, with the question of freedom to choose

ends in terms of our own interests. For in acting delib-

erately toward ends of my own choosing, I not only exhibit

intelligence, but I exercise freedom as well. Where I am

not free, then I am reduced to something like a machine--

an agutomaton whose purpose it may be to carry out the will

of some other intelligent being, perhaps the Cosmos 1tself .23
Historically, James's theory of mind is known as func-

tionalism. Mot only does mind have a vote, but consciousness
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seems to be "a fighter for ends."zu The function of con-

sciousness is to select purposes toward which an organism
can direct its energies.25 In a purely mechanical world
there are no real ends. It 1s only with the introduction
of consclousness at some point in evolutionary time that
ends appear in the world; for consciousness 1= not merely
a passive faculty which enables the organism to ad just to
its environment. It 1s an instrument for effecting changes
in the environment which make the world more conducive to
the realization of 1its ends.

Most classic studies in the philosophy of mind begin
with an analysis of Ideas or "thoughts" in terms of their
atomic constituents.26 They usually begin with simple, un-
analyzable sensations, much like a house 1is bullt by "the
agglutination of bricks."27 Whereas such methods have the
advantage of moving clearly from simple sensations to com-
plex mental phenomena, James holds, nevertheless, that they
commit us from the start to a theory that 1s questionable,
namely, that "higher" states of consclousness are compounds
of units.28 James argues to the contrary that no one has
ever had a simple sensation by itself. What we usually
take to be a simple sensation i1s the result of subsequent
analyses based upon selective attention. From the moment
we are born, we confront "a teeming multiplicity of objects
and relations."29 Our dawning awareness already finds

itself in medlias res. Assalled by eyes, ears, nose, skin,

and entralls at once, the new-born babe feels it all as
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"one great bPlooming, buzzing, confusion.“30 His body is the

nucleus or center around which the neutral stuff of exper-

lence flows.J5l And from that moment on, he attends to
aspects of that stuff and identifiles them as things in his
world.

In the first sentence of his great work, James defines
the scope of psychology in the following way: "Psychology
i1s the Science of I‘ental Life, both of its phenomena and of
their conditions."32 rental phenomena include such things
as "feelings, desires, cognitions, reasonings, decisions,
and the 1like."33 James is anxious to admit into his theory
of mind only those phenomena that can be directly experienced
and observed. Hence, unlike Scholastic or Common-sense
theories, which begin by postulating some simple entity--
e.g., & Soul or Nind--B”that has so many "facultative mani-
festations" which order experience and account for things,
James begins with a description of the immediate data of
consciousness as they appear in experience. Moreover, since
mental phenomena refer to things beyond themselves,35 any
description of the mental 1life must include some account of
the world of objects which appear in consclous experience.

The conditions of mental life, the second part of James's

definition of Psychology, refer to physical or bodily condi-
tions. In particular, to the physiology and functions of
the brain. According to James, physical experliences, long
neglected by "spiritualistic" or "intellectualistic™"

psychologles, must be recognized as among those conditions
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which support, alter, or "lead to" mental activity.36 James
here adopts an interactlonist account of mind which inter-

prets body- and mental-states as co-determinants or "part-

ners" in experience.37

According to James, the study of mind must begin from
within. Anyone interested in the fullness of the mental
life will proceed with those facts with which he is most
intimately acquainted, namely, his owm thoughts and feelings.
Hence one must rely "first and foremost and always" on the
method of introspective observation.38 When one looks into

his ovm mind what he finds are states of consciousness.

The existence of such states, in a world where most other
facts have "tottered in the breath of philosophical doubt,"
has never been questioned by any critic, however sceptical

he may have been in other respects.39 Everyone believes

that he can feel himself thinking, and that he can distin-
guish his mental states an inward activity from those objects
external to him which he thinks about. This bellef is "the

most fundamental of all the postulates of Psychologx."uo

Briefly, then, the first fact for psychology is that thinking
of some sort goes on."Pl The experiencing Self 1is placed in
the midst of the flux of things in which the fullness of
consclous life is taken as the immediate datum for psychol-
oglical inquiry.

While the concept of experience has long been recog-
nized as fundamental to James's position, the nature of

experience, and so of reality as well, has not been adequately

1
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understood. In the hands of well-meaning enthusiasts and
followers, James's ideas were often distorted or reduced

to mere sloga.ns.'+2

In recent years, however, James has been
enjoying a fresh examination, largely encouraged by con-
temporary developments in European philosophy. His place

in the history of philosophy and psychology is being re-
evaluated. It 1s already clear that most of the views which
he later developed in his popular philosophical lectures
were already anticlipated in his great work in psychology,
and in some earlier papers which were later incorporated
into it. The "stream of consciousness"43 is perhaps the
most fundamental concept in hils psychology, as well as the
most famous metaphor. While, for example, the chapter on
"Habit"hu has enjoyed a far greater audience, James's dis-
cussion of the mental life as a stream of thought has more
profound implications for contemporary philosophy, psychology,
and educational theory. In Chapter 2, we shall analyze
James's concept of mind as a stream and endeavor to show how
in his new account of experience the knower and the known
come together in a world that is neither objective nor sub-
Jective but "conceptive'--a radical new world which is,

quite literally, meaningful.




CH.FTER II
THE STREAN CF CCNMSCICUSNESS

In his deccription of the mental life, Jares dictin-
sviches five characteristics of the strear of oonsciousress:1

1) Every thouvuzht tends to be part of a versoral cor-
scioveness.

2) Within each nersonal consclovsness thousht 1is alvays
changing.

3) Withir eacr versoral consciousness thought 1is ser-
sibly cortinuovus.

L) It always appears to deal with objects indenerdent
of 1itself,.

5) It is interested ir csome narts of these obhjects %o
the exclvsion of others, and 'relcomes or rejects--
chooses fror arong them, in a word--all the vhile.’

)]

o

Iet vz consider each of these characteristics in turn.

Tirst, thouvzhts are essertially rrivate. Wiereas 1we are
directly acqurainted with ovr own thouvchts ard feelinrms, orly
by inference can we Yrow ab®ovt mertal states ir others.

