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William James was born in New York City on January 11, 1842. His father, Henry James Sr., was a wealthy and religious intellectual who had close relationships to prominent literary figures, including the transcendentalist Ralph Waldo Emerson. James's father provided his children with an unusual education while the family lived in a variety of cities across America and Europe. His younger brother, Henry James, became a significant novelist whose writings display a deep affection for European culture. William's own preference was for America and its people's love of adventure and invention.


After abandoning painting, James studied biology, quickly accepting Darwin's theory of evolution. He pursued a medical degree at Harvard University and graduated with an MD in 1869. In 1872 James began teaching physiology at Harvard, but his primary interest was psychology, especially the physiological and experimental psychology that he had seen during earlier travels to Europe. James was permitted to teach this new psychology at Harvard starting in 1875, and he founded the first psychological laboratory in America. Since psychology theorized about the mind's operations, it was then considered as a part of philosophy, and James soon became a professor of both psychology and philosophy. Through the 1880s he wrote about consciousness and the functions of the mind, and he published The Principles of Psychology in 1890.


The Principles of Psychology is still the most important and provocative psychological text ever written by an American, deeply influencing John Dewey's philosophy. Some of the writings of his friend Charles Peirce closely supported James's views on belief and truth. James announced his allegiance to pragmatism in 1898, and he defended his version of pragmatic empiricism against the other two dominant philosophies of that time, deterministic materialism and absolute idealism. His entire career was devoted to teaching at Harvard University. James gave the Gifford Lectures in Scotland, resulting in his path-breaking work The Varieties of Religious Experience in 1902. His most famous book, Pragmatism, was published in 1907. A series of journal articles published during 1904-1909 presented his theories about radical empiricism, knowledge, and truth; they were collected together for The Meaning of Truth (1909) and Essays in Radical Empiricism (1911). Two more books presenting his explorations of experience and reality, developing his vision of a pluralistic metaphysics, were completed before he died: A Pluralistic Universe (1909) and Some Problems of Philosophy (1911). James died in Chocorua, New Hampshire, on August 26, 1910, and the intellectual world hailed the passing of one its most provocative and original thinkers.


EXPERIENCE AND MIND


James's pragmatism developed from his investigations into the mind's capacities. Philosophy in the 1880s and 1890s was energized by controversies that would now be called issues in “philosophy of mind” or “philosophical psychology.” Responsibility for such an explosion of intense creativity and debate rests primarily on two profound developments: the rising acceptance of Darwinian evolution and the expanding interest in psychological experimentation. These developments encouraged the revolutionary notion that humans must be studied as natural organisms applying intelligence for survival in varied environments. William James and John Dewey were leading psychological philosophers during this period who explored the emerging frontiers of philosophy of mind. They established a novel approach to the understanding of human cognition and behavior, known as functionalism. Not to be confused with a later “functionalist” philosophy of mind inspired by electronic computing, this original functionalism dealt directly with the biological nervous system.


Functionalism was primarily defined by its thesis that psychology is the study of mental life as an adaptive organic process. This study of the mind as a natural ability is an attempt to replace Cartesian dualism with a nonreductive naturalism. Functionalism is a kind of voluntarism that replaces the notion of an unnatural free will with voluntary control: a natural capacity for humans to make deliberate decisions and regulate their habitual behavior. Functionalists such as James and Dewey were unusual naturalists, because most naturalists are strict materialists who suppose that the universe is composed solely of basic matter/energy obeying fundamental natural laws. Psychological functionalism did not try to reduce mental operations to physical events, but it did note many essential correlations between mental events and brain events. Some specific examples were already startling to late-nineteenth-century investigators. The brain's neurons themselves do not store memories, because only the connections between neurons are changed by experience. Experience itself causes the brain's neural connections to change and grow, so that the brain becomes better prepared to process and react to repetitive stimuli. Also, there is no part of the brain that appears to be executively controlling all the other brain activities. One of the most surprising discoveries was that the reactions of the nervous system require time to happen. This should not be surprising, since the nervous system works by sending electrical charges through the long connections of thousands of nerve cells. This physiological fact implies that all thinking consists of processes occurring through durations of time.


Events in phenomenal consciousness and events in neural activity share many essential features. Both have durations in time, have continuities with prior and prospective events, become more firmly linked by repetition, have triggering causes (especially sensory causes), release further impulses toward motor action, are focused on responding to environmental conditions, and are sustained by proving useful for achieving organic ends such as acquiring food or evading danger. Thus, many similarities of essential features and functions suggested far more than just close correlation between mind and brain. Functionalists like James were tempted toward metaphysical speculations that would resolve the mind-body problem. Perhaps conscious experience is a real aspect of physical nature; or perhaps the correlations between mind and body indicate a deeper underlying reality of which both mind and matter are manifestations. James grew convinced that human experience is just as naturally real as anything else known by science, and he had little patience with scientists or philosophers who left consciousness out of their account of ultimate reality.


In the nineteenth century, materialistic philosophers reduced the mind to just the mechanical workings of the brain, or they declared that consciousness is an entirely epiphenomenal and useless by-product of the brain's activity. The largest contribution of materialism to a modern philosophy of mind rested on its mechanistic theory of the origin of ideas. Materialism supported sensationalistic empiricism by locating the source of information about the world exclusively in the mechanical activities of the sense organs, stimulated by the transmission of motion from forceful contact with physical bodies in nature. Information about the surrounding environment is generated by the correct kind of interaction between the natural world and the natural workings of the brain. Aside from possessing a properly working nervous system, the perceptive observer is treated as a passive receptacle of this representational information, for which the observer deserves no responsibility or credit. Sensationalistic empiricism permits the rational manipulation of information into more complex combinations of association. But aside from the use of standard logical tools, any deviant manipulation or creation of ideas can only distort accurate representations of the external world, risking deception, illusion, and error.


Materialism and sensationalism prevailed over German idealisms and lingering dualisms, standing victorious across Europe from Scotland to Austria during the middle decades of the nineteenth century. But despite the obvious affinities between materialism, evolution, and psychological experimentation, their combination in the 1870s slowly eroded sensationalism's dominance. This erosion was assisted by suddenly reborn post-Kantian idealisms, which exposed the many inconsistencies and paradoxes of any empiricism that claims that knowledge of the natural world of physical objects and their lawful behavior is “built up” solely out of raw sensory materials possessing neither coherence nor meaning. Sensationalism's denial that the mind's knowing faculties help to construct the basic experiential information was opposed by idealism's counterclaim that without such constructive assistance, no genuine experience of the world could occur. Evolution's perspective on the physiological role of the nervous system, and psychological experimentation on actual mental processes, decisively tipped the scales against sensationalism and representationalism. Together they established that the human observer selected, filtered, and shaped experiences of the world.


This revolution replaced the passivism required by sensationalism with the activism taught by voluntarism, which was a major inspiration for functional psychology. Voluntarism emphasized the role of the will in directing all human experience and activity. Voluntary actions should even encompass the acquisition of information about the environment. This goes well beyond the fact that organisms must orient themselves to sources of sensations by claiming that the very content and meaning of any experience is partially informed by the goal-directed activity pursued by an organism. Voluntarism was compatible with idealism to the extent that they agreed that the ongoing mental activities of a human being were largely responsible for the significance and meaning of one's experience. Voluntarism and idealism were unified by many philosophers in organicism. Organicism, inspired by the German Romantic idealisms of Schelling and Hegel, rejected the materialistic and deterministic philosophy with the metaphor of the living organism. Its staunch defense of teleological explanations of both human behavior and the natural world enjoyed a renaissance in the late nineteenth century.


