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Thesis Abstract

The thesis positions three modern thinkers working in different areas of the human
sciences - William James, Ludwig Binswanger and Oliver Sacks - within a framework
of romantic science. Romantic science is a term which is developed explicitly in the
work of Sacks and also illuminates the central concerns of James and Binswanger. As
such, romantic science provides a useful framework in which to discuss conceptual
changes in the medical humanities (a branch of the human sciences directed to patient

care) since the late nineteenth century.

The introduction explores romantic science, firstly, as a modern tradition of research and
inquiry in the human and natural sciences, beginning with the ferment of intellectual
activity in late eighteenth-century Germany, and, secondly, as a genre of writing, which
fuses discontinuous discourses in an attempt to compensate for the inadequacies of more

conventional modes of scientific understanding.

My central theoretical interest is to trace significant shifts in the terminology of 'the self
in modern manifestations of romantic science. Each of the three thinkers considered in
the thesis is both theorist and practitioner (Binswanger was and Sacks is a professional
physician and James consulted with private patients), which makes for a peculiar blend
of theory directed towards practical ends. Theoretical issues of the self implicate a range
of intersubjective problems concerning therapeutic practice. As such, the thesis is also

concerned centrally with theories of reading which help to activate the self.
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[H]is inclination toward the under-dog, and his insistence
on keeping the door open for every species of human
experiment, sometimes brought James into alliance with
causes which his social set looked on with disfavor...he
was unwilling to treat the subject as a closed question.

George Herbert Palmer on William James (1930)

Despite the fact that I do not know you or can barely see
you while addressing myself to you, and that you hardly
know me, what I am saying is, as of a moment ago,
reaching you - regardless of the trajectories and
translations of signs that we address to each other in this
twilight. What I have been saying comes at you, to
encounter and make contact with you. Up to a certain
point it becomes intelligible to you.

Jacques Derrida, 'My Chances/Mes Chances' (1984)

Other people put their faces on, one after the other, with
uncanny rapidity and wear them out.

Ranier Maria Rilke, The Notebooks of Malte
Laurids Brigge (1910)




Introduction

(1) The Possibilities of Romantic Science

In her introduction to a valuable collection of essays entitled Modernist Impulses in the

Human Sciences, 1870-1930, Dorothy Ross makes explicit a link between "the late-

nineteenth-century cognitive move toward subjectivity and its aesthetic ramifications"
(Ross 1994: 2). Mo’st critics of modernism tend to deal primarily with cultural
production in the early years of the twentieth century, drawing from the natural and
human sciences just enough theoretical material by which they can account for, and do
justice to, the conceptual developments within the field of aesthetic modernism. By way
of contrast, the influence of the psychological sciences upon European and American
aesthetic modernism has been traced by, for example, H. Stuart Hughes, Clive Bush and
Judith Ryan. An exploration of the "move toward subjectivity" has enabled such critics
to productively explore the influence of the natural and human sciences upon art in the
early years of the twentieth century. Ross's collection exemplifies and extends this mode
of study: instead of mapping science onto art as is usually the practice, these essays
explore points of aesthetic convergence from the perspective of the human sciences. As
I will argue in this thesis, the different disciplines are shown to provide a strong dialogic
potential through a radical reappraisal of "the subjectivity of perception and cognition,
a subjectivity that calls into question the unity of the observing subject as well as its

relationship with the outside world" (Ross 1994: 6).



Within the theory and practice of the human sciences, aesthetic modes of understanding
are important in the work of such early twentieth-century luminaries as William James,
Emst Mach, Henri Bergson, Carl Jung and Martin Heidegger. In a study of these thinkers
it becomes possible for the critic to erase "the sharp separation between science and art
that existed under the aegis of logical positivism and aesthetic modernism in the 1950s
and turns both science and art into interpretive languages" (Ross 1994: 11). This
dichotomy has an important precedent in Kant's argument that the transition into
modernity necessitates 'the separation of three distinct spheres of substantive reason: the
cognitive-instrumental, the moral-practical and the aesthetic-expressive. By continuing
to argue from within a Kantian framework, mid-century writers in Britain such as Alfred.
North Whitehead, Jacob Bronowski, C. P. Snow and Aldous Huxley each contributed to
this debate in their consideration of the increasing specialization of the sciences against

the broader understanding of the arts and humanities.

The most famous example of such a distinction is to be found in C. P. Snow's Rede
Lecture of 1958, entitled 'Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution', in which the
English writer considers that each "culture” tends to be intolerant of the other and
inclined to caricature the opposition. He argues that whilst literary "intellectuals” see a
blind faith in scientific progress, "physical scientists" discern a total "lacking in foresight”
amongst those whom they describe as "anti-intellectuals” committed only to the
nexistential moment" (Snow 1965: 5). Although primarily speaking of the British
condition, Snow argues that such a chasm is a "problem for the entire West" (2). He

bemoans the fact that the divide is primarily the result of ignorance, only to be rectified



through a softening of the boundaries between the disciplines and also through

educational reform.

A number of critical articles followed the reception of Snow's lecture, focusing
particularly on his tendency to make use of conceptual shorthand and crude categories.
Clearly, his attempts to qualify the schematic nature of "two cultures" are often
unsatisfactory, but his lecture does succeed in highlighting two important processes in
Western history which,' as technological consequences of the Enlightenment, can be seen
to have contributed to the widening of the gulf: the industrial and the applied scientific
revolutions. The principle of utility, which establishes the nineteenth-century paradigm
of applied science, tends to preclude any practice which deviates from the directives of
precision and efficiency. As an example of what Thomas Kuhn has called "normal
science", this model helps to provide the "foundation" for the study of an objective and
empirically verifiable world (Kuhn 1970: 10). In short, because it claims to tell us
verifiable truths about the world, to deploy the phrase of the hermeneutician Hans-Georg
Gadamer, with the widespread collapse of religious frameworks in the West normal
science has become "the last court of appeal and sole bearer of truth" (Wachterhauser

1994: 34).

By way of contrast, the strain of philosophy common to much of the work of Franz
Brentano, Edmund Husserl, William James and Martin Heidegger focuses upon
phenomenological experiences which are unique to the individual mind. Although a
variety of intentional experiences - those which Brentano claims implicate both the

perceiving subject and the object of thought - may prove to be empirically useful for the
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human sciences, they are largely ignored by the scientist intent on paring down data to
what is conceived to be verifiable. Indeed, the eminent American philosopher Daniel

Dennett argues in his provocative book Consciousness Explained (1991), firstly, that

phenomenology is purely descriptive and thereby lacks any method which may be of use
to explanatory science, and, secondly, in its mode of "intimate acquaintance" (Dennett
1992: 65) with the first-person, it is wholly inaccessible to a rigorous methodology and
the objective measurements of scientific instruments. However, working within
converging areas of the natural and human sciences, the three figures whose work I
explore in this thesis (William James, Ludwig Binswanger and Oliver Sacks) reveal the
possibilities, as well as the difficulties, of drawing upon phenomenological modes of

inquiry to broaden the range and develop the focus of their study.

Whilst criticism that science neglects subjectivity may be valid, practitioners of micro-
and sub-atomic sciences examine a field of data which is detectable only beyond the
perceptual range of human sensory apparatus. Subjectivity may not be so much of an
issue here; but, as H. Stuart Hughes indicates, the legacy of conceptual shifts in the
human sciences in the late nineteenth century emphasizes the problems inherent in
discussing the study of "human behaviour in terms of analogies drawn from natural
science" (Hughes 1961: 37). Instead, the branches of science with which this thesis deals
indicate the crucial importance of subjective analysis. Although deduction (the process
of reasoning from a priori premises), central to the domains of symbolic logic and pure
mathematics, is independent of description and qualification, it is possible to conceive
of an overlapping territory between inductive science (moving from the collation of

empirical data to reasoned conclusions) and expressive art, for they are both involved in



interpretation. Such an interpretive overlap is most readily evident in modes of inquiry
which take seriously problems of intersubjectivity and communicative understanding

(Verstehen).

Dorothy Ross goes on to stress that "despite the different discourses that have emerged
around cognitive modernism, aesthetic modernism, and positivist science, they are linked
in a common move toward human subjectivity and a common investment in the culture
of modernity" (Ross 1994: 15). She goes on to claim that "the categories of 'aesthetic
modernism' or 'cognitive modernism™ prove inadequate "if we assume that they are
things-in-themselves" (15). In this thesis I will develop the argument that, with the
growth and proliferation of human sciences in this century, and particularly in the
discourse of the medical humanities (those applied human sciences which orient
themselves towards concerns of patient care and, therefore, are primarily interested in the
subjectivity of the patient: for example, clinical psychology, psychoanalysis and
neuropsychology), dual and multiple modes of understanding can be productive in two
important ways: firstly, they help to redefine specific areas of study; and, secondly, by
linking rigorous study of human behaviour to the transformative power of aesthetic
creation, they encourage the development of viable therapeutic techniques. Accordingly,
although the thesis will focus on modes of medical writing, I also wish to contribute to
the continuing debate over the shifting nature and ongoing implications of modernism.
In particularly, I will focus on the manner in which my three central figures explore what
Ewa Ziarek has called "the intense confrontation between the claims of alterity and the

claims of rationality" in modern aesthetics (Ziarek 1996: 8).



C. P. Snow's argument assumes that the split between the "two cultures" is valid. in so
much that they are two independent modes of study and, in many ways, opposing spheres
of discursive activity. But Snow's inquiry lacks adequate historical evidence to support
this account. The Platonic dichotomy between philosophy (or reason) as a discourse of
truth opposed to fictive art is an easy argument to deploy when a critic wishes to
denigrate art. Throughout modern history a number of literary critics - from Philip
Sidney and Percy Bysshe Shelley to M. H. Abrams - have shown the vapidity of such an
argument. Indeed, from a late eighteenth-century romantic perspective, the artist is seen
to champion an expressive personal truth which is excluded from those scientific
practices applied solely to discerning causal and natural laws. Post-romantic art is thus
characterized by "things modified by the passions and imagination of the perceiver", in
opposition to "the unemotional and objective description characteristic of physical
science" (Abrams 1953: 299). If natural science attempts to understand the world from
an Archimedean point of reference, then romantic art focuses on the primacy and
irreducibility of the perceiving, feeling and imagining subject. In response to this, the
challenge laid down for romantic scientists is to discover both a method and an object (or
subject) of inquiry which can incorporate aesthetic interpretation, rather than dismissing

it as the epiphenomenon of humans conceived as fundamentally material creatures.

Abrams goes on to argue that the distinction between poetry (as a metonym for art) and
science should only be seen as a "logical device" for "isolating and defining the nature
of poetic discourse", but it has often tended to crystallize and reify in a manner which has
caused a "combative opposition" (299). This point indicates another danger with Snow's

approach: in the binary formulation of his argument he tends to lose sight of internal
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differences in each sphere of activity, the mapping of which may elicit important
connections. Indeed, the debate throws into confusion generic differences between
distinct areas of research and blurs the lines between specific fields of study. It is the
legacy of romantic science to deny neither the objective nor the subjective approaches to
the study of the human and the natural worlds; its practitioners, through a series of
empirical and imaginative developments, attempt to work within a paradigm which links
particular elements in each of the fields. However, romantic science should not be seen
to be based on the cohsensual model which Kuhn describes; rather, it encompasses a
number of theoretical and practical possibilities which complement existing modes of

scientific research.