Thonents helonz to sorme persoral consciocusness whiich ours

them.3 "In this room==this lecture-rcor, say--there are g

nmnultitude of thouszhts, yours and nire. . . . l'Thether arvihere
in the room there e a mere thouvght, vhich is nobody's thouxht
Te have no means of ascertailring, for we have ro erperierce of

ite 1ile. The only states of conscilousrness that e naturally

17
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deal with are found in personal consciousness, minds, selves,
concrete particular I's and you's."u

James's emphasis on thoughts "belorgirg" £o some personal
consciousness or Self has to do with the notion of privacy,
not property. Each "mind" has its own thoughts; but it keeps
them, necessarily, to itself. I know my mind directly, and
you know yours. But neither of us can know the other's mind
in the way that we know our own. I cannot inspect your mind,
nor you mine. The "gap" between minds 1s the most absolute
gap in nature: "Absolute insulation, irreducible pluralism,
is the law."5 On these terms, then, it is the Self-as-thinker
that is the ultimate datum. Not thought or feeling abstractly
conceived. The ultimate fact for psychology is the almost-
Carteslan "I think" and "I f‘eel."6

We might well ask at this point how communication between
"thought-systems" (personal consciousnesses) 1s possible if
it is true, and James certainly thinks so, that such systems
are absolutely insulated. Are we not bound to the immediacy
and privacy of our own thoughts and sensations? May it not
be the case that all we can know are our own thoughts? Am I
not, in fact, absolutely alone in an ever-changing world
which happens to be my thought-of-the-moment, my present
experience?7 Such questions are not merely rhetorical. They
are quite central to a number of important problems. However,
before we can attempt to consider them, we must first turn to
the second aspect of thought, namely, that thought is in con-

stant flux or change. Thought flows.
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When James says that thousght 1is always changing, he

wants 1t understood that he does not mean that a given state
of consciousness 1is without duration or "shape" or its own.
Rather, he means that no state of consciousness can make a
second appearance before the mind, so to speak, in identi-
cally the same shape it possessed initially. Time and
change--experience, in short--make a difference. Thoughts
mellow, change their character, blend with one another,

take on greater interest, or become less interesting. The
change which James has in view is that which takes place in
sensible intervals of time. And the result on which he lays

stress 1s that no state once gone can recur and be identical

with what it was before.8 What 1s, or may be experlenced

more than once, is the same object: "We hear the same note
over and over again; we see the same guality of green or
smell the same obJjective perfume, or experience the same
species of pain. The realities, concrete and abstract,
physical and ideal, whose permanent exlistence we bellieve in,
seem to be constantly coming up again before our thought,
and lead us, in our carelessness, to suppose that our
'ideas' of them are the same ideas."’

If we were to attend to the matter carefully, we would

see that our experiences are never the same, although objects

of consciousness may remain identical over an indefinite
period of time. That this 1s the case may be seen in the
fact that we never have pure, absolute sensations. That is,

we can never experience a sensatlon by itself. Sensations
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are always experienced in clusters, in relation to other
sensations. For example, when everything 1s dark a grayish
object appears white, and when everything is light a grayish
object appears dark. We feel things differently depending
on whether we are sleepy or wide awake, hungry or full,
tired or rested, hot or cold, and above all, according to
James, we feel things differently in childhood, manhood,
and old age.lo Briefly, then, object-experience vary as the
contexts in which experiences of objects change. And to the
extent that object-experiences change, our ideas of what the
world is like also change. In James's inimitable language,
"A permanently existing 'idea' or 'Vorstellung' which makes

1ts appearance before the footlights of consciousness at

periodical intervals, is as mythological an entity as the
nll

Jack of Spades (James's emphasis).

James's argument for the view that object-experiences
are never the same rests on another assumption, based upon
physiology: "Every thought we have of a given fact 1is,
strictly speaking, unique, and only bears a resemblance of
kind with our other thoughts of the same fact. When the
identical fact recurs, we must think of it in a fresh manner,
see 1t under a somewhat different angle, apprehend in in
different relations from those in which it last appeared.

And the thought by which we cognize it 1s the thought of it-
in-those-relations, a thought suffused with the consciousness
of all that dim context."l2 In short, according to James,

every object-experience corresponds to some modification in
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the brain. For an identical object-experience to recur, it

would have to occur the second time in an unmodified brain.13

But, says James, this is a physiological impossibility.
Therefore, an unmodified object-experience is also an im-
possibility.lu

Given such a state-of-affairs, what of the notion of
personal identity? How 1is it that a personal consclousness
can know itself if, by hypothesis, no two states of con-
sciousness are ever the same? On James's interpretation,

what sense does it make to even suppose that the "real"

Self is anything but my present state of mind? The answer
would probably be "No sense": However, thls would be so
only where we reduce thought to immediate sensation and then
sensation to some simple, elementary, atomistic feeling-
state.15 As we have seen, sensations do not come to us pure
and simple. They come in bundles combined into "things."

And while a given experience as a whole 1s always different

from any other experience, it does not follow that all of

the ingredients of a given experience are necessarily differ-
ent from all of the ingredients of another (perhaps similar)
experience. NMany of them may be the same. If it were the
case that every experience was absolutely unique--i.e., that
between two experlences there were no common characteris-
tics--then 1t would make no sense to even talk about two
experlences being similar. But not only do we talk sensibly
about similar experiences, we live through them. For example,

while, strictly speaking, I am a different person today than
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I was yesterda.y.16

I am not a totally different person. I
wake up and prepare to do what I had planned the day before.
My past has not changed, it is only belng added to. It is

I who go to court to face criminal charges for a crime I

committed weeks before, and it is the same I, viz., myself,

who expects punishment if found guilty and convicted. And
so on. In short, I connect my past states with my present
states and experience them as continuous with one another.

It has already been sald that James held the view that
the gap between personal consclilousnesses was the most abso-
lute gap in nature. For whereas I know my own mind directly,
I can only know about your mind indirectly. I can never feel
your thoughts or states of consciousness as I can feel my
own. In a celebrated passage, James said:

When Paul and Peter wake up in the same bed,
and recognize that they have been asleep, each one
of them mentally reaches back and makes connection
with but one of the two streamsz of thought which
were broken by the sleeping hours. As the current
of an electrode buried in the ground unerringly
finds its way to its own similarly buried mate,
across no matter how much intervening earth; so
Peter's present instantly finds out Petert!s past,
and never by mistake knits itself on to that of
Paul. Paul's thought in turn is as little liable
to go astray. The past thought of Peter is appro-
priated by the present Peter alone. He may have
a knowledge, and a correct one too, of what Paul's
last drowsy states of mind were as he sank into
sleep, but it 1is an entirely different sort of
knowledge from that which he has of his own last
states. He remembers his own states, whilst he
only conceives Paulls. Remembrance is like direct
feeling; its object is suffused with a warmth and
intimacy to which no object of mere conception
ever attains. . . . This community of self is
what the time-gap cannot break in twain, and 1is
why a presen’, thought, although not ignorant of
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the tirme-gap, can still regard itself as contin-
vous with certain chosen portions of the past.