Philosophers at the forefront of physiological and experimental psychology in Germany were typically aligned toward idealism, voluntarism, and organicism. Primary examples include Gustav Fechner, Hermann Helmholtz, Hermann Lotze, and Wilhelm Wundt. The Americans most completely aligned with voluntaristic organicism were William James and John Dewey. However, they replaced the idealistic foundation for voluntarism with a liberal and nonreductive naturalism. They explicitly applied biological and physiological terms and principles, along with teleological explanations about functions and ends, to their experimental study of the mind's processes. Their philosophy of mind was developed and defended by a combination of three methods used by the science of psychology in the nineteenth century: introspection (describing the ideas of one's conscious thought), experimental psychology (correlating the reports of subjective introspection with sensory stimulations), and physiological psychology (examining the physiological working of the nervous system). These methods were also used in the twentieth century and are still used today, together with the newer methods of behaviorism. James used all three methods to develop his theory of psychology.


Physiological psychology deeply impressed James, and his functional psychology soon challenged dominant theories of knowledge. For example, the vast connectivity and continuity of nervous tissues and their electrochemical exchanges was quite unlike the static and discrete character of ideas according to empiricist philosophies. Empiricism required drastic revisions to accommodate the voluntarism and functionalism demanded by brain research. Rationalism was in trouble, too. No Cartesian theater of the mind could be particularly located in the brain, nor could any a priori Kantian categories. Dualistic philosophers were not pleased by such discoveries of psychology, because they could not accept that mind had much in common with matter. In his first book, The Principles of Psychology (1890), James refused to deal with the metaphysical question of whether materialism or idealism was correct. As far as scientific psychology can go, James rested with psychophysical parallelism: if any mental process is happening in a person's mind, then there must also be a parallel physical process also happening in that person's brain at the same time. However, as he trusted what psychology was discovering about the centrality of voluntary consciousness, he grew convinced that experience is a central feature of reality.




James was deeply frustrated by reductionism, epiphenomenalism, and determinism. Some materialistic philosophers claimed that the mental process is reducibly identical to its parallel physical process. This identity, if real, would mean that if all physical processes are predetermined to happen by exact natural laws, then all mental processes are also predetermined, and therefore free will cannot exist. Epiphenomenalist philosophers denied mind-brain identity, instead suggesting that a mental process is generated by a brain process as an accidental by-product. Epiphenomenalism claims that nothing that happens in the mind could ever cause anything to happen in the physical processes of the brain, so there is no free will, since no mental idea or desire or wish could ever be responsible for anything that the nervous system does. When I reach for a cup of water, the processes of my nervous system are responsible for two things: my arm muscles moving my hand toward the cup, and my experience of feeling my hand reaching for the cup. But nothing in my mind causes my hand to reach for the cup. My consciousness is only a useless by-product of my brain that can never really control anything I do.


James decided that human consciousness cannot be reductively identified with any sort of physical material. Our thoughts are not really material things, and they are not caused by material things. This denial has led many philosophers toward accepting dualism. James does not reject dualism in the Principles of Psychology, but he does reject dualism in his later writings about experience and knowledge. James decided to reject a core metaphysical view that treated mind and matter as substances having qualities. He therefore turned away from regarding consciousness as any sort of physical material, and he denied that consciousness is any sort of mental material either.


At the start of the 1900s, James was ready to publicly announce his novel metaphysical theory. Consciousness, according to James, was not a substantial thing but instead a continuous process or stream of qualitative experiences of things, displaying all the relational and functional features discerned by psychology. Experience or consciousness or mind as such does not exist, as if it had a reality all its own apart from natural things. What exists are the innumerable things with which we are acquainted. We do not experience experience itself, but real existing things that happen to be experienceable. When James speaks of consciousness or Experience, he is referring to available experienced things around us in the natural world, not any kind of reality apart from those things.


James's rejection of the existence of the mind as a spiritual substance or an inner mental theater was a rejection of Descartes's theory of the mind, and it was also a rejection of Christianity's idea of the soul. Most philosophers and psychologists before James's time and also during James's life were Christians who believed in the existence of the immaterial soul, and they developed their philosophies of mind in harmony with Christian doctrines about the soul. The soul was needed to explain individual personality and why our experiences were always our own and not someone else's. The soul was also needed to explain human immortality and to explain how God passes moral judgment upon each of us after our deaths. James believed that philosophy and psychology should be more scientific by freeing themselves from religious conformity. James also believed that his new theory of consciousness could explain personal individuality.


Some philosophers, especially David Hume, had also rejected the idea that the mind was a substance having qualities. But when Hume described consciousness, he talked about impressions (perceptions) and ideas that had their own independent and self-sufficient reality. A substance, by definition, is not dependent on the existence of anything else. Hume replaced Descartes's picture of the mind as a whole substance that contained thoughts with his own picture of consciousness as a collection of substantive thoughts. Hume helped to inspire the “associationist” theory of mind that James had to repudiate; James later derided associationism as the “mind-dust” theory. James did not believe that ideas or thoughts were atomistically self-sufficient and independent, because our consciousness does not appear to be a collection of independent perceptions and thoughts. Kant agreed, but he attempted to explain how consciousness appears to us by postulating a hidden “transcendental ego” that links the “sensations” together into coherently connected experience always infused by the “I think” thread. James pointed out that if no substantial sensations really exist, then there is no need to postulate any transcendental ego. Psychology should simply study actual, lived human experience, the “streams” of consciousness, and postulate hidden processes only if absolutely necessary. James's Principles of Psychology provides many studies of actual, living human experience. He criticizes associationism by giving examples of how consciousness cannot be made of independent parts only externally related. He then criticizes Kantian transcendentalism by showing how living human consciousness contains all the relations and connections needed to explain the important features of human experience.


Experience cannot be a series of disconnected ideas succeeding each other through time. James agreed with Kant and other idealists that if experience was only a chain of ideas, then we would never have any sense of personal identity through time. Every idea would completely occupy our attention, and then the next would completely occupy our attention, and the first idea would be completely forgotten. And then a third idea would come along to erase the second idea. The ability to remember ideas does not help to give us personal identity, because a remembered idea would simply be a fourth idea that completely erases the third idea. A person would never be able to understand that all these ideas were hers. Kantian idealism postulates that a hidden mental process links all these ideas together so that a person can understand that all these ideas are hers. James instead argues that consciousness itself contains the needed links, because experiences partly interfuse at their margins, flowing into each other, and some experiences are hence experiences of relations between other experiences. There is no need for a hidden mind to know its thoughts, because a thought could know other thoughts using the thoughts of the relations between experiences.


James's examination of experience in The Principles of Psychology found the five basic features of any thought:


1.  A thought is always a part of just one personal stream of consciousness. No thought can be part of two streams of consciousness, and no thought can exist separately from a stream of consciousness.




2.  A thought exists only for a short time. A similar thought may reappear, but it cannot be the same thought twice. There is no place in the mind where thoughts are stored.


3.  A thought always has a feeling of belonging with the other thoughts in the same stream of consciousness. A thought contains a feeling of being related and connected with other thoughts in its stream.


4.  A thought always seems to be about something else that is independent of the thought. No thought is simply about itself. A thought is always pointed at something that exists beyond the immediate stream of consciousness.


5.  A thought can influence the next thoughts in the stream. Thoughts are attentively focused and selective. A thought always has the feeling of effort to control what sort of thought will follow it.


The requirement that every thought can belong to only one stream of consciousness is a claim that admits that dualism is basically correct. In his later writings, James eliminated this requirement and rejected dualism, suggesting instead that some kinds of experiences can exist in two or more streams of consciousness at the same time.