Romantic science is not a project which tries to fuse independent spheres of thought and
inquiry for its own sake; traditionally, philosophies of holism tend to generalize from a
universalist point of view and thereby ignore the specific and the contingent. Instead, if
the truth claims of scientific thought are seen as no more (or no less) valid than the
verisimilitude of aesthetic discourse, it becomes possible to productively blend disparate
modes of discourse in an attempt, in the words of the American 'post-Philosopher’
Richard Rorty, to strategically redescribe the field of inquiry. This act of hybridization
would enable the discourse of romantic science to "be filed alongside all the others, one
more vocabulary, one more set of metaphors which he thinks have a chance of being
used" (Rorty 1989: 39). As Rorty comments in a discussion of the work of the American

philosopher of language Donald Davidson,
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whereas the metaphorical looks irrelevant to...positivists, the literal looks

irrelevant to Romantics. For the former think that the point of language

is to represent a hidden reality which lies outside us, and the latter thinks

its purpose is to express a hidden reality which lies within us (19).
This does not mean the romantic scientist simply elides such perspectival differences, but
attempts to compensate for the inadequacies in each point of view by juxtaposing a series
of (apparently) irreconcilable perspectives through a layering of discourse. Although
rarely a wildly utopian project, romantic science is projected through a language of
idealism which lends the theoretical writing an emancipatory aim (to redescribe the terms
of selfhood in therapeutic or pragmatic ways) to which the realities of experience do not
always square up. However, despite the evident difficulties of carrying through the aims
of romantic science in practical situations, when faced with inadequate alternatives, the

three thinkers discussed here - James, Binswanger and Sacks - each prefer to work

through a problematic, but potentially liberating, mode of writing.
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(2) Theories of Selfhood and Consciousness

Complementing my initial interest in romantic science as a tradition of writing, the thesis
is also stimulated by two contemporary trends in current scholarship: first, a renewed
interest in theories of selfhood in theoretical discourse; and, second, the study of
consciousness as the prevalent focus for (dominantly American) cognitive philosophers
and neuroscientists. Because each trend has ongoing significance for the conceptual

presuppositions of my argument I will deal with each in turn.

During the twentieth century subject-centred notions of humanism have been strongly
challenged by language-based philosophy and the emergence of critical theory as an
academic field. Most significantly, the early-century promise of phenomenologists like
Brentano and Husserl to accurately describe the contents of consciousness has been
severely attacked. As well as presenting the evident problems of translating thoughts into
language, the very existence of non-linguistic thoughts has been thoroughly questioned
by poststructuralist theorists. In literary theory, positing an author's consciousness to
establish unitary or stable meaning and, thereby, guarantee that the intentions of the
author are unproblematically conveyed through the transparent words of a text (evident
in the phenomenologically influenced theory of, for example, the French critic Georges
Poulet), has been widely discredited in favour of a model of language which can be seen
to generate a multiplicity of possible meanings, depending from which perspective the

reader engages with the text (or the ways in which the text incorporates the reader).
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This has important consequences not just for literary criticism but also for intersubjective
understanding, which for the human sciences is of central concemn. The implications of
reading a text (literary or otherwise) should also concern the inquirer who attempts to
read the behaviour and expressions of another human being. As Poulet claims, "critical
consciousness relies, by definition, on the thinking of 'another"; it finds its nourishment
and its substance only therein" (Poulet 1972: 46). The implication here is that if the
inquirer is sensitive to the different mind-set of the other (as Poulet says, "the significance

of the cogito"), then such intersubjective inquiry will form "an act of self-discovery" (47).

However, as poststructuralist theory asserts, consciousness cannot be seen simply as a
transparent and coherent container of words and meanings; verbal and behavioural
languages are also understood as textually unstable and contradictory as written
discourses. Paul Ricoeur is one such theorist who takes seriously "the existence of an
opaque subjectivity which expresses itself through the detour of countless mediations -
signs, symbols, texts and human praxis itself" (Kearney 1984: 32). Ricoeur's use of
"detour" here may suggest there is a manner in which to bypass language; but, it actually
reveals an important departure from the early romantic understanding of language as
mid-world (Zwischenwelt), through which God's book of nature could be read. With the
respective attacks of Darwinism and poststructuralism on design and authority, the
necessity of taking the textual "detour" implies there is no originary or transparent

meaning (or set of meanings) to be discovered through language.
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Such opacity certainly amplifies the difficulties of intersubjective communication, but
may also lead towards a positing of the radical Otherness of other beings. In reaction to

Poulet's work, the American literary critic J. Hillis Miller claims:

another mind is so alien, so impenetrable that it is never possible...to lift
the veil which hides the other from me. This means I can never confront

the other person as an immediate presence, only encounter indirect signs
and traces of his passage (Miller 1970: 221).

What seems to be a statement about the care and sensitivity needed to read another person
(and also to read the process of reading), can; in the hands of sceptics, provide fuel for
the radical questioning of the presence of a world of objects and of other beings who
inhabit it. Although such a sceptical position is obviously untenable for practitioners
dedicated to medical care, it must be taken seriously for the theorist of the human
sciences. Later in the introduction I will discuss the American philosopher Stanley
Cavell's refutation of scepticism; but, in the meantime, it is important to emphasize the

theoretical difficulties which face a hermeneutics of human behaviour.

If one takes seriously Fredric Jameson's analysis of the erosion of the "depth model" as
a metaphor for establishing self-identity (the "emotional ground tone" of "intensities"
serving to replace the "hermeneutic model of inside and outside"), then so too must one
address the poststructuralist attack upon truth, and self as the container of that truth, as
metaphysical and uncritical terms (Jameson 1991: 6, 12). In his critique of the loss of
depth model, Jameson states that "what replaces...depth models is for the most part a
conception of practices, discourses, and textual play", or, in other words, "depth is

replaced by surface, or by multiple surfaces" (12). A modernist concern for the crisis of
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selfhood has here been conceptually displaced by a permanent schizophrenic condition
("as a breakdown of the signifying chain" [26]) or as a "simulacrum” (for which the
original has been lost or had never existed as such [6]). Reading the traces of selfhood
in such a conceptual territory is not only a treacherous activity but, seemingly,
impossible, any strategic reading forever destabilising itself. From this perspective, the

text of self can be redescribed not so much as an empty shell but as a corpse from which

creative life cannot issue.

Jameson takes Jean Baudrillard to be the critic who best epitomizes the recent theoretical
dismantling of self - more explicitly, the embodied self - as a meaningful metaphor
(although Jameson is critical of this trend). A powerful example of this is to be found in

Baudrillard's short book, The Ecstacy of Communication (1987). Here, the French

theorist claims that "the body as a stage, the landscape as a stage, and time as a stage are
slowly disappearing" (Baudrillard 1987: 19). Furthermore,
the religious, metaphysical or philosophical definition of being has given
way to an operational definition in terms of the genetic code (DNA) and
cerebral organization (the informational code and billions of neurons).
We are in a system where there is no more soul, no more metaphor of the
body - the fable of the unconscious itself has lost most of its resonance.
No narrative can come to metaphorize our presence; no transcendence can
play a role in our definition; our being is exhausting itself in molecular
linkings and neuronic convolutions (50-51).
If the metaphors of "body" and "soul" have lost their potency to describe what remains
of selfhood for Baudrillard, then "there are no more individuals, but only potential

mutants" (51). Baudrillard's vision of mutation allows no possibility of recouping the self

from a condition of exile, in which state one could maintain "a pathetic, dramatic, critical,
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aesthetic distance" (50): that is to say, one could still deal in terms of selthood as
alienated, fugitive or diminished. Instead of the modernist trope of exile, Baudrillard
deploys the term "deterritorialization" as a "figure of metastasis", by which he means "a
deprivation of meaning and territory, [or] lobotomy of the body" (50). In Baudrillard's
thetoric the "figure of metastasis" works on two levels: firstly, as a figure of permanent
transformation from depth to surface, or from whole to fragment (from which point
neither depth nor whole can be reconstructed); and, secondly, and more powerfully, as
an expression of the intérminable spreading of disease, a malignant cancer which rends

the self and for which there is no treatment.

Such ideas may appear beguiling but they only undermine one version of the self, that
conceived of as metaphysical presence or as a transcendent. If, to deploy Rorty's
terminology, one utilizes the fiction of selthood as a heuristic device - given specific
content depending in which context it is posited or for what purpose it is projected - then
the trope of internal disorder can be recouped as provisional agency, where disorder
represents the active mutation of what has been understood to be permanent or essential
characteristics. Especially in medical cases when the metaphors of disease are literalized
(the cancer patient or the schizophrenic) then such a constructed notion of selfhood is
extremely limited, but serves an important role in a set of practices which take patient
care as their precondition. The reading of the patient, or, even better in terms of therapy,
the patient's reading of themselves (where reading is conceived as an active and creative
process, despite being finally incomplete and fragmentary) provides the potential for such

conceptual redescription in an environment of lived experience.
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Instead of recouping the self as a transcendent marker of subjectivity, the embodied self
has recently been championed as a viable heuristic construct which has served to counter
the anti-humanistic theoretical trends in the 1970s. Despite the non-foundational moves
made by notable contemporary theorists (characterized by the writing of Rorty), the self
has reemerged as the locus of experience in various fields of theory: in the very different
psychoanalytic writings of ‘Roy Schafer and Slavoj Zizek, in the philosophy of Stanley
Cavell and in the narrative hermeneutics of Paul Ricoeur. Instead of forming a
foundation for theory, the self has come to be seen as firmly embedded in discourse. To
appropriate Jacques Lacan's well-known claim: the self is understood to be spoken in
discourse rather than the self being the sovereign agent of enunciation. In this respect,
most current theories of self-construction also consider the linguistic and narrative

parameters of the self.

The return to theories of the self is foreshadowed in the work of Michel Foucault, who,

after eschewing the individual as the focus of attention in The Birth of a Clinic (1963)

and The Order of Things (1966), reestablishes the self as a theoretical site in his three-

volume The History of Sexuality (1976-84) and his seminar on Technologies of the Self

(1982). A scathing criticism of the tradition of phenomenology emerges in his writings
of the 1960s, in which he claims it is merely an outgrowth of humanism seen as
uncritically centring a meaningful universe around the (undeconstructed) figure of man.
When viewed within the framework of the medical humanities, Foucault's image of the
erasure of man - "a face drawn in the sand at the edge of the sea" (Foucault 1986: 387) -
creates severe theoretical difficulties for the basic tenets of patient care. However, as

Martin Heidegger discusses in his 'Letter on Humanism' (1947), the reevaluation of a
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humanistic tradition does not necessarily entail the rejection of humane values, or, by
implication, the abandoning of medical ethics. Romantic science is committed to the
maintenance of humane values and attempts to redescribe selfhood in terms which
undercut Foucault's early reading of subjectivity as subjugation. As such, romantic

science seeks to be both an understanding and a tolerant science.