Consclousness, then, does not appear to
itself choovped up in bits. Such words as 'chain!
or 'train' do not describe it fitly as it pre-
sents 1tself in the first instance. It is
nothing Jointed; it flows. A 'river!' or 'stream!
are the metaphors by which it 1is most naturally
described. In talking of 1t hereafter, let us
call it the stream of thought, of consciousness,
or of subjective life.t’

In the strictest sense, then, two minds can never l1ldentify
with each other.18 They can never enjoy an intimate rela-
tionship In the sense of being directly acquainted. For no
mind can be looked-into from without. Each lives in the
private world of its own experience.

In consciousness, thoughts flow and appear to be con-
tinuous. James defines "continuous" as that which is without
breach, crack, or division.l? Given this definition, how
does i1t bear upon the proposition that thought 1is sensibly
continuous?20 Descartes, for example, also held that thought
is continuous. Further, he even believed that if thought
were to cease for a moment, the soul would also cease to
exist: ergo, for Descartes, thought never takes a holiday.21
But does James mean to imply, like Descartes, that we are
always conscious, or that there 1is never a time when thought
stors, to take up again at some later time? No, on the con-
trary. James holds that breaches in consclousness do occur,
In some cases we may not be aware of such gaps, but in others
we may. In those cases where we do not feel gapsf-for
example, in states of unconsciousness brought about by blows

on the head--, consclousness simply picks up where it left
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off without any inkling of what transpired during its
absence. But there are other experiences which Qréate real
interruptions and which we feel as such; for example, a loud
explosion breaking the evening calm, or a sudden shock.
Experlences in which there seems to be a separateness of
"parts” or "links" and which words like "chain'" or "train"
seem to describe naturally. How then are such experiences
accounted for by the concept of conscilousness as an unbroken
stream?

In order to answer the question, one must keep in mind
the distinction tetween thoughts and the things which are
thought about. Things are discrete and discontinuous:
first there 1s the calm, and then there 1s the loud explo-
sion. 3But the contrast 1s not experienced as a break in the
stream of thought any more than the calm/explosion is a break
in the time-=flow in which they occur. James says:

A silence may be broken by a thunder-clap,

and we may be so stunned and confused for a

moment by the shock as to give no instant account

to ourselves of what has happened. But that

very confusion is a mental state, and a state

that passes us straight over from the silence to

the sound. The transition between the thought

of one object and the thought of another 1is no

more a break in the thought than a joint in a

bamboo is a break in the wood. It is a part of

the consciousness ag much as the joint is a
part of the hamboo. 2

Only after superficial introspection would we report that we
heard a thunder-clap. A deeper examination would reveal not
only an awareness of the thunder, but also an awareness of

the calm which came before. What we hear when the thunder
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breaks i1s not thunder-all-by-itself, but "thunder-breaking-
upon-s11ence-and-contrast1ng-with~it."23 And this experience
would be quite different from an awareness of another exper-
ience in which the same objective thunder was but a continu-
ation of previous thunder. 3Briefly, then, our awareness of
a given phenomenon is conditioned by our awareness of its
antecedents., But temporal antecedents are not the only
factors which enter into our awareness. For, according to
James, we have some awareness, however slight, of our own
body--1its position, attitude, condition--which also accom-
ranies and contributes to our knowledge of a givenrhenomenon.24
One reason why we are seldom fully aware of all these various
factors has to do with the way language works against our
verception of the total reality. For example, "thunder"
simply names thunder, and "gray" names gray, irresvective of
the contexts in which thunder and gray are experienced. 3But
from the voint of view of the individuval who hears thunder,
it means something different as 1t occurs in different con-
texts and at different times. Nere dictionary-type defini-
tions are impoverished as compared to felt meanings which
are lived through in experience.

The felt impact of thunder-breaking-calm is possible
only because thought is sensibly continuous. At a given
instant, our awareness of things carrles with it an echo of
the previous moment, as well as an awareness of some anticl-
pated state. Our present thought included the whence and
the whither of both past and future states. Thoughts are
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never had singly, nor do they appear suddenly and then
leave without a trace. As new states come, the inertia of
old states rodifies them accordingly.25

The stream of consciousness, to use James's illustra-
tion, 1s like the alternation of flights and perchings in
the l1life of a bird. Even the flow of language seems to
exoress this; for thoughts are expressed 1n sentences, and
sentences are closed by periods. The times of closure
(perchings) are usually filled with images of some sort that
can be contemplated for a time before they change or fade
awvay. The movements (flights) toward closure are filled with
thoughts of relations that, for the most part, pertain to
those matters contemplated in periods of closure or rest.
James calls the places of closure the "substantive parts,"
and the movements toward closure the "transitive parts" of
the stream of consciousness. Transitive parts lead us from
one substantive state to another. Accordingly, all thought
tends toward the attainment of some substantive state other
than the one from which we took flight.26

The probtlem of trying to catch our thoughts in flight
is a little like taking hold of a spinning top to catch its
motion, or turning on the light quickly to see how the darl-
ness looks. If the transitive parts are flights toward
substantive parts, then to stop them in mid-flight 1is to
annihilate them, or to turn them into substantive parts.
Although it is difficult, introspectively, to analyze the

transitive parts, such parts, nevertheless, do exist.
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However, too frequently according to James, such difficulties
have led philosophers to deny the existence of transitive
parts and, consequently, emphasize all the more the substan-
tive ones. Unable to catch hold of the feelings of relation
and forms of connection between the facts of the world, which
characterize the transitive parts, philosophers, like Hume,
have denied that feelings of relation exist--not only rela-
tions in the mind, but most relations out of the mind as well.
Rather than viewing the mental life as a continuous flow,
Hume sees it as only a bundle or collection of different
perceptions which succeed each other with an inconceivable
rapidity, like bullets shot out of a gun.27

No philosophy should contain within it more than is real.
But, conversely, no philosophy should deny reality to things
even where such things are elusive and baffling. According
to James, the traditional sensationalist and intellectualist
philosophies of mind have elther falled to recognize the
exlistence, or take into account the importance of, the
cognltive aspects of unnamed feeling-states in the life of
the mind. There are countless states of feeling all differ-
ent from each other but allike in that they have no names.
The feeling of a word may be there--its rhythm and place--
but not the word itself. Our vain effort to recall it 1is
frustrating. The taste of wine remembered is different from
the taste of wine sipped. Again, there are differences

between experiences enjoyed for the first time and the same

L,...—.———-v.l
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experlences recognized as having been enjoyed before. We
feel differences but we cannot always say what they are.