James realized that too many philosophers uncritically held on to unscientific notions that consciousness is quite atomistic, static, and representational. Some philosophers used the results of experimental psychology to claim that all human experiences are basically composed of simple colors, sounds, and other sensations. This claim helped to support the philosophy of associationism. James did agree that experimental psychology should show how two or more simple sensations could combine to make a complex experience. For example, hearing three tones of sound at the same time can cause a person to hear a musical chord. But when a person hears a chord, that person cannot hear the three tones distinctly. Instead, the tones combine through brain processing to make a new fourth kind of tone, which is called the chord. The heard chord cannot represent anything in external reality but instead is a creation for consciousness. Another example is lemonade, which can be made with lemon juice, sugar, and water. When a person tastes lemonade, the person does not taste water and sugar and lemon juice. The three ingredients blend together to produce a new fourth taste of lemonade. People do not Experience the sensational parts of an experience because they can only experience the unified combination. James argues that the psychologist's ability to discriminate the sensational parts that cause a complex thought by using the methods of experimental psychology is not an ability of the person actually having the complex thought. A philosopher who claims that all thoughts are made of simple sensations commits a logical fallacy that James calls the psychologist's fallacy. Experience is always of unified wholes, not parts. Hume's argument that we cannot experience the relations between ideas commits the psychologist's fallacy.


The Principles of Psychology, Psychology: Briefer Course, and his writings on experience and belief from 1890 to 1903 developed James's pragmatic philosophy that was closely related to his theory of the stream of consciousness. After 1903 James explicitly separated these two theories. The most important writings are “Does ‘Consciousness’ Exist?” and “A World of Pure Experience,” both published in 1904. He declared that his theory of experience, which he called radical empiricism, does not depend on the truth of pragmatism. James understood that there could be many kinds of pragmatism, including the pragmatisms developed by his friends Charles Peirce, John Dewey, and F. C. S. Schiller. James did develop his own kind of pragmatism that continued to be closely related to and dependent on his radical empiricism. James understood that there is a problem for his pragmatism, as pragmatism could be interpreted to be saying that each person has his own truth, because each person has only his own experience. The idea that each person has his own truth is called subjectivism. Personal idealism also suffers from this problem of subjectivism. James wanted to treat truth as objective, because truth is about the relationship between a mental idea and something independently existing beyond the mental idea.


Dualism solves this problem by proposing a physical world beyond experience, but James rejected dualism. A dualistic theory of knowledge claims that true mental ideas are those that accurately represent the real features of physical reality. Dualism leads toward skepticism, because dualism cannot identify which of our ideas are accurate representations. Dualism proposes that when a person knows that she sees the moon, she only sees a mental copy of the moon. No one can directly see a physical object, if dualism is correct, because everything that we see is only an idea in our own mind. However, when we see an object, we do not notice any ideas and we (rightly) believe that we see only the physical object.


Absolute idealism, such as the philosophy of James's friend and Harvard colleague Josiah Royce, proposed to solve the subjectivism problem by describing everything real as mental and all human experience as a dependent part of the absolute (God) mind. The existence of God guarantees the objectivity of truth. James rejected absolute idealism because the dependence of human experience on God reduces human freedom and moral responsibility. Royce's absolute idealism is a kind of theism, and James could not accept any theism. Although there are many pragmatic themes in Royce's understanding of the human mind, his absolute idealism argues that there must be a transcendental self that guarantees the existence of one independent and objective world that is the same for all people.


All three philosophies, personal idealism, dualism, and absolute idealism, assume that consciousness is a particular kind of thing and that knowledge is a relation between consciousness and some other kind of thing. James instead believes that when the object is perceived, there is no relation between two things, because the knower and the known are the same experience. James refers to perception as knowledge by acquaintance and states that this kind of knowledge does not happen because something in consciousness has correctly represented something that is not in consciousness. Knowledge by acquaintance happens because the thing perceived is a part of the stream of consciousness. In “Does ‘Consciousness’ Exist?” James claims that if “consciousness” refers to a substantial mind that contains representations of objects, this kind of consciousness does not exist. The only kind of consciousness is the stream of consciousness that contains perceived objects. James emphasizes the fact that experience is not contained within a substantial mind by stating that all experience is “pure” experience because it is essentially neither mental nor physical. There is no need for a substantial mind to hold together the experiences because experiences are connected by relations within experience itself.


James's philosophy of radical empiricism claims that all of reality is made of various kinds of experience. This philosophy is pluralistic, because James does not claim that reality is made of one single kind of material called “experience” that can have many forms and varieties. Instead, James claims that an uncountable number of very different kinds of things exist, and they all have only one thing in common: they can be part of a stream of consciousness.


Critics of radical empiricism complained that James was designing a kind of solipsism. If philosophy can only debate experience, and if the only experience that anyone has is the experience within one's own stream of consciousness, then the world can only consist of the contents of that stream of consciousness. Is there really any world beyond one's own stream of consciousness? Critics wanted James to answer this question: Does a perceived object continue to exist after a person has turned his vision in a different direction and when it is no longer any person's stream of experience? Personal idealism's answer is negative. Dualism's answer is negative, if by “perceived object” one means the idea of the object, while if “perceived object” means the physical object, then the answer is instead affirmative. Absolute idealism's answer is affirmative, since the perceived object would still be perceived by God. James wanted to answer this question affirmatively. But he also wanted to argue that when a person perceives an object, the object itself is perceived and not merely a mental copy of the object. He also wanted to believe that it is possible for two people to perceive the same object at the same time.


The only way to satisfy all these affirmative answers is to declare that it is possible for a perceived object to join one or more streams of experience without becoming dependent on any of those streams of experience for its existence. The relations between a perceived object and the rest of a stream of experience are within the stream of experience, so that the relationship itself is experienced. But the relation between a perceived object and a stream of experience is not a necessary relation but instead a contingent relation. The perceived object does not always have to be a part of a stream of experience, but it is possible for it to occasionally join a stream of experience. Furthermore, we can only conceive of the perceived object as experienceable, because we do not know how to conceive of the object in any other way. If we remove from our conception of an object all of its features that it has in experience, there would be nothing left of the object to think about. Therefore, we must conceive the object as continuing to be a set of related experiences even when it is not part of any other stream of experience.


This statement of the contingent relationship between the perceived object and a stream of consciousness is the conclusion of James's radical empiricism. It permits James to redefine the meanings of “mental” and “physical” by using revised ideas of the “objective” and “subjective.” The physical object is a pattern of experiences considered as having its own existence independent of its relations with my own stream of consciousness, even though these two series of experiences can merge during my perception of the physical object. During the merging of perception, I can call the object mental also if I consider how the object is a part of my stream of consciousness. An experience can be both physical and mental at the same time, depending on which set of the experience's relations are selected for consideration. Dualists believe that a perception always has two parts: the experience of the object, and the object that is perceived. James denies that experience has such an “inner duplicity.”


In perception, or what James calls knowledge by acquaintance, the object perceived is identical with the perception of the object. If we ignore the perception's relations with other surrounding experiences, we have only “pure” experience. Usually we do not ignore the surrounding relations, and we classify experiences as mental and physical automatically. In his writings from 1904 to 1905, James attempted to explain the difference between physical and mental objects by postulating his principle of pure experience. All things in experience are neither essentially physical nor mental, because they are “pure” experience when they are considered in themselves. It is a mistake to see in “pure experience” anything pure in two other senses, which James did not intend. James did not regard experience as pure in the sense of having no mixture or involvement with concepts. Pure experience can be replete with concepts, as an experience's organization is an indication of the ways that it is interrelated with proximate experiences in streams. Nor did James intend to treat the “purity” of an experience as any infallible sign of its epistemic truth. While there is a kind of full reality presented by the immediacy of experience, since there is no “veil” of consciousness between a thought and its object, James reserved “truth” for the demonstrated capacity of a thought to lead toward its intended object. The objects in immediate experience are valid enough, but we normally intend more, as we do not need what we already have.