(i)

By way of contrast to the tenor of such theoretical debates, but closely parallelling this
renewed interest in selthood, consciousness has become the most hotly contested concept
in analytic philosophy in recent years, especially in America (as can be sensed by the
magnitude of the second 'Towards a Science of Consciousness' conference, "Tucson II',
held in Tucson, Arizona in April 1996). Such thinkers as Daniel Dennett, John Searle,
Thomas Nagel, Patricia and Paul Churchland, Roger Penrose and Francis Crick have all
turned to redefine, or, in the case of Dennett, reject consciousness as the foundation of
human cognitive activity. The general argument turns on a fairly traditional conflict
between behaviourists (epitomized by Dennett and the Churchlands), who treat
everything non-empirical as, at best, an epiphenomenon of brain activity and, at worst,
a false manner by which to understand cognition, and those thinkers (for example, Searle
and Nagel) who are sensitive to the irreducible areas of subjective experience which

behaviourism does not address.

Dennett claims in one of the liveliest books to be published in this area, Consciousness

Explained, that whilst complex mental experiences cannot be reduced easily to a
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chemico-physical mode of description, by following a scientific mode of interrogation
one can simultaneously dispel the mystery surrounding the dualist claim for the
ineffability of mind and set out an objective, third-person explanation of cognition.
Dennett rejects the phenomenological investigation of mind for being too personal (it
implies an introspective and autobiographical inquiry is really the only viable one); it is
"invulnerable to correction” and, therefore, inaccessible to materialistic science (Dennett
1991: 67). For him there are no "intrinsic qualities" of experience (65) and no self, or
"Central Meaner" (undérstood as a "Cartesian theatre" [228]), who imbues these qualities
with language. He goes on to claim that behaviourism can offer a "neutral” answer to the
problem of verification which phenomenology poses, because it seeks an
"intersubjectively verifiable method" of analysis by which it can interpret "vocal
sounds...that are apparently amenable to a linguistic or semantic analysis" (74). Dennett's
"methodological assumption that there is a text to be uncovered" takes the form of an
"intentional stance" (76), which he adopts towards the subject of the utterances and by
which he understands the speaker to be an agent capable of rationality. He goes on to
claim that the intentional stance explains why intersubjective exploration can uncover
knowledge about the world and the inhabitants of that world, while it also circumvents

the problems posed by retaining a conventional model of consciousness.

In direct opposition to Dennett, in The Rediscovery of Mind (1992) John Searle describes

a form of biological monism (what he calls "biological naturalism") as a physico-mental
continuum which accounts for both a private subjective perspective and bodily sensations
(Searle 1992: 1). He bases his theory upon the assertion that "mental phenomena are

caused by neurophysiological processes in the brain and are themselves features of the
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brain" (1). Because they emerge from brain processes these "special features", such as
"consciousness, intentionality, subjectivity, [and] mental causation" (2), cannot be
reduced to them (for example, like liquidity is a "higher-level emergent property of H20
molecules" under certain conditions [14]). Searle claims that consciousness is physical

at root; it is a feature of the brain, but also, and crucially, in its"first-person ontology"

(17), it is also a "higher-level" mental phenomena.

In a number of articles and, most notably, in a recent exchange in The New York Review

of Books (November 1995), Searle claims that Dennett's eliminative account cannot do
justice to those special features of the brain which he enumerates, whereas Dennett
accuses Searle of a vestigial dualism. Whether either thinker has 'solved' the problem of
consciousness is not the real issue here; rather, this latest manifestation of philosophical
rivalry displays a continuity with the traditional philosophical split between monism
(materialism or idealism) and dualism. Monism stresses the triumph of matter over mind
(or vice versa), whereas dualism retains both within the philosophical frame, but leaves
itself very vulnerable to criticism from either of the other positions.! In short, both
Searle's and Dennett's theories are open to criticism: Searle's biological monism disguises
a form of dualism and Dennett's materialistic behaviourism begs certain questions which

rival models of consciousness address.

I now wish to situate my primary focus within these familiar areas of contention: how and

in what ways the self - the conscious self and the embodied self - has endured and

' Although the implication here is that a dualistic account of mipd and matt'er.is the only altemat.ive
position to materialism and behaviourism, as I will discuss later, dualism of description (rather than dualism
of substance) is not necessarily incommensurable with philosophical monism.
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developed as a theoretical construct within the medical humanities in the modern period.
A variant of each discipline (psychology, psychoanalysis and neuropsychology) is
represented by each of my chosen writers: James, although professionally a physiologist
and later a philosopher, is here characterized as a psychologist who also shares an interest
in spirituality and religion as meaningful human concerns; Binswanger, although an
admirer of certain aspects of psychoanalysis, seeks a broader anthropological study which
reestablishes the self (or Dasein) at the centre of analytic discourse; and Sacks outlines
a vision of a double sciénce, in which neurology is harnessed to psychology in order that
he might focus on how neurological disorders appear from the patient's point of view.
None of these thinkers finally solves any of the philosophical problems concerning ideas
of consciousness and selfhood, but they do make significant attempts to redefine the

terms of the debate to their own positive ends.

Within the context of the medical humanities and in order to position my discussion of
selthood within Foucault's description of the modern episteme (which he claims to stretch
roughly from the eighteenth to the mid-twentieth century and which is characterized by
the problem of subjectivity), I trace a discourse of romantic science through the work of
my three thinkers. I understand romantic science to be both a tradition and a genre of
writing. Beginning with the ferment of experimental and theoretical activity in Germany
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, romantic science historically opens
a field of investigation in the human and the natural sciences, in which systematic
observation is yoked to an interest in the non-behaviouristic aspects of human
consciousness, such as imagination and spirit. I discuss at length how romantic science,

as a self-conscious movement, was short-lived, becoming largely discredited by the

22



growth of a strictly empirical science in nineteenth-century Europe. However, I also
argue that, as a genre of writing, romantic science encompasses theories of the self,
aesthetic creativity (especially with reference to therapy) and philosophical anthropology,
providing an unrealized potential which is richly mined by my three thinkers. In each
one's thought there is a strong and discernable connection with German romanticism, but

within the context of modernity they all display theoretical and cultural differences from

the early Germanic models.

The reasons for my choosing James, Binswanger and Sacks as my writers are threefold.
Firstly, each thinker is both theorist and practitioner (Binswanger was and Sacks is a
professional physician and James consulted with private patients at his home), which
makes for a blend of theory directed towards the practical ends of patient care. Each of
these dimensions acts as a check on the other: theory counters technique emphasized in
and for itself, and technique ensures that theoretical problems are directed towards
practical ends. Secondly, the work of each is characteristic of the discursive manifold of
romantic science within their own distinctive field of the medical humanities. They focus
centrally on selfhood as the vehicle for understanding and expression and they concern
themselves with the problems of dualism and metaphysics which are implied therein.
Thirdly, although I will indicate historical and generic continuities between the three, I
will also discuss their personal projects and the specific terminology which they deploy

to strategically redescribe selfhood.
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(3) The Genre and Genealogy of Romantic Science

Romantic science is an oxymoronic term which, whilst inscribing its object of study
within philosophical parameters, directs my attention closely towards sites of theoretical
tension in the work of the three thinkers. The purpose of this section is to lay the ground
for my later studies of the thinkers by providing a brief overview of romantic science in
Germany at the turn of the nineteenth century, in order to link romantic concerns with
contemporary theories‘of self. Because Oliver Sacks, in his appropriation of the term
"Romantic Science" from the Russian neuropsychologist Alexander Luria, is the only one
of my writers to déploy the label explicitly, I will use him initially as a way of

foregrounding the central concerns of the thesis.

Romantic science, firstly, characterizes a mode of writing which cannot easily be
classified with reference to one or other available generic categories and, secondly,
describes a particular approach for dealing with the complex theoretical problems which
arise within the human sciences. As I will demonstrate, Sacks and Luria are sympathetic
to both of these goals of romantic science, particularly in the field of neurology.
However, my general comments below are also applicable to the aims and interests of

James and Binswanger, whereas I have reserved my more detailed commentary on Sacks

for a later chapter.

For the purposes of the thesis, a genre is understood to be a type of writing, categorized
in respect to the specific characteristics or features which it displays, which emerges at

a particular historical moment. Romantic science is particularly heterogenous form of
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discourse which combines inquiries into selfhood (encompassing forms of inductive
science and philosophical anthropology) with aesthetic, phenomenological and
behavioural approaches to its subject of study. As Stanley Cavell indicates, the inherent
problem with describing a "full-blown" genre is that it limits the evolution of a genre to
simply recombining the discursive elements already established (Cavell 1981: 28). Itis
important to note that there is no such thing as a "full-blown" form of romantic science
for it does not exist in any one particular discipline of study. Cavell attests that "late
members can 'add’ sométhing to the genre because there is...nothing one is tempted to call
the features of a genre which all its members have in common" (28). Accordingly, there
is a form of internal coherence to the genre of romantic science, as each subsequent writer
reinterprets the terms of the discourse within his specialist field of study. For Cavell,
"membership in the genre requires that if an instance (apparently) lacks a given feature,
it must compensate for it, for example, by showing a further feature 'instead of' the one
it lacks" (29). Furthermore, "the new feature introduced by the new member will, in turn,

contribute to a description of the genre as a whole" (29).

From this perspective, romantic science should be seen as a dynamic genre which
recombines features (and adds to them) depending on which context it is used. It closely
resembles Raymond Williams's flexible historical model which posits diachronic
development as passing through a series of emergent, dominant and residual transitions.
Within a genre of romantic science each emergent discourse (in which "new meanings
and values, new practices, new significances and experiences, are continually being
created" [Williams 1973: 41]) would be a new dominant, but within a different field of

application. For example, the psychoanalytic discourse which is evident in James and
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Sacks respectively in emergent and residual forms (at least in terms of the history of
psychoanalysis) is evident as a dominant feature in Binswanger's writing (although he
departs from the tenets of Freudian psychoanalysis in important ways). In short, it is
important to stress that there is no one form of writing which epitomizes romantic
science; rather, it describes an open discursive field which enables thinkers to deploy a

combination of fragmented discourses to attend to a particular set of theoretical problems.