Let us consider what these lnarticulate feeling-states
are like. Take, for example, the following: '"Wait"®
"Tlook!" and "Listen!"™ In each case, although no definite
object is in mind, our state of conscilousness is different.
We assume a different attitude of expectancy as we success-
ively hear the three commands. Similarly with the inter-
rogatives, "Who?" "When?" and "Where?" Their felt meaning
is surely more than thelr difference of sound. We feel a
sense of directlon, or anticlipate some positive object, yet
no object 1s before us. These different states of expectency
are subjectively real but remaln nameless. Try to recall a
forgotten name. Our state of consciousness 1s not one of
empt iness because we have no definlte object in mind. We are
intensely active, searching. Perhaps someone proposes the
names Tom, Dick, and Harry. After each proposal we reply,
"No, I have some other name in mind. 1I'll recognize it when
you say it." In short, we say that we know what names do not
fit, but we cannot recall the one that does. We have a
feeling for the object, but cannot bring it into conscilous
awareness. It seems as though two different states are
simultaneously present: one, a state of knowing what 1s not
the case; the other, a state of feeling what 1s the case.
The states expressed by "His name is on the tip of my tongue
e« ¢ o I know 1t" and "I know his name 1s not Harry" are dif-

ferent, but both are real. That we do not have names to
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indicate these differences only points to the fact that our
language is inadequate to name the differences that do exist.

But such namelessness, according to James, 1is not incompatilble

with existence.28

The point of much of James's discussion here 1s that
traditional psychologles recognize only definite images, the
substantive parts of experience, which form but the smallest
part of experience as it is actually lived.

The traditional psychology talks like one
who should say a river consists of nothing but
prallsful, spoonsful, quartpotsful, barrelsful, and
other moulded forms of water. Even were the pails
and the pots all actually standing in the stream,
still between them the free water would continue
to flow. It 1s Just this free water of conscious-
ness that psychologists resolutely overlook.

Every definite image in the mind 1s steeped and
dyed in the free water that flows round it. With
it goes the sense of its relatlons, near and re-
mote, the dying echo of whence it came to us,

the value, of the image 1s all in this halo or
penumbra that surrounds and escorts it, --or
rather that 1is fused into one with it and has
become bone of its bone and flesh of its flesh;
leaving it, it 1s true, an image of the same thing
it was before, but making it an image of Eaat
thing newly taken and freshly understood.

As was the case with feelings of relations (transitive states),
feelings of tendency also play an important part 1in concep-
tual thought. But feelings are not chaotic and without direc-
tion. They center upon a nucleus, topic, image, or thing,
and give it meaning. A thing 1s what it means, but 1ts
meaning cannot be separated from its feeling-states or halo
of fringes.

Feeling-states are always associated with consclousness

of things (substantive states) as a kind of halo, psychilc
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overtone, suffusion, or fringe around them. It 1is like a
given musical note which soundsdifferent as it 1is played by
a clarinet or oboe. The almost-imperceptible overtones color
the same note differently because each instrument gives more
than just that note, viz., the upper harmonics being differ-
ent, they enable us to distinguish the instruments. But the
harmonics are not usually heard separately: they blend with
the note, change its quality, and so it is heard differently.
In each case we hear the same note, say A-440, but what is
different, and so of interest, is that we hear and recognize
that it is played by an oboe or a clarinet. Even so our
mental life: "the waxing and waning brain-processes at every
moment blend with and suffuse and alter the psychic effect of
the processes which are at their culminating point."30

The important thing about a stream of thought is the
substantive state toward which it 1s moving--its conclusion:
that state is its "topic," as James calls it.31 In all our
purposive thinking there is some topic or subject that 1is the
point toward which thought 1s directed or the nucleus around
which our conscilous states center or focus. lany toplcs are
concerned with problems, the solutions of which are frus-
trated by "gaps" we.cannot yet fill. Definite images, words,
or phrases, elude us; but, nevertheless, the vague, shadowy
phantoms of feeling of the right word or lmage encourage us
into active, intense, searching which leads to a determilnate
state or solution. The determinate thought, or topic, is

the thing. The gap is the thing-before-cognition-felt-in-a-
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fringe-of-relations. But the gap i1s not empty or ineffectual,
it 1s the thing itself uncognized. It is that something, or
someone, or somewhere, which gives our thought direction and
focus. But it 1s also the great X" which passes judgment
upon images or phrases as they flash into awareness: 1t 1is
the X which rejects those candidates who do not answer to it
and recognizes those that do. The act of recognition 1is
insight or intuition. What 1s seen or intuited is a meaning.
Meaning, then, 1s feeling objectified in thought.