While all real things are pure experience, real things can at one time function as mental things, and at other times they can function as physical things. A “physical” object must have two abilities. It has the ability to join in relations with the other ideas of a stream of consciousness. It also has the ability to continue to exist as experience even while it is not a part of any person's stream of consciousness. James declares that such physical objects really exist. A “mental” object can only exist while it is part of a stream of consciousness. The principle of radical empiricism states that thoughts have only contingent relations to other thoughts. Therefore, there is no thought that must always belong to a stream of consciousness. There are no thoughts that must always be mental. We can distinguish between physical and mental experiences only by observing the series of contingent relations that experiences have with other experiences.


If I stand in the center of a room that has a picture hanging on each wall and slowly turn around so that I see each wall in succession, everything that I see is an experience. All four pictures will be in my stream of consciousness. If I consider only the relations that the four pictures have with each other as following each other in my stream of experience, then the pictures are mental. I can say, “I saw the first picture, then the second picture, then the third picture, and then the fourth picture.” If I consider only the relations that one of pictures has with the other objects in the room, then that picture is physical. I can say, “The picture was hanging on the east wall of the room for the entire time that I was looking around at the walls, and for a brief time the picture was also in my experience.” The brief experience of the picture is a pure experience, because by itself it is neither mental nor physical. Its nature is defined by the sequence of events in which it participates. In my example, it participated in two different sequences of events at the same time, and these sequences briefly merged at the moment that I was looking at the picture.


James was not entirely satisfied with this principle of pure experience. From 1906 to his death in 1910, James's doctrine of radical empiricism sometimes supported a different view called panpsychism. Panpsychism holds that every existing thing has its own inner experience or sentience. The primary reasons for his dissatisfaction with the theory of pure experience had to do with its capacity to effectively handle two serious metaphysical questions: (1) what is the nature of the physical object while it is not being experienced, and (2) how can two people experience the same object at the same time? The first question must be answered by radical empiricism by saying that the object is not a physical object, and it is not a mental object either, when it is not in any stream of experience. But the object must still be capable of being an experience, since everything must be conceived as a possible experience according to James. But who experiences the object? James was often tempted to say that the object can experience itself. James did argue in his Principles of Psychology and later writings that there is no need to postulate a mind that knows its own experiences, because each experience in the stream of thought simply experiences itself, all by itself. Therefore, if our own experiences can be experiences for themselves, then any object can be an experience for itself. James was willing, in his later writings, to suggest the philosophy of panpsychism: that all existing things are experiences for themselves as well as possible experiences for others.


James was also attracted to panpsychism because it could solve his problem of explaining how two people could experience the same object at the same time. His doctrine of the stream of consciousness, as presented in his Psychology, emphasized that a thought had to be a completely unified thing without parts or internal relations. A thought could have external relations with other thoughts, and it is possible for an Experience to be externally related to two different streams of consciousness. But no thought could have “perspectives” that present one quality when observed from one direction, and from another perspective appear to have a different quality. Let this doctrine be called the unique quality doctrine. Between 1904 and 1908, James realized that an experience, if conceived according to this unique quality doctrine, could not be the same for two different people. Suppose that an object O is experienced by a stream of consciousness for person A, and O is also experienced by a stream of consciousness for person B. If O is in A's stream of consciousness, that means that the experience of O must be O in its relation to the next thoughts in A's stream. The same is true for B. If O is in B's stream of consciousness, that means that the experience of O must be O in its relation to the next thoughts in B's stream. The object O must have two different qualities: its relations to A's stream, and its relations to B's stream. However, according to the unique quality doctrine of thoughts presented in James's Psychology, no object in experience can have two different qualities depending on its relations to other things.


James realized that the “unique quality” doctrine was a false doctrine because it requires that an object be conceived as static, unchanging, and timeless. It is true that you cannot look at an object and see two of its perspectives at the same time. If you are standing in front of a building, you cannot see both the front of the building and the back of the building at the same time. But we know that a building has both a front and a back side. Perhaps thoughts and experiences have perspectives too. James rejected associationism because it portrayed thoughts as unchanging, unrelated, and made of simple parts. James corrected associationism when he declared that thoughts can be related by other thoughts, but he argued that thoughts must have some unique and static quality. By 1907 James realized that this was a mistake. He realized that only “intellectualist logic” requires that any object that can be identified must have a unique and static quality. When James had attempted to identify individual thoughts in Psychology, he still relied on some intellectualist logic to specify particular thoughts. That is why he described the stream of consciousness as a chain of a series of consecutive thoughts. The only difference between his view and associationism is that James found that some of the thoughts in the stream were relations, while associationism declared that it was impossible to experience relations.


By 1907James was ready to entirely stop using intellectualist logic to describe consciousness. Instead of requiring that each thought be a separate, static existence, James fulfilled a view sketched in his Psychology by describing thoughts as having overlapping and merging parts. Only after 1907 did James portray consciousness as a genuine stream of flowing and merging thoughts. While the intellectual discrimination of specific thoughts can be made, James argued that this discrimination does not accurately capture the actual flow of lived experience. When we use concepts to identify thoughts as this specific thought or that other specific thought, we are breaking up and stopping the stream of thought to create something that was not really there in pure experience. If consciousness is truly a stream, then any part of the stream is always merged with any next part. We might notice the waves of the stream, but the waves have no fixed, unchanging boundaries and are always connected to other waves near them. Experiences are just like waves of water in the stream, and all experiences are continually merging with other experiences.


This new conception of experiences as always changing and having merged parts with other experiences solves James's problem of explaining how one object can be observed by two different people at the same time. The object must be a complex experience for itself, capable of merging with multiple streams of consciousness at the same time. Any real thing must be an object of experience that could merge with other experiences, including the experiences of people. James did not explain thoroughly this theory of panpsychism, although later philosophers such as Alfred North Whitehead extended the radical ideas in James's late writings.




KNOWLEDGE AND ACTION


Scientific psychology demonstrates how lived experience is actively goal directed. Our thoughts are aimed at controlling our behavior, and so all thoughts are directly or indirectly involved in deciding how to act. Human experience is not only a process; it is also creative. The ability of thoughts to control actions, and the ability of thoughts to incorporate aspects of previous thoughts without being completely predetermined by them, provide human beings with free will. James's psychology supports his pragmatism. Even though James did not announce that he was a pragmatist alongside his friend Charles Peirce until 1898, Principles of Psychology clearly states that thoughts must directly or indirectly serve the practical activities of the human being. His essays on “The Will to Believe” and “The Function of Cognition” expand on his voluntaristic theory of knowledge.


Experience as a whole, according to James, is only partially unified. Because we do not have only one thought at a time but many thoughts happening together, our thoughts can lead us toward many actions at the same time. We can control our actions, so that we can accomplish one action before trying to accomplish another, but this is an ability of self-control that must be learned. Children do not have much control of their thoughts, causing them to be unable to complete complex tasks. Adults sometimes have difficulty organizing their thoughts so that organized actions happen in the correct way. James's theory of the stream of consciousness can explain why we have conflicting thoughts and competing motivations for different actions. Human rationality, for James, is essentially the struggle for practical control over these diverse and divergent currents in thought.