Sacks diverges from classical neurology (understood both as a genre of writing and as a
field of inquiry) because he claims it does not deal with the subjective states of mind
which result from neuronal firings. Defined as a physical science which examines the
matter of the brain and nervous system, neurology uses language only as it needs to
linguistically represent anatomical detail. The use of precise referential language renders
the blurred margins of hermeneutics negligible. By way of contrast, in his development
of neuropsychology, Sacks stresses the critical and interpretive role of all discourse.
Furthermore, when subjectivity becomes an issue, both the subjectivity of the inquirer
and the subject of inquiry, referential language loses its précision and neurology, in an
attempt to deal with non-material aspects, becomes descriptive. As Luria indicates in his
autobiography, it is not impossible for neurological science to humanize itself by
broadening its field of study in order to incorporate and focus attention on the disorderly
experiences of patients. Just as mental states are intentional, they are always mental
states of someone displaying an awareness of, and a relationship with, the world. By
attending closely to the personal experiences of patients, especially those suffering from
neurological disorders, the inquirer may glean more information than can be gathered

from a neurological model designed in vacuo. Indeed, as Cavell makes explicit in his
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discussion of genre, "an interest in an object is to take an interest in one's experience of

the object” (Cavell 1981: 7). That is to say, the subjective experiences which neurology

ignores become a central area of exploration for Sacks.2

The collation and description of subjective experiences, in itself an extremely
complicated task, is of paramount importance for a rigorous inquiry into disorders which
neurology is unable to fully explain. Luria rejects methods which rely crucially on the
measurement of instrliments, for he sees the importance of an inquiring, critical and

interpreting mind.:

I am inclined to reject strongly an approach in which these auxiliary aids

become the central method and in which their role as servant to clinical

thought is reversed so that clinical reasoning follows instrumental data as

a slave follows its master (Luria 1977: 177).
The sympathies of Luria and Sacks lie firmly on the phenomenological fork of the divide.
Sacks discerns a separation between "the apparent poverty of scientific formulation and
the manifest richness of phenomenal experience" (Sacks 1990a: 44). The "poverty" of
science is the result of the methodological need to bracket, reduce or eliminate the
"richness" of lived experience. In this view, any truth (a valid assertion about how the
brain functions) elicited from a reductive method is always a narrow or partial one,

because it fails to recognize experiences which do not have immediate implications for

a single mode of inquiry. Behaviourism, the science which Dennett practices and

2 1 ike Sacks, James and Binswanger both react to forms of scientific inquiry which they claim d'o not do
full justice to the manifold of experience: James reacts to late nineteenth-century behaviourism which deals
more with physiology than psychology and Binswanger departs from Freudian psychoanalysis because he
claims it to undervalue the 'spiritual’ aspects of consciousness.
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promotes, is treated cautiously by Sacks because he sees it to be limited in its dismissal

of private mental states.

As I'have previously commented, the debate is two-sided. Luria is quick to indicate that
romantic science pursued to its extreme lacks logic and rigour and thereby prevents the
practitioner from reaching "firm formulations" (Luria 1977: 175). He goes on to
comment that "sometimes logical step-by-step analysis escapes romantic scholars, and
on occasion, they let vartistic preferences and intuitions take over. Frequently their
descriptions not only precede explanation but replace it" (175). Luria's ideal is to
discover a methodological balance, if not a synthesis, where observation encourages a
causal explanation of phenomena without diminishing the importance of describing the
"manifold richness" of phenomenology (178). Within reason, the greater the number of
perspectives, he argues, the more likely is the possibility of understanding. Sacks also
endorses this perspectival method, although, as I discuss later, critics have argued that his
aims (typical of the other romantic scientists) are never fully realized in his texts or, by
extension, in patient care. I will return to this issue; but, here, I explore the ramifications
of the term romantic science, both in its specific historical context and its use as a

signifying term which shifts across a variety of possible signifieds.

The initial paragraph of a 1990 review article by Sacks, entitled Neurology and the Soul',
is broken by a quotation from the first part of Goethe's Faust (1808), in which the German
poet celebrates the "colors of life" in contrast to the drab greyness of theory (Sacks 1990a:
44). This quotation directly echoes one of Luria's citations (Luria 1977: 174) and

emphatically associates modern romantic science with the forms of inquiry which
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flourished in Germany between the late eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries. Sacks's
article, both a review of his previous publications and an outline of other thinkers who
broadly share his sympathies (the American neuroscientist Gerald Edelman and the
medical theorist Israel Rosenfield), productively frames a sketch of romanticism. It is
important not to lose sight of the relevance of Sacks (and, by implication, my other two
thinkers) to contemporary critical debate by too easily conflating his position with that
of early romanticism. In order to check this impulse, I will only sketch in the details
which illuminate marked similarities and philosophical resonances. As a result, the

complicated genealogy of romanticism is incompletely rendered.

In an essay on 'Romanticism in Germany', Dietrich von Engelhardt indicates that, unlike
the other European countries where romanticism was prevalent, one is able in German
culture to "speak of Romantic science and medicine side by side with literature and the
other arts" (Engelhardt 1988: 111). Here science refers to "a metaphysical form of
scientific research" which is speculative but harnessed to an empirical approach to natural
phenomena. Although many of the romantic scientists were influenced by the
Naturphilosophie of Schelling and Hegel, which represented an attempt "to construct all
natural sciences from a priori speculation” (Snelders 1970: 195), they were committed
to the practical application of speculative knowledge. There is no one essential form of
romantic science, partly because many branches of the natural sciences were represented
(amongst them, Justus Liebig in chemistry, Alexander von Humboldt in universal
science, Johann Ritter and the Dane Hans Oersted in physics, Henrik Steffens in geology
and Carl Carus and Gotthilf Schubert in medicine) and partly because no practitioner

claimed his own discipline was categorically distinct from the others. As Alfred North
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Whitehead indicates, it is important to note that "all the sciences dealing with life were
still in an elementary observational stage, in which classification and direct description
were dominant" (Whitehead 1929: 79). Rather than mutually "combative" (79), all of the

natural sciences were seen to be interconnected and subjected to a unitary metaphysics

of nature.

The Naturphilosophen discerned a polar "interaction between mind and matter",
operating under the coﬁtrol of "antagonistic forces of attraction and repulsion" (Snelders
1970: 195), and, following Kant, they countered materialist philosophy by emphasizing
the importance of subjectivity. The static model of Newtonian mechanics® was
challenged in an attempt to understand the natural world as a dynamic process, which
resulted from man's sensual relationship in the world and was then applied to the
"mysteries of [his] own earth" (194). Accordingly, the spatial and atomistic metaphors

of the French materialist La Mettrie in L'Homme machine (1747) were replaced by

organic and vitalistic descriptions of nature and of the forces which hold the universe
together, "as one great organism in which individual bodies are only representatives of
the whole" (196). A single vision, extrapolated from the perception of the ‘outward'
seeing eye, was often countered by a multiple vision in which the 'inward' creative eye
perceives the manifold aspects of Nature. Such a distinction is analogous to Schelling's

theory of an active and engaging mind which challenged the dominant Lockean model

of mind as passive receptor.

3 The attacks levelled against Newton often lose sight of the fact that he actually conceived of a univerge
made up of matter and spirit. Not until the eighteenth century did scientific materialism .reduce this
dualistic account to one fundamental substance which was understood with recourse to material laws.
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Schelling also reacted to Johann Fichte's claim that nature was subordinate to the mind,
by reversing the equation: "nature was not a product of the mind, rather the mind was a
product, if also a culmination, of nature" (197). As Andrew Bowie indicates in his
reevaluation of Schelling's place in German idealist philosophy, "what is able to know
itself must be more than what it knows" (Bowie 1993: 23). Schelling does not assert the
mind as representing the mythical foundations of the Absolute; rather, that the inquiring
mind, while partially "determined by something posited outside itself”, constitutes
something which cannbt be reduced to the level of matter (quoted by Bowie 1993: 24).
Schelling's philosophy was popular amongst the romantic scientists, enabling them to
consider "the totality of all being" (Snelders 1970: 197) without losing sight of their

"experience of the object world" (Bowie 1993: 24).

As Bowie makes evident, the influence of Schelling is important for any consideration
of romanticism, but romantic science represents a slight shift away from his idealistic
tendencies, together with a retreat from the "one-sided glorification of irrationality"
present in the Dionysian exuberance of some early German romantic poetry (Engelhardt
1988: 112). It is not that the early practitioners of romantic science rejected idealism per
se, but they saw intuition and feeling as complementary to an understanding of nature
achieved through the faculty of reason. As a consequence, it is possible to show a closer
connection between the German natural scientists and "the pre-romantic romantics"
(Tymms 1955: 9), figures like Herder, Goethe and Novalis. As "men of sentiment" (9)
they displayed a relish for forms of classicism together with a regard for an emotional
response for and in the world, and so stand as historical mediators between the

intellectualism of the Aufkldrung and the elevation of feeling displayed in romantic
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poetry. Natural scientists were wary of applying dogmatic reason too readily to their
studies; they detected the stultifying alliance between a rationalist method and what they
interpreted as the rigid laws of Newtonian mechanics. Reason was only used as an

organizing tool to help as they collected empirical data and did not represent the basis of

their inquiry.

T. A. M. Snelders distinguishes one major difference between the Romantik and the
Aufkldrung approaches to scientific knowledge:
the Newtonian mechanical-atomistic explanation of all natural
phenomena was supplanted by a dynamical and organic concept, with a
concomitant substitution, at the extreme, of sentiment for the critical

mind. One tried to unriddle phenomena in the natural sciences, the

enigma of life and disease, by intuition instead of by experiment (Snelders
1970: 194).

Intuition, harnessed to creative imagination, came to be valued as a powerful faculty for
discerning "the enigma of life" which was seen to lie outside the scope of scientific
instrumentation (powerfully represented by William Blake in his engraving of Urizen
dividing up the material world with his calipers [Blake 1986: 60]) and apparent only to

the "critical mind."

The influence of Schelling's philosophy spawned a common belief in the mutual
reciprocity of self-knowledge and knowledge of nature: the mind, as a part of nature, is
structured by the same laws and is not representative of a separate and ideal sphere of
existence. To understand human beings is to understand nature, and vice versa: "Nature

attains perfection in living organisms, where the world of physical phenomena overflows
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into that of the mind" (Engelhardt 1988: 1 13). Andrew Bowie frames this understanding
in terms of Schelling's description of "an existence (Daseyn)", and makes explicit a link

between his thought and Heidegger's Being and Time (1927), which was to provide an

important philosophical source for the development of Binswanger's blend of romantic

science (Schelling, quoted by Bowie 1993: 24).*

In their combined interest in science and literature, Goethe and Novalis perhaps best
represent the synthesiiing potential of romantic science, although their reputations
depend primarily on the quality of their art. For example, the notebooks of Novalis
contain scientific musings intermingled with epigraphs, aphorisms and poetic fragments.’
These notebooks epitomize the notion that knowledge of the mind also provides
knowledge of nature as macrocosm: "the world, the human world, is just as manifold as
man is" (Novalis 1989: 96). The fragment form, found elsewhere in the poetry of Blake
and Coleridge, also displays the romantic dislike for grand systems. The universalizing
systems favoured in the Enlightenment were seen by the romantics as "prisons of the
spirit" (Berlin 1979: 8); in a drive to generality, the system tends to neglect the particular
and unique. To evoke Blake's image, instead of being able to discern eternity in a grain
of sand, the single grain is neglected for the sake of conceptualizing eternity. The
fragment, moreover, proved to have a greater scope than just as a poetic form: "articles

by scientists and medical practitioners, like literary works, often appear in unsystematic,

4 It is interesting to note that Rollo May, an American champion and popularizer of Binswanger's work in
the late 1950s and 1960s, claims that Schelling's lecture series given at Berlin in 1841 (ip which he a.ttacks
Hegel's totalizing rationalist system) marks one of the earliest significant moments n the founding of
existentialism as a dominant European philosophy (May 1986: 54).