The topic of thought 1s like a resting-place: a feeling
of satisfaction or a sense of conclusion.3? Usually it is a
word or phrase or image, which resolves a problem or fills a
troublesome gap. Sometimes, it 1is the image of the "form"
of an opera, play, book, or even a philosophical system,
which lingers in our minds and on which we pass Judgment when
the actual work 1is over.33 The meaning of every note in a
symphony (as well as the rests) is related to every other
note. On the basis of what went before, we anticipate what
follows. Every moment of the work is meaningful as it is
actually listened to. But the greatest meaning 1s the sense
of grasping its totality, 1its thingness, all at once.Bu

For James, the meaning of a given stream lies not in
the means to a conclusion, but in the conclusion itself.
Means exist for the sake of meanings, or ends. What differ-
ence does 1t make, he asks, if the means to some end are
different: "the means may be as mutable as we like, for the

'meaning! of the stream of thought will be the same, "35
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James argues the relative unimportance of the means from the
fact that when we reach a conclusion, we have usually for-
gotten most of the steps which led up to it. DMost succinctly
stated, hils argument runs as follows: "The practical upshot
of a book we read remains with us, though we may not recall
one of its sentences."36 But such simplistic treatment of an
important point is misleading and dangerous. James would
never sanction any means for the sake of a given end, nor
would he claim that every end 1s worthy of consummation.
But these questions raise moral issues which do not directly
concern us here,

A clear but rather trivial example from arithmetic, may
better reveal what James's point is. Let us assume that the
thing in mind, the conclusion of our train of thought (how-
ever short), is "4.%37 We may arrive at the same "state" or
conclusion via different operations: some laborious and
mechanical; others more perspicuous or intuitive. For
example, "1 + 1 + 1 + 1 = 4" and "5 - 1 = 4" and "2 x 2 = 4"
and "4 = 4% are identical in meaning, even where the opera-
tions are different. 1In each case, the particular expres-—
sion is different, but the meaning is the same, viz., "4."
James's own example is more interesting, but involves greater
complications. A dlagram may help illustrate James's point
that where the end is the same, the mental means are unim-

portant or indifferent.



(Fioure after James, Princinles, I, 26¢.)

Let A he the cuvhstantive state from which five thirlers tale
flirht toward Z, arother substantive state. Each thinler
tales a different path. "Cne gets to the conclusionr by one
line, another by another; one follows a course of Enszlish,
another of German, verbal imagery. With one, visval 1imares
nredominate; with another, tactile. Some trains are tirged
17ith emotlion, others not; some are very abridged, synthetic
and rapid, others, hesitating and brolzen into many stevs.
3ut when the penultimate terms of all the trains, hovever
differing inter se, finally shoot into the same corclusion,
e say and rightly say, that all the thinlters have had sub-
stant ially the same thought."38

If Tom talres the shortest and Harry the lorgest nath,

vhere both paths lead to Z, there is no difference betieen one

nath and the other regarding ends, only the means, Given,

for examnle, that Tom and Harry are »oth logicians, Torm 1is
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judged to be better than Harry for the reason, simply, that
his path is shorter, i.e., indicates an economy of means,
or mental effort, which 1s the mark of a "good" logician.
James'!s point 1is that where such economy may be prized among
logicians, it is only one kind of value. The economy of
means, although otherwise valued, 1is irrelevant to the quality
of the conclusion. The fact is that both Tom and Harry reach
the same point.

The language of means and ends 1s unfortunate, for it
suggests a duality in which means are subordinated to ends.
But means and ends are not different in kind, they are ways
of talking about the same continuous process of thought.
When we talk about processes, we tend to emphasize the sub-
stantive states and neglect the transitive ones. We tend
to become more interested in the thought cognized than in
the process of cognition. When, for example, we talk about
the "products" of logical thought, i.e., formal proofs and
demonstrations, we overlook the actual processes which lead
up to them. And those processes seldom, if ever, resemble
the formal product. In our interest in ends we usually
fall to take account of all those fringe-relationships of
the transitive states which are the truly important elements
in the study of thought processes. When we review, for
example, the notes of some memorable lecture, all that re-
mains of the fullness of that occasion are naked thoughts,

unadorned meanings. With the passage of time, the halo of
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fringes disappears and feelings desiccate. All that remains
of the total experience are dry meanings encapsulated in
symbols.

The means/end relationship bears upon James's prag-
matism. His position here 1is aﬁ early statement of his
pragmatic theory of meaning. Essentially, the meaning of
any idea, concept, or, more generally, proposition, lies in
1ts practical conseguences. By "practlical consequences,"
James means concrete facts of experilence, real effects. The
pragmatic method is a way of settling questions by reference
to conéequent not antecedent conditions or phenomena. For
example, given that two propositions, p and q, lead to the

same consequences, they mean the same thing. Regardless of

how they may be stated, they are the same proposition. If,
however, neither p nor q lead to any observable consequences
they are practically meaningless. They mean nothing in
particular as far as our future conduct or action 1is con-
cerned.

Educational methods which concentrate mainly upon the
presentation of mere facts, or which deal primarily in
abstractions, may teach something. But facts alone are poor
fare compared to the feast which experience affords. In
experience thought is suffused with all the fringe relation-
ships of the transitive states which give the moment of
learning a value and meaning far more rich and interesting
than the meaning of the substantive states alone. We may

know about things perfectly well in thought. But if we are
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not also acqualinted with them in experience, a world of
feeling (reality) is lost.

Because of a deep-rooted belief stemming from ancilent
times, man has been differentiated from other creatures by
his reason. Indeed, the standard definition of man is
"rational animal." As a consequence of this belief, tradi-
tlonal educational methods have been primarily concerned
with the education of man for the life of reason or spiritual
activity. The life of the body was for the most part over-
looked or systematically denied. From the Neo-platonic-
Christian tradition we even received the view that the body
was the prison of the soul. The very poverty of our language
regarding feeling-states or emotlons can be partly attributed
to this neglect and sometimes contempt of our "earthly"
selves., James's emphasis in his psychology on the importance
of the life of the body--its feeling-states--1s a healthy
corrective to the austerity and one-sidedness of the past.39

Up to this point, we have been primarily concerned with
the stream of consciousness from the point of view of the
subject who thinks. We must now consider more carefully the
nature of the objJect of consciousness. According to James,

"Human thought appears to deal with objects independent of

itself; that is, it is cognitive, or possesses the function
L1

of knowing."uo Thoughts, in other words, are about things.
James 1s concerned here with the problem of the intention-
ality of consclousness, thought, or mind.42 In the broadest

terms, this is the view that mind cannot be conceived
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independently of the world which appears to it. Conscious-
ness 1s always consclousness of . « . . Consequently, any
analysis of mind necessarily entails an analysis of extra-
mental facts, 1.e., the world, or some aspect of it, as
thought 's object .3

According to James, the reason why we believe that
objects exist independently of particular subjects, is that
there are or may be many thoughts about the same object. For
example, an indefinite number of individuals may each have in
mind the same object, say, the flight of Apollo 1l. In this
case, there were, undoubtedly, millions of thoughts, but only
one flight, It would be absurd to suppose that there were as
many flights of Apollo 11 as there were individuals who had
in mind that flight to the moon. The Jjudgment that my thought
and your thought are both of the same object, 1s a claim
about some aspect of reality that 1is independent of elther
of us. Therefore, we can agree that we have the same object
in mind when we can enumerate and compare its characteristics
and find that they agree in all essentlal points.