James is a voluntarist, and therefore he cannot not agree that “evidence” consists of all the perceptions that are passively received by the senses from the natural world. Evidence for a hypothesis must be relevant to the hypothesis, which means that evidence must be selectively chosen from all the things in experience. Also, the evidence needed to support hypotheses must be created under experimentally controlled conditions. A hypothesis must predict what would happen under specified experimental conditions. Because evidence, both scientific and religious, must be predicted and selectively created, philosophers cannot claim that evidence has nothing to do with human activity. In “The Will to Believe” James points out that only human activity establishes evidence, and people would not try to establish evidence for a hypothesis unless they believed that the hypothesis might be true. Other philosophers have argued that a scientist must never believe a hypothesis at all until sufficient evidence is collected to support it. But James argues that this skeptical attitude would prevent many kinds of hypotheses from ever being tested and found to be correct. Both science and religion require that some small amount of belief is necessary so that truths can be learned by investigators. This is a shared foundation for both science and religion.


James argues that for both science and religion, the origins of a hypothesis must be ignored when the hypothesis is tested by the evidence. Hypotheses may come in sleeping dreams or arrive in day-dreams of imagination, but what matters to rationality is how hypotheses are empirically testable. Along with Peirce, James was one of the first philosophers to sharply distinguish what later twentieth-century philosophers have called the logic of discovery from the logic of justification. Pragmatism is a transformed empiricism that focuses on the logic of justification. The accumulation of past experience causes inquirers to postulate hypotheses, but what justifies acceptance of a hypothesis is its ability to correctly predict future experiences. One of the primary problems with representationalist theories of experience and knowledge is that they treat accomplished knowledge as quite static, so that conformity with past experience is the top priority and criterion of epistemic success. But psychology shows that genuine experience does not work this way. Only anticipated future experiences really matter, as consciousness is trying to adequately anticipate contingent future events. Representations of how the world has been are only meaningful insofar as they are tools for doing what needs to be done next. The validity of a representation of the world lies in its demonstrated capacity to help shape the consequences of conduct, and not in any static mirroring of what the world might be like independent from human engagement. In short, good representations dynamically change the world, they do not statically “mirror” the world.


The philosophy of radical empiricism is compatible with, and supports, James's version of pragmatism. Two basic principles animate James's pragmatism, grounded on the science of functional psychology. First, a thought or idea always leads toward some further and future thoughts in experience. Thoughts are not passive and disconnected from each other. Thoughts are active and creative, because they stimulate additional Experiences that grow from them. Second, thoughts are meaningful only because they are always about some other experience and can help bring about that other experience by motivating us to act. James recognizes that many thoughts never directly result in any active exploration of the world. Some thoughts are merely imaginative speculations that no one would claim are true. These speculations are pragmatically meaningless because they have nothing to do with human action. Meaningful thoughts do produce novel experiences through human activity.


When we have an opportunity to learn from other people and compare our thoughts about the world, we can together experiment with thoughts to see whether they do produce their intended consequences. James's theory of truth tries to explain how we can evaluate ideas by testing their intended consequences. Ideas can only be evaluated for truth if they do have practical consequences, and two different ideas can be compared if their practical consequences are different. James agrees with Peirce that the pragmatic method of evaluating ideas by their practical consequences is the essence of the scientific method.


James sometimes describes his approach to truth as a much-needed clarification of the classical correspondence theory of truth. The correspondence theory of truth has two meanings, an ordinary meaning and a philosophical meaning. In ordinary language, a person knows the truth when that person can describe an event exactly as it really happened. If a person has knowledge by acquaintance with an event, then that person could know the truth. A person does not know the truth if he cannot describe an event exactly as it really happened. Many events take place even though no one observed them. If an unobserved event takes place, there is no truth to be told about that event because no one can describe exactly what happened. We might guess what actually happened later, and some people are very good at determining what probably happened (such as police detectives). But unless someone could prove that he actually witnessed the event, such as a crime, no one could have the truth. James's theory of truth is designed to agree with this ordinary understanding of “truth.” James speaks of a person's meaningful idea as capable of “leading” one toward its object. A witness in possession of some true ideas about the witnessed event ought to be able to return to the scene of the crime and recognize its main features.


The correspondence theory of truth according to philosophers is more complex. According to the philosophical theory of truth, any event, whether or not it is actually observed, could be known as a truth. Suppose the unobserved event is a tree falling down after being struck by lightning. If I observe the lightning bolt from a mile away, I can see that the lightning bolt has struck somewhere in a forest. But I am too far away to see individual trees, and I did not see any tree fall down. Now suppose I then think the thought “A tree fell down after being hit by that lightning bolt.” According to the ordinary meaning of “truth,” I do not know a truth about any tree—I have only made a guess. But a tree really did fall down. According to the philosophical theory of truth, my thought is a truth. My thought is a truth because it does state the real events. My thought is “A tree fell down after being hit by that lightning bolt,” and the actual event in the forest a mile away was a tree falling down after being hit by that lightning bolt. There is a correspondence between my thought and the actual event far away, and that is enough to make my thought true.


According to the ordinary meaning of truth, I cannot have a true thought if I cannot prove that my thought is actually correct. But according to the philosophical correspondence theory of truth, my thought is true regardless of whether I ever do prove it to be correct. If I never walk out into the forest, never find a fallen tree, and never observe the fire burns on the tree, I still have a true thought. James rejects this philosophical theory of correspondence. According to James's pragmatic theory of truth, I cannot have a true belief unless I could successfully prove my belief to be correct. Only that verifying capacity establishes any connection of reference between an idea and its object. For the philosophical correspondence theory of truth, somehow a person's idea could “really” successfully refer to some external object, even if the person had no understanding that this object exists, and had no grasp that his idea was referring to it. James, like other pragmatists, found this notion of reference completely mysterious and contrary to a scientific understanding of the mind.


The modern philosophical theory of correspondence truth was developed primarily by metaphysical dualists who believed that all of our ideas were inside our minds. Since we could never compare our ideas with the physical world, because the physical world could never be Experienced in any way, metaphysical dualists decided that truth did not require proof in actual experience. According to dualism, if an idea does copy reality, then that idea is true, and it does not matter if I can never prove that my idea actually does copy reality. Metaphysical dualism always inspires a revolt by skepticism. Skepticism about truth is the view that we can never discover whether any of our ideas are true knowledge. James's pragmatism is designed to prevent skepticism, which is a familiar task for empiricisms.


Preventing skepticism could be assisted by noticing how modern science no longer attempts to establish static “pictures” of the world. Simple pictures of objects in perception can be captured and remembered by images in the imagination, which Locke and Hume called “ideas.” But complex scientific theories do not try to form copying images of the world. Modern science primarily attempts to discover the laws of natural processes, like gravity. Natural processes are not “facts” that can be stated as relations between observed qualities. We cannot see most natural processes, and we do not know how to picture them. Any models or pictures of such things as atoms are not taken too seriously by scientists themselves. Nor is the notion that science aims at perfect truth. There are so many natural processes, and so many different ways to describe their operations, that there can no longer be any expectation that we will soon make our theories consistent with each other and perfectly true. The criteria for knowledge of natural processes must be something other than correspondence. James offered the criteria of satisfactory working. The true idea is what satisfactorily works. Since there are varying degrees of working, there can be many degrees of truth. There are also many different kinds of working, depending on the sort of idea or theory involved. All satisfactory workings of ideas requires some sort of active human experience to follow out the consequences of those ideas.