5 One example of Novalis's common technique of combining dual modes of understgnding ﬂvgugh .anal.ogy
s evident in a fragment from his Encyclopedia: "Physics is nothing but the teaching of the imagination®

(Novalis 1989: 93).
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fragmentary, aphoristic, even poetic, form. This form is chosen deliberately, as it is
meant to mirror what can be understood of nature" (Engelhardt 1988: 112). It was
thought that the "mysteries" of nature could only be understood at moments of intuitive
insight and recorded in brief jottings and unconnected fragments. While modern thinkers
may wish to dispense with the myth of romantic genius, the fragmentary form has been

retained as an important element in the heterogenous and, often, discontinuous written

genre of romantic science.

Romanticism has much to offer the natural and human sciences, but it contains inherent
weaknesses which are of consequence to my later studies. The transcendental belief that
human insights are somehow related to an organic and natural unity is often a matter of
wonder and speculation rather than an empirical questioning of the framework of
metaphysical premises. Although romantic scientists were not searching for grand
explanations, the sense of a wordless communion with Nature has no direct applicability
to science; the rapture (or perception) must be transposed into a description of
phenomena which can be recorded and analyzed. The philosophical implications of this
transposition from mental experience to linguistic description can be seen from two

distinct, yet interconnected, perspectives.

Firstly, a wordless and essentially incommunicable and instantaneous vision can be seen
to be restricted, or even debased, by transferring it to a linguistic medium; for example,

Coleridge, in Biographia Literaria (1817), speaks of the treacherously ambiguous

"secondary imagination" as a dissolving, diffusing and dissipating process (Coleridge

1984: 167). The purity of silent communion will always be frustrated and dismantled by
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the self-conscious recalling and transcribing of it. However, by making use of symbolic
language, a discourse which is suggestive rather than indicative of actual experience. the
romantic writer can circumnavigate the intellectualization of feeling that is involved in
self-reflection. It can be argued that, in its use of symbol, the romantic enterprise runs

tangential to a scientific mode of interpretation which demands a precision of description.

The second perspective, broadly poststructuralist, questions whether there is any
experience prior to the language used to describe it. This links up with J. Hillis Miller's
criticism of Poulet's moment of "double consciousness" in which one can self-
consciously know the cogito of the other (Miller 1970: 216). For Miller, language should
be recognized as "the instrument by which the mind explores its own depths" without
ever striking an epistemological bottom (225). Such an interpretation moves away from
phenomenological revelation towards an analysis of the discursive cultural groupings
which constitute both the experience and the subject of experience. As Paul de Man
remarks in his Gauss Lecture of 1967, it is impossible to make "the actual expression
coincide with what has to be expressed, of making the actual sign coincide with what it
signifies" (de Man 1993: 12). In other words, there is no self-present sign which

represents the "origin or constitutive focus that is ontologically prior" to experience (6).

De Man's critique of romanticism dovetails with Jacques Derrida's interrogation of

Husserlian phenomenology in Speech and Phenomena (1967). Derrida argues that there

is no unmediated phenomenological meaning (conceived by Husserl as pure ideality or
self-presence) outside the realm of signification. This idea not only throws a sceptical

shadow over the primacy of mental experience, but also undermines the romantic notion
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of transcendental consciousness by questioning the role of the subject as the locus and
centre of the experience. To add to this, de Man questions the "forms of romantic deceit"
which claim "self-autonomy...as a philosophical truth about the nature of human

existence" and "the work of art as a self-engendered world of the subject's own making"

(de Man 1993: 6).

It will be necessary to return to de Man and Derrida at later points in the dissertation as
theoretical checks to romanticism. Although there are significant challenges to the
romantic myth of divine creator, these alone are insufficient to dismiss the project of
romantic science for being founded on entirely misguided principles. As I have argued,
romantic science appropriates a diluted romanticism rather than an excessive idealism.
In response to this, a counter-argument might grant that although some scientists have
been influenced by strains of romantic thought, their need to follow a method will
necessarily distance them from the spirit of aesthetic romanticism. But, and it is my
contention, such an overview reveals that the apparently irreconcilable tension between
art and science is primarily due to a reification and, in many ways, an exaggerated
opposition between the terms. As de Man indicates, the romantic influence upon science
should not be "measured by the contribution [it] makes to the elaboration of a cogent
historical outline" (95) of romanticism; rather, in granting priority to subjectivity and
psychological complexity (however this is to be interpreted in the light of
deconstruction), it duplicates the counter-Enlightenment spirit of the first generation
romantics, but without their tendency to repudiate inquiry based solely on reason.
Furthermore, in the words of Gerald Edelman, the aspiration of romantic science is to put

"the mind back into nature" (for Edelman, like the three romantic scientists discussed in
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this thesis, a post-Darwinian nature [Edelman 1994: 9]), without resorting to an out-
moded dualism of substance and the interactional problems which this involves. Here,
the importance of critical theory can be gauged through its contribution to the study of
language and narrative, rather than dealing with an ineffable realm of mentality. As will

become increasingly evident, de Man's challenge indicates that language and narrative

play pivotal roles in any account of mental life.
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(4) Stanley Cavell and the Hermeneutics of Acknowledgement

In the concluding section of this introduction I will extend some of the ideas suggested
above concerning the hermeneutic and the narrative dimensions of self by selectively
reading the theoretical writings of Stanley Cavell. Although Cavell is not one of the
major figures of the thesis, his work provides a way to characterize the common romantic
and modernist concerns of James, Binswanger and Sacks. In particular, I will refer to

three of Cavell's texts, The Senses of Walden (1972; expanded 1992), In Quest of the

Ordinary (1988) and Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome (1990), in which he

explicitly addresses some of the most important theoretical issues to emerge from
romanticism. Although Cavell has a distinctive theoretical voice of his own, the
philosophical figures to whom he most often returns throughout these books are Ludwig

Wittgenstein, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Heidegger and, more recently, Derrida.®

Despite evident differences in the theoretical orientation of these thinkers, all four share
with Cavell an emphasis upon the manner in which utterances are expressed (or written),
complementing their abiding interest in semantics. Cavell has variously called the former
the "mood" or "pitch" of philosophy to imply the impossibility of separating what is said
from the vehicle of language in which it is said.” Attention to the form and style of

language proves crucial to a consideration of the work of my three major figures, and a

6 Three studies on Cavell have influenced my reading here: Michael Fischer, Stanley Cavell and Literary
Skepticism (1989), Ewa Ziarek, The Rhetoric of Failure (1996) and an article by Michael Wood, 'Must We
Believe What We Say?' (Murray 1995: 90-105).

7 Qee Cavell's essay in the expanded version of The Senses Of Walden, entitled 'Ap Emersop Mood'
(Cavell 1992: 141-60), and the musical metaphors deployed in his autobiographical A Pitch of Philosophy

(1994).
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discussion of Cavell's thought helps to foreground these concerns. Cavell's philosophy
represents an ongoing attempt to develop and fuse a dual tradition of thought: the
ordinary language philosophy, deriving from Wittgenstein and J. L. Austin, and the
German idealist tradition, which influences the work of Heidegger. Cavell positions
Emerson between these two as "a site from which to measure the difficulties within each
and between both" (Cavell 1995: 13). Indeed, the Emerson who has emerged from recent
critical debate (for example, in the work of Cornel West and Richard Poirier) combines
an Americanist rewofking of European romanticism together with an emergent
pragmatism. Emerson thus prefigures much of my interest in James and also provides

an important theoretical source for the dissertation as a whole.

From Cavell's early work on ordinary language philosophy and film analysis to his recent
work on Emerson and Derrida, his lasting concern has been with interpretation. Cavell
has shown particular interest in self-reflective discourses: those which interrogate their
own processes of writing and reading. The search of romantic writers, such as Emerson,
for an expressive language provides Cavell with the modernist "idea of literature
becoming its own theory - literature in effect becoming philosophy while contrariwise
philosophy becomes literature" (Cavell 1989: 20). The collapsing of rigid boundaries
between the disciplines of philosophy and literary study encourages the same kind of
hybridity set out by Luria and Sacks in their vision of romantic science. Furthermore,
Cavell's attentiveness to language carries more weight than just a supplementary study
to serious scientific inquiry. In his illuminating discussion of Henry David Thoreau's
Walden (1854), Cavell asserts that committed writing, or, as he calls it. "serious speech".

should investigate "the conditions of language as such” (Cavell 1992: 33). In other
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words, the responsibility of the inquirer "remains a task of responsiveness" to language

(Cavell 1990: 25).

For Cavell, words not only imply a cultural lexicon which is "totally, systematically
meaningful”, but they can also "contain (or conceal) [the] beliefs, express (or deny) [the]
convictions" of human agents (Cavell 1992: 34). This may seem too close to Poulet's
phenomenological theory of reading as the reading of another's "cogito" for theoretical
comfort; but for Cavell‘writing can be as unstable, opaque and impenetrable as it can be
illuminating. Cavell understands writing (conceived literally and as a general metaphor
for aesthetic creation) as one of the most fundamental of human activities. This activity
is a prerequisite for any kind of committed interpretation: to quote Emerson, "one must
be an inventor to read well" (Emerson 1983: 59). It is the task of the committed writer
to become a sensitive reader in order to "learn how to entrust our meaning to a word"
(Cavell 1992: 34-35).2 Writing thus becomes both "the ground upon which they [the
reader and writer] will meet" (62) and the promise of communication:

Speaking together face to face can seem to deny that distance, to deny that

facing one another requires acknowledging the presence of the other,

revealing our positions, betraying them if need be. But to deny such

things is to deny our separateness. And that makes us fictions of one
another (65).

8 Following Thoreau's work on 'Reading' in Walden (Thoreau 1966: 67-74), Cayell mgke§ explicit a }ink
between reading and writing: "Reading is a variation on writing, where they meet in meditation and achieve
accounts of their opportunities; and writing is a variation of reading, since to write 1s to ca§t words together
that you did not make, so as to give or take readings" (Cavell 1988: 18). This position is a developrpent
of, say, Marcel Proust's notion of active reading as an "incitement" to write "on the thresho!d of the. s.pmtual
life" (Proust 1994: 32, 30), because, for Cavell, deep reading is inseparable from committed writing.
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This assertion stresses the importance of empathy and the acknowledgement of others
through dialogic exchange.® As such, Cavell asserts that in Tomanticism "the quest for
audience is exactly as questionable as that for expression” (Cavell 1989: 12). However,
attending to these questions does not necessarily mean they can be overcome: for Cavell,
both quests are always "questionable" (das Bedenkliche). His reading of Thoreau and
Emerson emphasises both the difficulty and partiality of communication, but he also

retains the hope that language might refer to a world in which human beings can share

meaning.

Although Cavell's optimism closely echoes Emerson's hopeful vision of 'The American
Scholar' (1837), the search for meaning is a laborious process. As he writes in poetic
refrain, "a deep reading is not one in which you sink away from the surface of words.
Words already engulf us" (Cavell 1992: 65). Mirroring Derrida's view of language (and,
to a certain extent, Lacan's view of the self), Cavell attests that, instead of providing
clarity and precision, language may reveal a lack, which may be a lack of sense, or a
sense which cannot be incorporated into any preexistent frame of reference. Taking his
metaphor from Thoreau's account of his retreat to Walden pond, Cavell sees "deep
reading" as a project "in which you depart from a given word as from a point of origin;

you go deep into the woods" (65). Thus the questioning (and "questionable") search for

9 cavell's comments on dialogic exchange and the perfectionist nature of self invite compari.son with Jilrgen
Habermas's formulation of the "ideal speech situation" (Habermas 1990: 8§), which acts as an
communicative ideal even if it can never be actualized in practice. I wish to resist such a comparison,
primarily because Habermas's work tends to overlook individual differences, whereas modern romantic
science focuses centrally on forms of alterity and Otherness.
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sense will always lead one away from unquestioning security towards the flux and

dissemination of meaning.