When I think of a given object on more than one occaslion,
vhat 1s it that entitles me to believe that 1t is the same
object that I have in mind? James's answer 1s curious. By
a sort of triangulation I project the given object into an
independent position from which it appears to both my past
and present thoughts. In some way or other, I compare my
thoughts of the given object with the object so projected

and directly see that they are the same. This sense of
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sameness or identity 1s "the very keel and backbone of our

thinking . "*%

By this, James means that sameness is a primi-
tive datum of experience. As in the case of the logical
Principle of Identity, sameness can neither be demonstrated
nor reduced to simpler terms. It 1s the basic given upon
which all our knowledge about things is subsequently con-
structed.

Our ideas of realities outside of thought grow out of
repeated experiences with objects that appear to us to be
the same. To the extent that individuals can reach agree-
ment regarding appearances, we have reason to belleve in the
exlistence of external objects. Where a report 1is given by
one individual, but canmnot be verified publicly, we tend to
disregard it as a report of some extra-mental fact and con-
sider it to be only a.private hallucination. Where our
reports do concur, we take them to be indicative of some
external reality which is the same for all of us and which
exlsts independently as a discrete object.

Without repeated experiences of the same object, it 1is
doubtful that the question of reality being extra-mental
would even arise., James asks us to consider the case of an
altogether unprecedented experience, for example, a new
taste in the throat. At this point, the question whether
it 1s a subjective quality of feeling, or an objectilve
quality felt, does not even arise. It is, James says,
simply that taste. But in describing my sensation to a
doctor, he may say that I have heartburn. At this point,
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my particular sensation is identified with a quality already

existent extra mentem tuam, which I in turn have come to

know in experiencing 1t.45 In speaking of how children come
to know about things, James says: .

The first spaces, timeé, things, qualitiles, ex-

perienced by the child probably appear, like the

first heartburn, in this absolute way, as simple

beings, neither in nor out of thought. But later,

by having other thoughts than this present one,

and making repeated Jjudgments of sameness among

thelr objects, he corroborates in himself the

notion of realities, past and distant as well as

present, which realities no one single thought

either possesses or eﬁgenders. but which all may

contemplate and know,.

Here, James seems to anticipate his later doctrine of pure
experience., According to this view, reality is neither
mental nor physical. It is neutral. The subsequent classi-
fication of things into mental or physical categories 1is
something we learn. For James, "mind" and "matter,™" so to
speak, are not the irreducible metaphysical substances of a
Descartes. On the contrary, they are, if you will, but two
ways of talking about the same reality, or neutral stuff of
experience, Hence "mind-talk" and "body-talk" have, for
James, a functional or practical value, not a metaphysical
one.

The ultimate nature of reality may be forever beyond
us., If for no other reason, it would be gross egotism to
suppose that mortal men should know with certainty the final,
absolute truth about the nature of things. We do well even
to judge truly some fact about ourselves. From James's

point of view, the Jjudgment, "X is real," says very little



Lo

about X, but is indicative of a great deal about what men
take to be real. That you and I happen to agree that X is

reveals something about the workings of our minds.
Something, called X, appears co Lotil o u3 and we talke 1t
to be the same. X presents itself before our minds, but we
give it a name and appoint it some value. Whatever X may
happen to be in itself is a question the answer to which
will forever elude us. Such questions, from a positivistic
point of view are no questions at all., They only lead to
pseudo-problems and metaphysical dead-ends. Not only can
we not know the real thing in itself, we can never be sure
whether there is any real sameness in things which appear
to us. James's principle of constancy only lays it down
that the mind makes continual use of the notion of sameness,
and if deprived of it, would have a different structure from
what it has.47 What 1is taken to be the same is the meaning
of things, not necessarily the things themselves. This is
what James says:

The mind must conceive as possible that the Same

should be before it, for our experlence to be the

sort of thing it is. Without the psychological

sense of ldentity, sameness might rain down upon

us from the outer world for ever and we be none

the wiser., With the psychological sense, on the

other hand, the outer world might be an unbroken

flux, and yet we would perceive a repeated exper-

ience. Even now, the world may be a place in

which the same thing never did and never will

come twice. The thing we mean to point at may

change from top to bottom and we be ignorant of

the fact. But in our meaning itself we are not

decelved; our intention is to think of the same.

The name which I have given to the principle,

in calling it the law of constancy in our
meanings, accentuates its subjective character,
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and Justifies us in laying it down as the most

important of all the features of our mental

structure.

Not all psychic life need be assumed to

have the sense of sameness developed in this

way. In the consciousness of worms and polyps,

though the same realities may frequently im-

press it, the feeling of sameness may seldom

emerge. We, however, running back and forth,

like spiders on the web they weave, feel our-

selves to be working over identical materials

and thinking them in different ways. And the

man who identifies the materials most 1su§e1d

to have the most philosophic human mind.

In our encounter with the real world, we may never Xknow
anything with absolute assurance. But we no doubt believe
that we can mean the same thing when we so intend. This is
the point of James's principle of constancy. And in meaning
the Same, things come into being and are what we experience
them to be.b’9 Beyond this, it is fruitless to go into the
question whether or not what we experience 1is really real.

We ordinarily tend to think of the object of thought as
a discrete thing without reference to our knowledge of it.
When we say, for example, "Columbus discovered America in
1492," most people would agree that the object in mind is
Columbus, or America, or, possibly, the discovery of America.
That 1is, we identify the object of thought with some kernal
or portion of the total stream of thought. Usually, we
identify it with the grammatical subject of a sentence. 1In
James's terms, we tend to identify the object of thought
with the "toplc" or nucleus toward which the stream of
thought 1s directed--i.e., some substantive state. But,

according to James, "the Object of your thought is really
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its entire content or deliverance, neither more nor less. "0
Strictly speaking, the object of thought is the fusion of

the topic of any given stream with its fringes. In the case
of our example, it is the entire sentence, "Columbus-
discovered-America-in-1492." If we wish to treat the object
here substantively, we must make a substantive out of it by
writing hyphens between all of the words in the sentence.