James, unlike Peirce, does not have a sophisticated philosophy of science to offer. His examples in his writings that illustrate his definition of truth are typically simple examples of ordinary life and not laboratory experiments. The advantage of using James's definition of truth, however general, is that it covers both ordinary life and laboratory experiments. Because pragmatically meaningful ideas, thoughts, and theories must lead toward some practical consequences, the testing of their truth is just the testing of their value for actually leading toward their intended goals. For the highly abstract conceptions of scientific theorizing, James proposed that a scientific theory about some hidden or obscure aspect of nature, remote from ordinary experience, must still direct experimental inquiry toward predicted observable consequences. Even if instruments cannot lead us to a direct experience of a theorized entity, it must lead us to the expected “vicinity” of that entity's behavior and that behavior's effects that can be experimentally observed. James's account of the method of scientific prediction, while primitive, meshes with the sophisticated philosophy of science offered by Charles Peirce and later theories of science.


James was most concerned to deal with the ordinary intelligence we use in daily life. Knowledge by acquaintance is the most fundamental kind of knowledge, but it is also, by itself, not very useful. People cannot always be focused on the immediate present. In order to achieve our future goals, we must have ideas that suggest how to get from where we are now to where we want to be. These ideas must instruct us how to perform a series of actions that will result in a practical experience. These ideas attempt to represent the final stage of the process where the practical consequences are.




James describes this second kind of knowledge as knowledge by representation. Unlike the static picturing ideas postulated by former empiricisms, James proposed that mental representations must be dynamic. Representational knowledge requires that an idea directs the stream of consciousness through a series of connected experiences of the natural world that arrive at a perception (a knowing by acquaintance) of the intended thing. If all knowledge were knowledge by acquaintance, then the problem of solipsism could arise. But our ability to have knowledge by representation requires that a natural world of experienceable things must always surround us. James constantly stated that a thought must point beyond itself to something that exists independently of it. He also points out that early in life, babies discover that objects continue to exist even while they are not observed. For the rest of our lives, we believe that “reality” is what is permanent and not within our control while our perceptions are changing under our control.


James sometimes called his theory of truth an epistemological dualism. Epistemological dualism states that an idea is true only because it is about some other independent existence. All metaphysical dualists are also epistemological dualists, but some epistemological dualists could instead be empiricists, such as James. When we have knowledge by acquaintance, we have something in our experience that does not depend on that experience for its existence. When we have knowledge by representation, we are led toward something that exists independently of our experience even though it can come into experience. The metaphysical dualist claims that we can never experience nature. James claims that we can experience nature, and that is the only way for us to ever have any knowledge and truth. Furthermore, because nature is present in our experiences, and experienced nature is objective and available for other experiences of it as well, there is nothing to prevent two streams of Experiences, two minds, from perceiving the same thing at the same time. The independent physical object can simultaneously be a part of two experiences of it. There is no need to postulate two different experienced things, one for each mind.


Many critics attacked James's theory of truth by accusing his theory of declaring that the truth is only whatever anyone wants to believe. These critics instead say that the truth does not depend on what we believe. This accusation is false, because when we test some idea that we want to believe, the test may not succeed and then we must admit that the belief is false. James does say that a true idea is one that is believed and survives testing.


Other critics attacked James's theory of truth by accusing his theory of declaring that truth is only what each individual person believes is true. These critics instead say that the truth is what all people must together believe is true. This accusation is false, because most of our beliefs are shared by others. We should test our shared beliefs together, and agree that the true beliefs are those that successfully work as intended. James does say that some true ideas are only believed by single individuals. Each person has many beliefs that other people do not care about at all.


Some philosophers have attacked James's theory of truth because it would not allow truths about things too small to be observed or things completely hidden from observation, such as forces of nature. James does not say that theories about hidden things are meaningless. Theories must have practical consequences for human experience. A theoretical model of the parts of an atom can never lead a scientist through nature toward an individual atom so that she can have knowledge by acquaintance of an electron. However, the model of the atom can lead a scientist to a design of an experiment to test whether the observable effects of electrons actually do happen as predicted by the theory. A pragmatically meaningful theory must make predictions about what would be observed under controlled conditions.


Many of the philosophers who criticized James's theory of truth did not believe that James really had a theory of truth, because truth must be absolute. These philosophers declared that if a belief could possibly be revised by future discoveries, then it could not be true. A truth must be absolutely true, which means that it would never be revised. Peirce did define scientific truth in this way, and was annoyed by James's use of the word truth in a wider and diluted sense. James did agree with Peirce that an absolutely true belief is a belief that could never be revised by further investigation and experiment. James also wanted to talk about kinds of truths that were less than perfect. Nearly all of human knowledge is less than perfect. Our knowledge is not completely false, either. James's epistemological position, like that of all pragmatists, is instead the position of fallibilism. Knowledge is always potentially revisable. While knowledge settles doubt, reaching a resolution of doubt is not the same psychological state as achieving an enduring certainty. Pragmatism has no place in its epistemology for permanent and irreplaceable a priori certainties. We should understand that there are degrees of knowledge and truth, and that any knowledge we now possess could fail to work in the future.


The pragmatic theory of truth also portrays knowledge as relative to a context of purposes. For example, a surveyor of land knows how to measure the dimensions of a section of land and determine how much area is enclosed by the property lines of that piece of land. Surveying knowledge allows people to make very accurate maps of neighborhoods and towns and cities. However, surveying knowledge only works for small areas of land, because the methods of surveying assume that the land is mostly flat. The mathematics used by surveying is Euclidean geometry, which works only for flat areas of space. If a mapmaker wants to measure the land area of an entire country, he cannot use only surveying knowledge. Because the earth is a sphere, the land does not obey Euclidean geometry but instead spherical geometry. There is a different kind of knowledge of mapping large areas of land, and today we can use satellite surveying. Surveying knowledge is not shown to be false because it cannot be used to accurately measure large areas of land. Surveying knowledge does not attempt to make large measurements, and satellite surveying does not attempt to make small measurements. Both methods of knowledge are valid for their own separate purposes because they work for their separate purposes.


Methods of knowing owe their validity to the human purposes that those methods are designed to serve. James denied that there is any generic or universal “method of knowing” that aims at some unitary “truth.” There are many purposes, many methods, many knowings, and many truths. However, James was not an extreme relativist about knowledge, as if he were happy to take all kinds of knowledge as equally valid. Quite the opposite: as a pragmatist, he asserted that we must maintain a consistent harmony among all forms of verified knowledge. Severe inconsistencies among kinds of knowledge would not only generate purely cognitive contradictions but also instigate clashing behavioral motivations. We cannot easily get through a day if we are driven to conduct ourselves one way for a while, and then pursue contrary and destructive conduct next. No doubt people can sustain contradictory beliefs so long as they are held in suspension in the contemplative imagination, but contradictory beliefs engaged in control of action only result in contradictory action, which is disabling and dysfunctional. One of the critical functions of philosophizing is to design comprehensive worldviews capable of supplying the intellectual harmonies necessary for consistent conduct. One way to accomplish consistency, the monistic or reductionist way, is to elevate one method to supremacy and to demote all other methods as invalid or inferior. Another way, James's way of pragmatism and pluralism, is to credit each validated method of knowing for its unique and irreplaceable contribution to human success.


We have discussed how James expected that the basic methods of ordinary intelligence must be consistent and continuous with the refined methods of experimental science. Likewise, James expected that the methods of moral conduct should be consistent with the methods of religious conduct. The next section discusses James's proposal for meshing morality and religion, and then concludes with James's suggestions for reconciling religion with science.