If meaning is viewed as radically unstable, the critic may be tempted to be sceptical about
the possibility of knowing the world and other beings in it, or, at the very least, sceptical
about saying anything significant about them. Cavell sees the futility of attempting to
claim "a final philosophical victory" over scepticism (Cavell 1989: 38), and instead
acknowledges that beéause one must act as if the world is inhabited by objects and
conversant peoples then, to all intents and purposes, the world and its denizens do exist.
As I shall argue in the first chapter, there is much in this claim which is indebted to
James's view of pragmatism, but Cavell claims that this idea derives directly from
Wittgenstein's defence of ordinary beliefs:

it is not quite right to say that we believe the world exists...and wrong to

say we know it exits...he or she would have a hard time saying what it is

right to say here, what truly expresses our convictions in the matter...our

relation to the world's existence is somehow closer than the ideas of

believing and knowing are made to convey (Cavell 1992: 145).
Elsewhere, Cavell speaks of the need to "accept" or to "receive"” (133) the world as it is
("closer than the ideas of believing and knowing"), rather than reshaping it to how we
want it to be, or, to use Emerson's term, to "clutch" desperately at it. This does not mean

one cannot redescribe the world in Rorty's sense of the phrase, only that an attempt to

engage with a world of others should not be abandoned for solipsistic flights of

1 1, similar vein, Richard Poirier comments on the positive aspects of scepticism: "the democratic impulse
shared by Emersonian pragmatists also involved a recognition that languagg, if it is Fo represent the flow
of individual experience, ceases to be an instrument of clarification or of clarity and, instead, becomes the
instrument of a saving uncertainty and vagueness” (Poirier 1992: 3-4).

42



imagination. Because animals (including humans) have the propensity to resourcefully
act in and upon the world and can adapt to moderate changes in environment, the world
is understood to exist in real ways for them. Moreover, because humans have the
capacity of self-consciousness, which enables them to cognitively map their environment

and describe it in language, the world also exists discursively.

Such an understanding does not thereby prevent the confusion of meaning which
misrecognition may induce. Indeed, instead of verifying the unproblematic existence of
the world, Cavell sees "deep reading" as a task which is committed "to observe the
strangeness of our lives, our estrangement from ourselves" (Cavell 1992: 55) and that to
which we are proximate (146). "Deep reading" leads one into the very thick of
scepticism, but, for Cavell (as for Emerson and Wittgenstein), it can also lead one "on a
path" out of it (Cavell 1989: 17). In other words, reading is a commitment to take
scepticism seriously: "the scene of a struggle of philosophy with itself, for itself" (40).
This commitment is much more than taking abstract philosophical problems seriously.
For Cavell, philosophy "out of school"!! addresses problems of psychology, aesthetics,
intersubjectivity and morality which arise in lived situations and deserve the experiencer's
undivided attention. Thus, Cavell interprets Thoreau to claim that "his writing is part of
his living, an instance of the life of philosophy" and, furthermore, "that the reader could
not understand his claim to be a philosopher until he or she understands what it is to be

his reader” (Cavell 1988: 10-11).

" A phrase appropriated from Cavell's 1984 book Themes Out of School: Effects and Causes. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, reprinted 1988.

43



Deploying a common modernist technique, he claims that language, when used in an
attentive and committed manner, has the capacity to defamiliarize the common and to
render "the perception of the sublime in the everyday" in order that one might attend to
the unique and the singular in the self and in others" (Cavell 1992: 150)."> "The near, the
low, the common" are those details which most interest Emerson and Thoreau; details
which disclose a type of Otherness which Cavell argues has recently been neglected in

favour of the radically Other. For instance, in 'The American Scholar' Emerson famously

writes:

That, which had been negligently trodden under foot by those who were

harnessing and provisioning themselves for long journeys into far

countries, is suddenly found to be richer than all foreign parts...I ask not

for the great, the remote, the romantic...I embrace the common. I explore

and sit at the feet of the familiar, the low (Emerson 1983: 68-69).
Here, the "foreign" and the "romantic" are not simply eschewed as points of interest in
favour of the common, but that foreignness and rarity can be perceived in the most
familiar of objects: as Emerson goes on to say, "the near explains the far" (69). The deep
reading which Cavell upholds often begins with defamiliarization of the familiar as
something problematic or questionable. Cavell's interest in the "ordinary" proves

ultimately to be a concern with the "intimacy of existence, and of an intimacy lost"

(Cavell 1988: 4).

12 Qee Victor Shklovsky's 1917 essay 'Art as Technique' (Schklovsky 1965: 5-22). It is pgtaple .that
Cavell's attention to the form of writing is emphasized by borrowing the term "dgfamﬂnarnzat;gn"
(ostra'énie) from the school of Russian Formalism. Shklovsky notes that Tol§toy, along with the romantics,
utilizes this technique, but it was the modernist enterprises of Joyce, Stein, Lorca, Brecht er al which
brought the term centrally into twentieth-century critical discourse.
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Crucial for my consideration - and once more echoing Poulet as much as Heidegger - an
acknowledgement of the world turns out to also be an acknowledgement of the self
within that world.” To this end Cavell claims that the "quest" of Walden "is for the
recovery of the self, as from an illness" [my italics] (Cavell 1992: 80). When I move on

to discuss one of Sacks's major works Awakenings (1973), the metaphor of awakening

is indicative of this understanding of the recovery of self from a condition characterized
by loss of meaning, brought about through debilitating illness. Emerson's "aspiration to
the human" (Cavell 1990: 57) takes on profound significance in extreme cases where the
fundamental criteria which constitute "the human" are stripped away. True recovery from
such a state accompanies the awakening of self to an acknowledgement of itself within

the context of the world.

Moreover, Cavell locates "Emerson's proposed therapy...of so-called man's loss of
existence" (Cavell 1988: 112) as an acknowledgement that one cannot have an ongoing
"original relation to the universe” (Emerson 1983: 7), but that one must necessarily
interpret a cultural language of "relation". Cavell does not argue that one must forever
recycle the "quotes” of "some saint or sage" (which, for Emerson, serve to postpone the
possibility of a committed life [Emerson 1983: 270]); rather, that the experiencer cannot
be his or her own sovereign creator because one always already speaks and writes with

inherited language (Cavell 1988: 113). Thus, awakening does not merely represent a

13 This kind of acknowledgement is particular apposite in a discussion of the human scienges when the
focus of study is the nature of human existence. As Gadamer succinctly states: "knowledge in the h.uman
sciences always has something of self-knowledge about it" (Wachterhagser 1994: 29). When vxewgd
hermeneutically, practitioners of the human sciences "experience a provocation [Anstf)ss]" by thf: world in
which the self is only a part: we are thus "confronted not only with ourselves...but with something else as

well" (29).
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moment of defamiliarization or a romantic epiphany, but a commitment to live (and to
read) seriously with both the threat of scepticism and "the obligation of therapy" (12):
what is discredited in the romantic's knowledge about self-authoring is
only a partial picture of authoring and of creation, a picture of human
creation as a literalized anthropomorphism of God's creation - as if to

create myself I were required to begin with the dust of the ground and
magic breath, rather than with, say, an uncreated human being and the

power of thinking (111).
Cavell's theory of the committed reader of signs indicates that it may be possible to retain
the rhetoric of becoming without swallowing the whole "discredited romantic picture of

the author or artist as incomprehensibly original" (110).

The importance of Cavell's thought to my argument, apropos the theoretical-therapeutic
perspective of James, Binswanger and Sacks, is that the hermeneutic activity begins with
"a loss of self-knowledge; of being, so to speak, at a loss" (Cavell 1989: 36). To
appropriate a cliché of popular psychology (and to go beyond that cliché), such a
commitment is for the self to learn to live with loss, but also the refusal to erase or forget
that loss. For Cavell, even if one cannot speak the self as 'T' (in the Cartesian sense), then,
like Nietzsche's Zarathustra (following Emerson), one may be able to speak of the active
bodily performance of 'I' (Nietzsche 1969: 62)." One of the aims of modern romantic
scientists is to develop techniques which encourage individuals suffering from loss
actively to reconstruct the embodied self as a meaningful vehicle of agency. But this
possibility should be accompanied by a commitment to forget neither the provisionality

nor the fragility of selfhood. Cavell understands the emancipatory promise of

14 Njetzsche proves another important intellectual source for Cavell (and for the thesis as a whole),
providing a pivot between Emerson's transcendentalism and Heidegger's hermeneutic phenomenology .
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romanticism does not entail a repudiation of the everyday and the ordinary, but a

responsiveness to them.

Knowledge of self and world is never indubitable, but the possibility of knowing is a risk
which Cavell incites the reader to take. The human scientist who refutes such an
understanding may "profit in gaining the whole world" at the risk of "losing one's soul"
(Cavell 1990: 26). As James claims in his discussion of Pascal's wager, the gains of
risking an encounter with the self might be infinite, whereas refusing to take the risk will
certainly lead to "finite loss" (James 1956: 5). Cavell stresses in many of his writings that
one must take this risk, but one must also retain the possibility of being "wrong...unsure,
surprised" (Cavell 1979: 397). One of the primary reasons why he cannot claim
philosophical victory over scepticism is because this would also constitute a victory "over

the human" and the fallible (Cavell 1989: 38).

Ideal as Cavell's hopes might be, his project of "deep reading" begs the question of how
such acknowledgement might be brought about. Hints of such a development are to be

found towards the end of the section on Thoreau in The Senses of Walden, in which

Cavell considers the idea of becoming, "to allow the world to change, and to learn change
from it, to permit it strangers, accepting its own strangeness, are conditions of knowing
it" (Cavell 1992: 119). Two key terms here - "change" and "allow" - emerge from
Cavell's study of Walden and are given wider significance in the first of his 1988 Carus

Lectures, Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome, in which he develops his reservations

concerning "philosophy's anxiety about reading" (Cavell 1990: 6).
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Cavell's 1988 lectures take their title from Emerson's essay on 'Experience’ (1844): "I take
the evanescence and lubricity of all objects, which lets them slip through our fingers then
when we clutch hardest, to be the most unhandsome part of our condition" (Emerson
1983: 473, quoted by Cavell 1990: 41). To clutch at the world implies that the
"unhandsome" self is one who acts out of frustration or desperation in the face of doubt
and uncertainty. Despite the urgency of which Emerson and Cavell speak, only by
allowing the world to be, or "letting be" (sein lassen) in Heidegger's phrase, can one be
committed or resoluté in relation to it. Not only does this allow one to renew an
intellectual and emotional relationship with a defamiliarized world (a renewed world of
objects and others), but, also, that one can begin to use what is "to hand" in order to fulfil
the possibility of transforming it (Cavell 1990: 38). Emerson is understood to search for
interpretive ways in which he can "counteract the role of experience as removing us from,
instead of securing us to, the world" (40). Security cannot be rendered through passive
conformity or a quietist world-view, but neither can change be brought about through
furiously (or, for Heidegger, violently) grasping at the world. Cavell thus understands
the "handsome" part of the human condition to be "what Emerson calls being drawn and
what Heidegger calls getting in the draw, or the draft, of thinking" (41). The "draft" of
thinking can only be brought about through interaction and provides "the conditions for

my recognizing my difference from others as a function of my recognizing my difference

from myself" (53).