In this way, at least, we may capture something of the actual
meaning of the object which otherwilise would be lost were we
only to attend to some portion of it.

Since the object of thought is a meaning, we can never
take hold of it again unless the whole context in which it
originally occurred 1is reproduced. And the probabllity of
an ldentical situation or state of affailrs taking place a
second time is remote. Where such states of affairs can be
reproduced, they are probably uninteresting. Even in memory
we seldom accurately reproduce the total, original situation.
We usually add something to it or take something away. Given,
then, that the object of thought "is neither more nor less
than all that the thought thinks, exactly as the thought
thinks it, however complicated the matter, and however sym-
bolic the manner of the thinking may be,"51 it follows that
the greatest part of the life of mind is lost forever as
soon as objects pass beyond the moment of our present con-
sciousness. As psychologists, it 1s our duty to stick as

closely as possible to the thoughts we are studying. But
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all that any psychologist can glean for study are the left-
overs of some recent harvest of an abundant mental life.

In working out his view of the relationship between
thought and its object, James rejects the atomism of earlier
psychologies and anticipates (but does not develop fully)
the views of recent phenomenologists. According to the
earlier associationist-psychology, whenever the object of
thought is complex, the thought of it must also be complex,
i.e., contain as many ideas as there are elements in the
object of thought. But James's point is that, "however
complex the object may be, the thought of it is one undivided
state of consciousness."52 For example, take some object,
like a pack of cards on a table. The thought "the pack of
cards 1s on the table" cannot be reduced to so many ideas
each corresponding to some card in the deck, or to the idea
of the table, or the legs of the table, and so on. It is
one thought with one object or meaning. Whenever we try to
describe one of our thoughts, we usually concentrate on a
particular aspect or portion of it and not‘the whole thought
as it 1s fringed 1n experience. In effect, we pull out of
the whole context some particular thing--e.g., the pack of
cards--and describe it. But in describing, say, the pack of
cards, we are now talking about something different from the
original thought in which the pack was only one element.
Yet, for the most part, when we describe the pack of cards,
we believe that we are describing the whole thought. We do
this for the reason that we become habituated to the practice
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of attending to, and talking about, topics and not total
objects. In our example, the thought is not "a pack of
cards." It 1s an altogether different thing, namely, "the-
pack-of -cards-1is-on-the-table." Here we are presented with
one undivided state of consciousness the object of which
(its meaning) implies not only the pack of cards, but every
one of the cards in 1t, the table--its color, size, parts,
énd so on--, as well as the relation "being on." The state
of consclousness implied by the hyphenated sentence bears
very little resemblance to the thought "the pack of cards"
alone. Consequently, as James has said, "What a thought 1is,
and what it may be developed into, or explained to stand for,
and be equivalent to, are two things, not one."53

In effect, we can never capture the fullness of the
fringed thought and talk about it. For, like some will-o'-
the-wisp, it irrediately eludes ve., In talking about some
object, we focus upon its substantive parts and conceptualize
about them as though they were the total object. Hence, for
the conceiving state of mind, the world of meanings stands
above the things meant in a kind of changeless, platonic
Realm of Ideas. On the other hand, feelingly speaking, the
things meant continue to exist in the experiential world of
real time and space.

The function by which we identify a numerically distinct
and permanent subject of discourse is called conception.
The word conception properly denotes neither the conceiving

state of mind nor the object of conception, but the relation
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between them, namely, "the functlion of the mental state in
signifying just that particular thin,g;."5lL Whenever we can
sufficiently ldentify any thlng, event, or quality as a
this or that, we have, at least in some ninimal sense, a
conception of it. Accordingly, "A polyp would be a concep-
tual thinker if a feeling of 'Hollo! thingumbob againt! ever
f1itted through its mind."5> Briefly, then, conceptidn
begins with the initial insight that we are experiencing
the same thing again.

When the conceptualizing state of mind brings into
focus some segment of the flowing mass of neutral stuff and
attends to it steadfastly, without confusion, conception
results. Hence, in conception, objects have being. That
is, obJjects come into teing whenever minding and matter;ggﬁé
are so related that discrete things emerge from the flux and
stand in their own right before the consciousness, independ-
ently, as things to be reckoned with.

A problem is bound to arise due to James's use of the
word "obJject.™ We can distingulish at least three different
meanings: (1) First, and this is the Common-sense view,
"object" refers to some discrete, concrete particular in
physical reality--e.g., that tree or that man--which exists,
or is held to exist objectively or independently of its
being known. (2) "Object" refers to the "topic" of a stream
of thought plus its fringed relatlions. Hence, in this sense,
it corresponds to some total state of consciousness, in which

case then it is subjective. (3) "Object™ refers to the
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meaning which emerges from (2). In this sense--the most
important one from the point of view of James's radical

empiricism--objects (meanings) emerge in conception, which

is a relation between (a) the conceiving state of mind, and

(b) the neutral stuff or "pure experience." Hence, under

this interpretation, the distinction between the world-out-
there and the world-in-experience vanishes. For the objective
and subjective worlds merge into a new, third world, which

is, if I may, a "conceptive' one. Here we must be careful

not to reduce the subject to (1), or some modification of it,
nor should we reduce (1) to the experiencing self or subject.
Both come together in the World of Meaning. Reality is, con-
sequently, a plenum of meanings.

The fifth characteristic of the stream of consciousness
to which James draws attention has to do wilth the choosing
activity of thoucht, or "selective attention." In James's
terms, consclousness "is always interested more in one part
of its object than in another, and welcomes and rejects, or

chooses, all the while it thinks."57 We are seldom aware

how incessantly our consciousness works in ways not ordin-
arily called choosing or selecting. For example, the
monotonous, steady tick of a clock, or the beat of a drum,
is broken up into rhythmic patterns by accenting the beat
differently. A dot-filled surface 1is organized in rows or
groups. Line segments are formed into discrete figures.
And so on. However, we do more than just organize elements

into meaningful shapes or patterns by uniting some and
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kXeeping others apart. According to James, "We actually
lgnore most of the things before us."58 From the swarming
continuum, devoid of shape and meaning, we emphasize aspects
of it by attending to but a minute fraction of the elements
that at any given moment impress themselves upon us. Such
selective attention is already apparent at the level of the
senses themselves.