ETHICS AND RELIGION


James discerned much continuity between morality and religion. Both are concerned with the maintenance of relationships; morality is about social relationships among people, and religion is about one's relationship with the ultimate reality. Both morality and religion urge us to become certain kinds of persons, different than we are now. Unlike science's fixation on what positively exists and what is predictably going to happen, both morality and religion are focused on how we decide what we ought to become into the future. This significant difference is a basis for an “is-ought” dichotomy, and James does agree that there is no simple logical path from what is to what ought to be. James would not reduce or ground “oughts” to what does exist. Instead, James insists that any choice over what we shall become always goes well beyond any knowledge of what currently is the case.


Morality and religion essentially involve deliberate control over the formation of mental habits. This is also an essential feature of logical and scientific reasoning, since control over belief formation and acceptance is foundational there as well. However, logic and science tend to support determinism rather than freedom. James insisted that where decisions over the sort of person we shall strive to become are involved, people must be able to freely choose their futures. James enthusiastically endorsed and defended the concept of free will in many of his writings. He did not define free will as an ability to disobey or suspend natural laws, and he did not regard free will as an unnatural power that could interfere with the operations of physical energies. James did not ignore science in his defense of free will, and he repeatedly appealed to scientific knowledge for support.


James argued for the existence of free will in The Principles of Psychology by explaining that we can introspect into our experience and notice that we do feel our control over our bodies. We feel that we are in control and that we decide what we will do. But feeling our control does not prove that we really are in control, because our feeling could give us only the illusion of being in control. James then asks the question of why we do have such feelings of decision and control. James, along with materialists and epiphenomenalists, accepted the theory of evolution. According to evolution, our abilities have evolved into existence only because they have proven useful for human survival. Why did our mental experiences of decision and control evolve into existence? James's preferred answer is that our mental control must actually exist so that it can be useful for human survival. Human consciousness and all our feelings, including our feeling of being in control of our actions, actually cause our behavior. James's essay on “The Energies of Men” pursues this idea that our feelings of dynamic control over our bodies are not illusions but rather are true signs of our metabolic energies in our nervous system. Mind and body are so tightly connected that rigorous mental control over thoughts and habits produces genuine physiological changes to the brain and permits remarkable control over much of the rest of the body. No theory of the mind that treats consciousness as accidental or epiphenomenal could easily explain these phenomena.


In “The Dilemma of Determinism,” James treats determinism as a scientific postulate, and he does not deny that a core principle of scientific method is the deterministic quest for rigid laws of nature. However, James also was a pluralist about methodology—a principle from one methodological field has validity for only that field. Science cannot empirically prove that determinism is actually valid for all reality, as there is no experiment that could confirm the perfect mathematical rigidity of any natural law. As a postulate, the notion of determinism works well in science, but it does not work at all in morality. If people believe that there is no free will, then people cannot believe that they are controlling the future course of their conduct, and hence morality cannot exist. James rejected any “soft determinism” or “compatibilism” that proposes that morality can exist even if we live in an entirely deterministic world. James constantly took the first-person perspective: what is it like to choose? Morality exists only if people are convinced that they are controlling the future course of the world by steering between genuine optional futures. Only when a person believes that at least two outcomes are possible, and that her personal free choice of one over the other actually steers the course of the future, would that person believe that she is determining what shall come to be, and that she is responsible for that outcome. We cannot rationally believe both in determinism and personal control over optional futures.


By setting up a forced choice between believing in determinism and believing in free will, James then offers the pragmatist compromise: no field of inquiry is forced to adopt a methodological postulate from some other field. Morality is not forced to accept determinism, especially when science itself cannot empirically prove determinism to be universally valid. For all we know, James frequently hints, we may live in a partially open universe where a bit of chancy wavering is a feature of all habits of nature (strict mathematical laws are only approximations of nature's behavior), leaving open genuinely optional futures. Because morality demands a postulate that we live in, and take advantage of, a partially open universe of genuine options, then we moral beings have every right to firmly believe this postulate.


This pragmatic compromise between scientific determinism and free will does not easily fit onto the typical map of choices among determinism and indeterminism, or hard determinism and soft compatibilism. Because James is a pragmatist, he is not taking the position that we may enjoy the illusion of freedom even while we know we have none. No field of knowledge knows that there is no degree of freedom in the world. Some fields of knowledge (such as the physical sciences) postulate that there many strict regularities holding between events, and other fields of knowledge (such as morality) postulate that there are slight contingencies that open up between events. For James, both presumptions may be correct, and freedom is real: human beings are dynamic energies that take advantage of regular patterns of forces in order to partially direct the course of the future. Although the future is not perfectly predictable, this does not mean that chance is in control rather than law. People do not make choices by chance, nor is chance responsible for our free will. For James, chance does not do anything; only positive forces of nature do anything, and we are organic powers of nature alongside all the other natural powers.


As moral beings, we are not just confronted with daily choices among options, but we are also forced to think about how we make our choices. What shall be our habitual responsibilities to each other? Answering this question is undertaken by ethics, and philosophers have perennially attempted to determine a rational basis for our moral habits. In “The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life,” James expresses his discontent with any rationalistic philosophy offering an abstract principle of the good or the right. James cannot fault philosophers for wanting to design a supreme order of moral values; we all seek better harmonies among the many goods that tragically cannot all be satisfied in this world. James simply denies that reason could locate a single supreme harmonization useful for the real world. Instead, we must undertake selective and partial reorderings of moral values as we go through life. As a pragmatist, James suggests that ethics should be experimental, taking inherited moral values from culture as they come and trying out modified value orderings to see if human satisfactions can be generally increased. To the extent that ethics applies this spirit of experimental inquiry and takes social facts seriously, ethics can be scientific, and philosophers doing ethics would become architects of social reform. However, James warns against any notion that this experimental social ethics should aim at designing some single best culture for all humanity. This would be a futile effort, because people are always creating new values and new forms of human associations. Future cultures will modify and supplement the supreme moral values we now prize, and novel tragic compromises between old values and new values cannot be prevented.


In the concluding section to “The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life,” James proposes that religion has an essential role to play for successful ethical theorizing. This proposal also has a central role in the philosophical chapters of The Varieties of Religious Experience and his essay “Pragmatism and Religion.” James suggests that the ethical quest for a satisfactory harmonization of moral values, and the ethical motivation to pursue this harmonization, are dramatically enhanced if a person adopts the religious attitude toward life. James nowhere suggests that nonreligious people cannot be moral; a moral culture may encompass a wide range of religious belief from fervor to indifference, and may contain peoples of many religions. James's philosophical claim is that religion enhances the moral life to such a great degree that the ethical philosopher should respect the religious perspective. James himself is convinced that ethics can only be completed by religion.


In “The Will to Believe” James cleared the way for the religious life against rationalistic objections. Some philosophers, especially atheists, think that people should refrain from any belief in God until sufficient evidence for God has been collected. These philosophers use the scientific method as their model for rationality, and according to the scientific method, it is rational to withhold belief in a hypothesis until sufficient evidence is gathered. James argues that science cannot show that God does not exist, and if we wait for scientific evidence to prove that God does exist, we will wait forever. Scientific evidence is really not relevant to the religious choice to believe in God. Science deals with events within nature, while religion deals with ultimate reality and destiny. Unlike the scientific method, which deals with only trivial choices, the religious method deals with momentous choices. If we do not decide to become religious, we are irrational, because we would lose a unique opportunity to improve the value of our lives. James reminds us that the validity of a belief lies in its capacity to lead to human successes. The nature of religious evidence, those consequences for our lives that flow from belief in God, must be quite different from the nature of scientific evidence.