One of the most problematic areas of thought which Cavell has developed over recent
years is his discussions of "moral perfectionism” (1) and "Emersonian Perfectionism" (3).

He defines these terms variously as "being true to oneself" (often by a romantic act of
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defiance), a "tradition of the moral life...called the state of one's soul" (3) and the
neoplatonic "transformation of self through self-education" (7). Despite these and
numerous other descriptive statements, Cavell acknowledges finally that not only has he
"no complete list of necessary and sufficient conditions for using the term", but he has
"no theory in which a definition of perfectionism would play a useful role" (4). As with
his understanding of genre as open to a number of possible permutations, this description
suggests an "open-ended thematics...of perfectionism" (4) which can be extended or
redefined to suit the needs of the individual. The criticism that Cavell endorses a form
of individual exceptionalism (in the sense of a perfected or perfectible self) is deflected
when one considers that for neither Emerson nor Cavell does the self imply perfectibility
(although the ability to read the self does imply a degree of interpretive competence).
Just as there are no absolute grounds for positing the self (at least epistemologically
speaking), neither is there a telos at which point one can know the self through reflection.
Instead, Cavell understands that "each state of the self is, so to speak, final" (3). One
might understand the self ephemerally (through a combination of reflection and
projection) within a particular context (with a particular set of spatial, temporal and
cultural coordinates), but the potential "next self" (9) suggests the inability of ever

comprehensively mapping, or, indeed, fully comprehending, these coordinates.

That is not to say that the self cannot be acknowledged through interpretation, only that
the interpretive process leaves traces of unknowability, or a residue of mystery, which
defies the ability to finally fix a substantive definition on the self. Cavell's hermeneutics
imply that there is no truth as such to be understood (although the interpreter or

experiencer can be true to that understanding); rather there is a set of possibilities, or
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pragmatic paths, which can lead one through a dense network of possible significations.
Just as the self is not to be understood by "anything picturable" nor by extrapolating
backwards from a telos, neither can the journey along an interpretive path be understood
"beyond the way of the journey itself" (10). Cavell concludes that to recognize the
"unattained but attainable self" is "a step in attaining it": in other words, "having' 'a’ self
is a process of moving to, and from, nexts...we are from the beginning, that is from the
time we can be described as having a self, a next, knotted" (12). It is my contention that
the only way to map this self is to position it within a narrative framework to lend it
spatial and temporal coordinates. Although stages of the narrative of self may suggest
closure, the plotting of a master-narrative, or a final denouement of any unifying
narrative, is perpetually deferred because there is always the possibility of a "next"
narrative to be told. As such, the self is always actively under way and can never be

finally attained.

What makes Cavell's reading of self particularly interesting for a consideration of the
human sciences, and particularly that sector of the medical humanities in which the well-
being of the self is of utmost concern (especially in cases where bodily passivity or
mental paralysis are paramount), is that as the "knotted" self sides with the next potential
self, it must also side "against my attained perfection" (31). In the knots of the self one
must turn away from stasis and solipsism to recognize the existence of "an other" and an
"acknowledgment of a relationship” (31) with that other (whether that relationship is with
a family, a community, or a personal relationship with the physician). The reason why
Cavell takes scepticism so seriously is that these relationships are always liable to

collapse under their fragility and the fear of misrecognition and doubt. Similarly, the
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reason why the natural and the human sciences need to be tolerant of "human” issues is

because, for Cavell, "being human" is tantamount to being fallible.'*

In both Cavell's and Emerson's work the "aspiration to the human" (Cavell 1990: 57)1s
intricately bound up with an inquiry into the parameters (and possibilities) of the human.
It is clear why Cavell attributes the language of authenticity to Emerson, but whether
there is actually a positive moral content in the orientation of the self towards the world
(over and above a senée of commitment to taking the risk to understand others and the
"struggle against false or debased perfectionisms" [13]) is beyond the scope of this thesis.
Save to say, the "moral urgency" which Cavell interprets Emerson to demand is not a
moralizing tendency (associated here with pedestrian conformity) but the possibility of
"acting beyond the self and making oneself intelligible to those beyond it" (Cavell 1990:
46). No amount of "deep reading" can guarantee that we can know the self (whether it
is myself or yourself); but, similarly, no amount of scepticism can shake the

acknowledgment of self as possibility (as the epigraph from Derrida describes).

Each of my three principal thinkers treat seriously the possibility of knowing the self
through particular categories of understanding. However, as I develop in my explication
of their work, it is the narrative potentiality of self as active artificer (as Cavell outlines
it) to which each turns in order to indicate areas in which aesthetic modes of expression

can complement the conventional scope of the human sciences. As such, a movement

15 One of the reasons why romantic science does not adhere to Kuhn's model of "normgl §cience", is
because it treats scientific knowledge sceptically. As Barry Barnes comments: Kuhn is not "wllllmg to allow
that scientific knowledge is taught tentatively and provisionally, or sgepticisrp and o_pen-mmdedne§s are
seriously cultivated by teachers, with the intention of ensuring scientists remain flexible and receptive to

new experience" (Skinner 1990: 90).
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away from epistemology towards a narratively constructed self can be traced through
romantic science; a movement which, following the thrust of Cavell's work, is inflected
by both an expressive and a moral romanticism. Whilst both James and Binswanger go
some way to dissolve the boundaries between the theory and practical application of
romantic science, it is Sacks who most successfully combines a theorization of selfhood
with the development of a set of viable therapeutic techniques. Accordingly, my chapters
on James and Binswanger will trace the movement in their thinking from philosophical
conceptions of self to fheir considerations of a narratively constructed self (a transition
which is most readily discerned in the third sections of the first two chapters: James on
will and Binswanger on dreams), whereas the concluding chapter on Sacks discusses his

attempts to synthesize theories of self and narrative.
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I. William James

The one thing in the world,
of value, is the active soul.
Ralph Waldo Emerson,
'The American Scholar' (1837)
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(1) James on Habit: from Physiology to Ethics

William James was professionally a scientist and a university lecturer, in contrast to
Binswanger and Sacks whose theories feed directly into their professional therapeutic
practices. During his time at Harvard University, James's attention shifted from concerns
with medicine, anatomy, physiology and psychology to a developing interest in
philosophy and religion. James also brought to his studies an aesthetic sensibility which
derived from his early fwenties when he considered painting as a career, together with the
influence of his equally famous younger brother. Underlying and connecting these
various modes of thought is a preoccupation with selfhood, which aligns his ideas closely
with the tenets of romantic science. Moreover, as Donald Meyer and Eugene Taylor have
both indicated, James's interest in subconscious and "supernormal" mental states led him
to practice a version of therapy on a private basis during the 1890s (Taylor 1984: 150).
I will argue that the therapeutic strain of James's thought is an important trajectory of his
thought and, therefore, should not be isolated from a study of the conceptual
developments of his theory of self. In order to address these issues, this chapter on James

focuses upon two principal works, The Principles of Psychology (1890, hereafter

Principles) and Varieties of Religious Experience (1902, hereafter Varieties), which I will

read alongside a number of his essays.

The Principles of Psychology is James's first major published work and represents his

magnum opus, at least in the discipline of psychology. In 1872 he was appointed as an
instructor in physiology and anatomy at Harvard where he devised a seminal course on

experimental psychology, 'The Relations between Physiology and Psychology', first
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taught in 1875. James's experimental psychology can be seen to derive from his attempts
to theorize, and account for, personal experience, together with his interest in the French
experimental physiology of Claude Bernard, and an engagement with the work of two
American thinkers, Chauncey Wright and Charles Sanders Peirce, on evolutionary theory
and the philosophy of science.! Stimulated by his students’ interest in the course, James
was contracted in 1878 to write a book for the American Science Series on the central
principles of psychology, which he predicted he would finish within two years. Partially
appearing as a series of articles over the next decade, the two volumes of Principles were
not published until 1890. As James indicates in the preface to Henry Holt's 1890 edition,
his "treatise" had "grown up in connection with the author's class-room instruction...to
a length which no one can regret more than the writer himself" (James 1950a: v). To
compensate for the unwieldy length of the two volumes, James outlines his pedagogical
intention by suggesting a shorter route for "beginners" and students of psychology by
omitting certain of the chapters "on a first reading”" (v). Although his manual of
psychological principles is extensive, the implication here is that there are a number of

possible paths towards an understanding of mind and self.

Throughout Principles James stresses his desire to adhere to a perspective of natural
science and thereby avoid the theoretical murkiness of metaphysics, which he

understands to be a branch of philosophy entirely immune to empirical testing. As James

I In his Introduction a I'étude de la Médicine Experimental (1865) Claude Bernard prop?ses t.hat
experimental psychology should be practised under laboratory condition.s ip ord_er to achleve 'surglcgl
control over an animal's physiological reactions" (Johnson 1990: 40). Aligning himself with Bemarq, in
a 1906 lecture on 'Common Sense', James states, "the scope of the practical control of nature newly put into
our hand by scientific ways of thinking vastly exceeds the scope of the old control grounded on common

sense” (James 1981: 85).
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comments in an 1892 article in Philosophical Review, 'A Plea for Psychology as a

"Natural Science™: "I wished, by treating psychology like a natural science. to help her
to become one" (James 1969: 317). He conceives of psychology as a division of natural
science, particularly in reference to the object of its study: "the mind of distinct
individuals inhabiting definite portions of a real space and a real time" (James 1950a:
183). By displaying a tendency to move towards the middle ground of science, James
confirms a common sense assumption of the existence of a 'real' external world. Even
when he makes use of the subjective technique of introspection he claims to deploy it in
order to examine a sensory reality which "he talks about...in an objective way" (183).
This commitment to objectivity signals James's desire to develop an empirical science,
through which he aims "to test some pre-existing hypothesis" (194) with reference to
concrete experience. But, as James was aware, any attempt to explicate the central
principles of psychology, without brushing against metaphysical questions which plague

the natural sciences, is an arduous task.

In an 1892 essay James responds to G. T. Ladd's article, 'Psychology as so-called natural

science', published in the same volume of Philosophical Review.” Ladd takes issue with

James's lack of consistency in Principles. Although he claims to treat psychology as a
natural science, Ladd detects instances when James stumbles upon metaphysical
problems. James's response is to argue that if "psychology is ever to conform to the type

of the other natural sciences, it must renounce certain ultimate solutions" (James 1969:

2 ] T. Ladd, Philosophical Review, 1, 24-53. For a fuller discussion of James’s response to Ladd, see
Amedeo Giorgi's essay 'The Implications of James's Pleas for Psychology as a Natural Science’ (Johnson

1990: 63-74).
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317). By renouncing "ultimate solutions" James detects a set of limits beyond which he

cannot hope to penetrate:

This book...contends that psychology when she has ascertained the
empirical correlation of the various sorts of thought or feeling with
definite conditions of the brain can go no farther - can go no farther, that
is, as a natural science. If she goes farther she becomes metaphysical (vi).