According to James, the senses are but organs of selec-
tion which pick out those movements, sounds, colors, shapes,
and so on, which fall within the limits of possible experi-
ence. The eye cannot pick up all the wave lengths of light
nor can the ear pick up all the sound waves. While physics
teaches up that the outer world consists of more than meets
the eye or ear, the senses respond to those "signals" only
to which they are capable of responding and ignore the rest
as though they do not exist at all. In short, the world of
all possible sensations is already circumscribed for us by
the physical limitations of our sensory organs. And given
different Yequipment," sentient organisms perceive different
worlds.

As physical sensations are limited by the nature of the
sense organs, what we experience in consclous awareness 1is
determined by our habits of attention.59 James, following
Helmholtz, says that we notice only those sensations which
are signs to us of things. But things are only specilal

groups of sensilble qualities to which, for practical or
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aesthetic or other reasons, ire happen to glve substantive
names and elevate to a position of irndependence and integ-
rity.

On a somewhat higher level, what happens among the
sensations we get from each separate thing? According to
James, the mind selects again.

It chooses certain of the sensations to represent
the thing most truly, and considers the rest as
its appearances, modified by the conditions of
the moment. Thus my table-top is named square,
after but one of an infinite number of retinal
sensations which it yields, the rest of them
being sensations of two acute and two obtuse
angles; but I call the latter perspective views,
and the four right angles the true form of the
table, and erect the attribute squareness into
the table's essence, for aesthetic reasons of

my own. In like manner, the real form of the
circle 1s deemed to be the sensation it gilves
when the line of vision 1s perpendicular to its
center--all its other sensations are signs of
this sensation. The real sound of the cannon

1s the sensation it makes when the ear 1s close
by. The real color of the brick is the sensa-
tion it gives when the eye looks squarely at it
from a near point, out of the sunshine and yet
not in the gloom; under other circumstances it
gives us other color-sensations which are but
signs of this--we then see it looks pinker or
blacker than it really is. The reader knows no
object which he does not represent to himself

by preference as in some characteristic distance,
of some standard tint, etc., etc. But all these
essential characteristics, which together form
for us the genuine objectivity of the thing and
are contrasted with what we call the subjective
sensations it may yield us at a given moment,
are mere sensations lilxe the lattar, The aind
chooses to suit itself, and decided what partic-
ular sensation shall be held more real and wvalid
than all the rest.

Even on the level of reasoning, the phenomenon of
selective attention is found to be omnipotent.é1 For, as

James says, "all Reasoning devends on the ability of the
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mind to break up the totallity of the phenomenon reasoned
about, into parts, and to pick out from among these the
particular one which, in our given emergency, may lead to
the proper conclusion. Another predicament will need
another conclusion, and require another element to be picked
out."62 By this criterion, the man of genius is the one who
alwéys manages to plick out the right element at the right
time. If the "emergency" be theoretical, it is the ability
to pick out the right reason. If 1t involves a practical
situation, 1t 1s the ability to pick out the right means.

At every stage the mind is presented with a multi-
plicity of sensations and experiences which indicate differ-
ent posslble futures and meanings. In consclousness we
compare these with each other, selecting some and suppressing
the rest. At every state of.awareness or cognition, the
higher and more elaborate "mental products" are chosen from
the data selected by the next lower stage or, as James says,
faculty. And the products of that stage, by the one below
it, which were sifted from an even larger amount of simpler
elements. Whereas we see insects by the thousands but fail
to take notice of anything important or distinctive about
them, the entomologist on the other hand may be wild with
excitment in seeing for the first time a particular kind of
beetle which hitherto he had only been aware of by descrip-
tion. Or again, let several men take a trip to Europe.

Each will bring back different impressions according to his

interests. One willl talk about architecture, another
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restaurants. A third, Europe's natural beauty. A fourth,
little or nothing at all since, perhaps, he was caught up
in his own private world of brooding and misery. In the
practice of painting we have an even better example. The
artist continually selects his objects, shapes, colors,
tones, and rejects everything which does not harmonize with
his purpose or conception. According to James, that unity
and harmony which gives a work of art 1its superilority over
nature, 1is wholly due to selective attention or elimination.63

The mind, in short, works on the data it receives
very much as a sculptor works on his block of
stone. In a sense the statue stood there from
eternity. But there were a thousand different
ones beside it, and the sculptor alone is to
thank for having extricated this one from the
rest. Just so the world of each of us, howso-
ever qifferent our several views of it may be,
all lay embedded in the primordial chaos of
sensations, which gave the mere matter to the
thought of all of us indifferently. We may,

if we like, by our reasonings unwind things

back to that black and jointless continuity of
space and moving clouds of swarming storms which
sclence calls the only real world. But all the
while the world we feel and live in will be that
which our ancestors and we, by slowly cumulative
strokes of choice, have extricated out of this,
like sculptors, by simply rejecting certain por-
tions of the given stuff. Other sculptors,
other statues from the same stone! Other minds,
other worlds from the same monotonous and in-
expressive chaos! My world is but one in a
million alike embedded, alike real to those who
may abstract them. How different must be the
worlds in the ggnsciousness of ant, cuttle-
fish, or crab!

The upshot of James's argument is that a thing may be present
to us a thousand times, but if we persistently fall to notice
it, it cannot be said to enter into any level of our exper-

ience. Similarly, because of individual differences, we may
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talZe notice of things which to others have little or no
irvortarce or reality. The world of my own choosing is but
one of an infinite number of possible worlds. But the world
I fashion for myself 1s neither more nor less real than the
world that someone else may fashion after his own design.

From the bteginning, James thought of himself as an
empiricist. As early as 1879,65 he endeavored to defend
his empiricism, not mrerely as a method, but as an evpis-
temological and retavhysical theory as well. Subsequently,
late in l1life, in order to distinguish his position from that
of the British empiricists, wvho held to an associationistic
and atomistic theory of mind, James christened his doctrine
"Radical Trriricier, "

To be radical, an enpiricism must neither

admit into its constructions any element that

is not directly experienced, nor exclude from

them any element that is directly exverienced.
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