In The Varieties of Religious Experience, James explores many ways in which belief in God produces dramatic consequences for the lives of believers. For James's philosophical project, four effects of religious belief are most important. First, religion offers a relationship with the supreme reality that answers fundamental questions about our origins and our destinies. Second, religion opens up a realm of religious consciousness where experiences of bliss and salvation can console us through tragedies. Third, religion is capable of inspiring us to take part in a grand cosmic drama led by a powerful divinity who calls for our most strenuous efforts against evils and tragedies. Fourth, religion suggests a supreme moral order of divine values that, though ideal and unattainable from our small human place, can supply a model for our own efforts to harmonize the moral values of our lives.


These four major effects of religious belief are the foundations for James's overall project of philosophically defending the religious life. To live the moral life, a person must be able to undertake hopeful moral projects, and must be able to survive failures as well as enjoy successes. When a person believes that God is real and that one must be in the proper relationship with God, then God's plan for the world supplies a model of supreme harmonization of moral values toward which we can strive to imperfectly realize in this life. However, tragedy looms everywhere: our best efforts may not be enough; great success in one area means something else has been neglected; nowhere can anyone be confident that any improvements will last very long. Most significantly, each person knows that in the long run, bodies and minds only decay and die. Religion supplies both the motivation sufficient to undertake the most strenuous and sacrificial efforts on behalf of moral ideals and the consolation sufficient to emotionally handle the terrible tragedies that we know are inevitably coming.


To summarize, James holds that the religious life makes the moral life far more achievable, which supplies the pragmatic justification for religion. The moral life also provides the experimental check on the religious imagination. Only those divinities that best fulfill the needs of the moral life should be accepted by humanity. Here, too, James is a pluralist who has no single God to recommend, although he does endorse some vague central features that do pass ethical review. God should be able to overlap and interpenetrate with human awareness, should have plans for the world that are both potentially achievable and need human assistance for fruition, and should provide some eternal destiny for what is best in us after we have exhausted ourselves in the moral struggle. James therefore endorses a vague anthropomorphic deity with great powers who is thoroughly interfused with nature and the human spirit. No coldly impersonal God, all-powerful dictatorial God, or remotely deistic God could satisfy James's ethical philosophy.


Throughout his career, James defended a personalistic philosophy. Personalism tries to understand all reality primarily through concepts significant in personal experience. Personalism is opposed to impersonalist philosophies that try to conceive of reality using only abstract concepts that are remote or detached from personal experience. Some impersonalisms are “logicist” philosophies that use pure logic or mathematics to define reality. Other impersonalisms are “materialist” philosophies that use only abstract scientific terms, such as energy or mass, to define reality. James's personalism refuses to permit the categories of logicism and materialism to dictate all fields of human endeavor. His doctrine of radical empiricism demands that reality be conceived in terms of the contents of human experience. Logic and science are not inhuman; they both acquire their categories by refining concepts originating in ordinary experience (as there is no transpersonal origin of human concepts), but those specialized categories can never acquire exclusive validity over all human experience and knowledge. Everything personal is equally valid and real.


James's capacity to embrace all the variety of human experience tested the limits of his pluralism. His efforts to clarify his metaphysical pluralism resulted in two later books, A Pluralistic Universe and Some Problems of Philosophy. Pluralism declares that the universe is not fundamentally one thing, but is instead a plurality of an infinite number of different kinds of things that can contingently interact and merge and separate again. James sometimes referred to reality as an “unfinished universe” of open possibilities, and his pragmatism reflects the sort of intelligence required for dealing with such a universe.
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Part One


Experience and Mind
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The physiologists who, during the past few years, have been so industriously exploring the functions of the brain, have limited their attempts at explanation to its cognitive and volitional performances. Dividing the brain into sensorial and motor centers, they have found their division to be exactly paralleled by the analysis made by empirical psychology, of the perceptive and volitional parts of the mind into their simplest elements. But the aesthetic sphere of the mind, its longings, its pleasures and pains, and its emotions, have been so ignored in all these researches that one is tempted to suppose that if either Dr. Ferrier or Dr. Munk were asked for a theory in brain-terms of the latter mental facts, they might both reply, either that they had as yet bestowed no thought upon the subject, or that they had found it so difficult to make distinct hypotheses, that the matter lay for them among the problems of the future, only to be taken up after the simpler ones of the present should have been definitively solved.


And yet it is even now certain that of two things concerning the emotions, one must be true. Either separate and special centers, affected to them alone, are their brain-seat, or else they correspond to processes occurring in the motor and sensory centers, already assigned, or in others like them, not yet mapped out. If the former be the case we must deny the current view, and hold the cortex to be something more than the surface of “projection” for every sensitive spot and every muscle in the body. If the latter be the case, we must ask whether the emotional “process” in the sensory or motor centre be an altogether peculiar one, or whether it resembles the ordinary perceptive processes of which those centers are already recognized to be the seat. The purpose of the following pages is to show that the last alternative comes nearest to the truth, and that the emotional brain-processes not only resemble the ordinary sensorial brain-processes, but in very truth are nothing but such processes variously combined. The main result of this will be to simplify our notions of the possible complications of brain-physiology, and to make us see that we have already a brain-scheme in our hands whose applications are much wider than its authors dreamed. But although this seems to be the chief result of the arguments I am to urge, I should say that they were not originally framed for the sake of any such result. They grew out of fragmentary introspective observations, and it was only when these had already combined into a theory that the thought of the simplification the theory might bring to cerebral physiology occurred to me, and made it seem more important than before.


I should say first of all that the only emotions I propose expressly to consider here are those that have a distinct bodily expression. That there are feelings of pleasure and displeasure, of interest and excitement, bound up with mental operations, but having no obvious bodily expression for their consequence, would, I suppose, be held true by most readers. Certain arrangements of sounds, of lines, of colors, are agreeable, and others the reverse, without the degree of the feeling being sufficient to quicken the pulse or breathing, or to prompt to movements of either the body or the face. Certain sequences of ideas charm us as much as others tire us. It is a real intellectual delight to get a problem solved, and a real intellectual torment to have to leave it unfinished. The first set of examples, the sounds, lines, and colors, are either bodily sensations, or the images of such. The second set seem to depend on processes in the ideational centers exclusively. Taken together, they appear to prove that there are pleasures and pains inherent in certain forms of nerve-action as such, wherever that action occur. The case of these feelings we will at present leave entirely aside, and confine our attention to the more complicated cases in which a wave of bodily disturbance of some kind accompanies the perception of the interesting sights or sounds, or the passage of the exciting train of ideas. Surprise, curiosity, rapture, fear, anger, lust, greed, and the like, become then the names of the mental states with which the person is possessed. The bodily disturbances are said to be the “manifestation” of these several emotions, their “expression” or “natural language”; and these emotions themselves, being so strongly characterized both from within and without, may be called the standard emotions.


Our natural way of thinking about these standard emotions is that the mental perception of some fact excites the mental affection called the emotion, and that this latter state of mind gives rise to the bodily expression. My thesis on the contrary is that the bodily changes follow directly the PERCEPTION of the exciting fact, and that our feeling of the same changes as they occur IS the emotion. Common sense says, we lose our fortune, are sorry and weep; we meet a bear, are frightened and run; we are insulted by a rival, are angry and strike. The hypothesis here to be defended says that this order of sequence is incorrect, that the one mental state is not immediately induced by the other, that the bodily manifestations must first be interposed between, and that the more rational statement is that we feel sorry because we cry, angry because we strike, afraid because we tremble, and not that we cry, strike, or tremble, because we are sorry, angry, or fearful, as the case may be. Without the bodily states following on the perception, the latter would be purely cognitive in form, pale, colorless, destitute of emotional warmth. We might then see the bear, and judge it best to run, receive the insult and deem it right to strike, but we could not actually feel afraid or angry.
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