In an attempt to resist metaphysical speculation, which would undermine the empirical

"mass of descriptive details" of Principles, he does not hesitate to indicate those areas

where psychology "can go no farther" (vii).

James's opening comments illuminate one of the central theoretical dilemmas of the text:
how to set out the principles of psychology whilst resisting metaphysical speculation.
Although, his "positivistic" solution is formulated in order to avoid two current
metaphysically informed philosophies - "the associationist and the spiritualist theories"
(vi) - James insistently stresses those points where natural science opens into "queries
which only a metaphysics alive to the weight of her task can hope successfully to deal
with" (vii). He goes on to outline the major areas of nineteenth-century psychology, but
he does not claim for his principles a set of final limits. An aspect of his thought which
will become vital for my later considerations of his work is herein outlined: "the reader
will in vain seek for any closed system in the book"; for, he claims, "the best mark of
health that a science can show is this unfinished-seeming front" (vii). So, whilst
Principles extends to over 1350 pages and ostensibly seems to take its place alongside

Lyell, Darwin, Comte, Spencer ef al as a product of the nineteenth-century systematic
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rigour in empirical science, it opens out into a modernist text which explores "queries"

and aporias of knowledge.

It is through this lens that I wish to view Principles as a pivotal work which can be
interpreted either as a late Victorian example of rigorous empiricism or as a more
troubled expression of modernity. I wish to choose neither template as the sole mode of
approach to James, for it is through an examination of this moment of transition that it
becomes possible to caSt light back on the aspirations and the problems incurred by the
early nineteenth-century romantic scientists. In many ways James stands free from this
Germanic shadow, but it is precisely the distance from that earlier moment (both in terms
of history and culture) by which it becomes possible to develop the initiatives of romantic

science.

My chosen path into Principles is through James's consideration of habit: the concern of
the fourth chapter of the first volume and a theme which becomes a recurring principle
throughout the work. By attending closely to James's discussion on habit it is possible
to explore the breadth of his writing whilst maintaining a focused vision; a focus which,
in this chapter, I will develop by interpreting his later work as a continuation of his early
concerns in a different guise. My interest in Principles derives from those instances when
the author of a scientific manual shifts into therapeutic territory.> The use of multiple

discourse characterizes James as a writer who cuts across established genres of writing

3 Philip Fisher comments that the "manual” as "a book of techniques” is a common ningteepth-cgntury form
of "conduct book" (Fisher 1973: 12). Unlike, for example, Samuel Sm{les's classic Victorian book of
conduct, Self-Help (1 859), Principles is a "manual” of current psychological tene'ts. However, th'ere are
moments (for example, the conclusions he draws at the end of his chapter on habit) where James's work

becomes explicitly instructive.
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in order to broaden the field of investigation. Similarly, as I later argue, it is in the
revision and the working through of philosophical problems that the self can be redefined
in the face of determinism and necessity. Consequently, before I concentrate closely on
the function of habit in James's thought it is important to delineate the philosophical

position which underpins his psychology.

In the first chapter of Principles, on "The Scope of Psychology', James expands upon his
opening statements coﬁcerning the inadequacy of spiritualist and associationist modes of
psychological explanation. He begins by suggesting that the bewildering "variety and
complexity" of psychological phenomena historically have been unified through the
theologically-informed theory of "the personal Soul" (1). This kind of philosophy is
devoted "to abstract and eternal principles" (James 1981: 9), characterized both by
Descartes's dualistic view of mind and by Kant's idealism, the latter which found an
American outlet in New England Transcendentalism between the 1830s and the 1850s
and, more immediately for James, in the work of the Harvard philosopher, Josiah Royce.
The rival associationist theory, a "psychology without a soul", proceeds by examining
"common elements in the divers mental facts rather than a common agent behind them”
(James 1950a: 1). Championed by John Locke and the British empiricists, associationism
explains phenomena by reference to "the various forms of arrangement of these elements"
(1). Unlike the spiritualist, the associationist argues that the self does not preexist

perception and emotion, but emerges a posteriori "as their last and most complicated

fruit" (2).
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James rejects the spiritualist theory in so far as it posits essences or faculties such as
"Cognition" or "Memory" as the "absolute properties of the soul" (2). Because neither
is empirically verifiable, he rejects the mysterious Cartesian interface which connects the
mental to the physical, together with the metaphysical unity which Royce asserts.
Explicitly reacting to Royce's notion of an all-encompassing principle by which every
empirical contradiction can be resolved, James argues that essences are unverifiable
because they exist prior to experience: "there is something grotesque and irrational in the
supposition that the sdul is equipped with elementary powers of such an ingeniously
intricate sort" (3). Here, his choice of adjectives implies a hostility to monistic
absolutism which is more than that of a disinterested philosopher. In conclusion, he
stresses that "the [mental] faculty does not exist absolutely, but works under conditions;

and the quest of the conditions becomes the psychologist's most interesting task" (3).

However, James does not reject the spiritualist's theory wholesale, for he does gravitate
towards a conception of "Mind" which can only be inferred through an analysis of its
"indubitable expressions" (11). Indeed, this notion of active "Mind" is crucial to an
understanding of James's break from a Spenserian psychology, which espouses the
passive "adjustment of inner to outer relations" and the manner in which environmental
"conditions" determine consciousness (6). Although James taught Herbert Spencer's

psychological treatise on the First Principles of Psychology (1864) at Harvard and he

commended him for advancing psychology beyond "the old-fashioned 'rational
psychology,' which treated the soul as a detached existent, sufficient unto itself", as

outlined in his 1884 essay, 'The Dilemma of Determinism’, James found Spencer's
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behaviourism too mechanical and deterministic (Perry 1935a: 482).* For example, in an
1878 essay on Spencer, James asserts that survival should be understood as "only one out
of many interests" (James 1969: 43). He argues that humans also maintain the ability to
interact socially, to act upon external reality and to make ideal choices. Thus, when
James claims in Principles that "minds inhabit environments which act on them and on
which they in turn react" (James 1950a: 6), he indicates an interaction between mind and
world, in which the conscious self is partially determined by the natural and the social

world but retains the power to act in and upon it.

James goes on to reject associationism for what he deems to be a residue of the
spiritualistic theory: the "fantastic laws of clinging" by which ideas are associated and
arrange themselves in "an endless carpet...like dominoes in ceaseless change, or the bits
of glass in a kaleidoscope" (6). Although James is sympathetic to the associationist idea
that the self arises from lived experience, he is dubious about the position of sceptical
philosophers, who, like David Hume, reject the idea of a knowing self but then cannot
explain how the ideas that constitute a particular memory are arranged and configured.
So, while James agrees that, on the most "immediate" level, the object-world is
experienced through the senses and cannot be justifiably conceived from a perspective

which preexists sensation, he claims:

4 A the founder of Social Darwinism, Spencer tended to disregard emotions, sentiments and beliefs in his
favour of the survival instinct. William Graham Sumner was a fervent American advocate of Spepcerjs
ideas. He, like Spencer, pronounces survival as the ruling impulse in life and argues that "the mind is
entirely moulded by circumstances" (Miller 1956: xxvii). In reaction to Sumner, Lester .Ward, who shares
James's assertion that humans can influence their environment, argues that "mind, which at first was the
servant of desire, has become the master of nature” (xxix).
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The bare existence of a past fact is no ground for our remembering it.
Unless we have seen it, or somehow undergone it, we shall never know
of its having been. The experiences of the body are thus one of the
conditions of the faculty of memory being what it is. And a very small
amount of reflection on facts shows that one part of the body, namely, the
brain, is the part whose experiences are directly concerned (4).

The disregard for what James considers to be physiological reality renders associationism

untenable for him. Instead of asserting a wholly determinant environment, James focuses

upon bodily "conditions" through which the self develops within an environment.

Without finally refuting either of the rival claims, James suggests that he and the reader
must assume the "coexistence" of thoughts and brain-states as the "ultimate laws of our
science" (vil). He devises an "empirical parallelism" through which he pursues his
examination of cerebral patterns as codetermining the philosophical result (182). He
suggests a kind of causal reciprocity between mental and physical: "mental phenomena
are not only conditioned a parte ante by bodily processes; but they lead to them a parte
post" (5). AsIhave claimed in the introduction in reference to John Searle's philosophy
of mind, parallelism implies a dualistic model which James cannot entirely avoid. But,
by claiming that "no mental modification ever occurs which is not accompanied or
followed by a bodily change" (5), James conceives of a "psycho-physic formula" (182)

which goes some way to avoid the metaphysical problems implicit in each of the other

two theories.

By speaking in terms of "empirical parallelism" he avoids surrendering, firstly, to a purely
physiological description; secondly, to the utter contingency of the mental and physical;

and, thirdly, to a theology of soul. James does not elude the problems implicit in his own
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theory; but, in this opening chapter, he does clear the philosophical ground for the
remainder of his work. Indeed, he seems to understand the futility of searching for
indubitable foundations when, later, he humbly suggests that nature "has mixed us of clay
and flame, of brain and mind, that the two things hang indubitably together and determine
each other's being, but how or why, no mortal may ever know" (182). Albeit surrounded

by queries, it is this philosophical space from where James begins his exploration of

psychological principles.

James substantiates his opening comments by basing his psychological discussions upon
an empirical study of physiological mechanisms and a consideration of the simple reflex
responses of lower animals in his discussion of 'The Functions of the Brain'. Just as he
clarifies his philosophical position in the opening chapter, here he clears a physiological
space from which a consideratidn of psychology emerges. By beginning Principles with
a description of physiology, he is able to direct his attention towards psychological
processes without reducing his study to crude materialism. James does not overlook the
problems inherent in dualism, because he goes on to defend his deliberate strategy of
"mixing the physical and mental" (24). He claims that conceiving of "the chain of events
amongst the cells and fibres as complete in itself" would be "an unreal abstraction”,
whilst speaking solely in terms of Roycean "ideas" would ignore the fundamental

importance of their organic cause (24). However, other weaknesses of dualism remain.

Broadly, he follows an evolutionary argument in which the more complicated cerebral
mechanisms are discernible in higher organisms whose hemispheres have developed to

a greater degree than those lower down the evolutionary tree. He detects an organism's
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evolution to have taken two directions: "the lower centres passing downwards into more
hesitating automatism and the higher ones upwards into larger intellectuality" (79).
Intelligent action is characterized by three capacities or abilities: sentience; the ability to
discriminate; and the ability to project goals or ends towards which action can be
directed. He argues that, as the physiological seat of the reflex evolves from the spinal
cord and the lower brain (medulla oblongata) to the centres of the cerebral cortex, so
these abilities are made possible by the "passage of functions forward to the ever-
enlarging hemispheres"' (79). Consequently, James asserts that those basal reflexes which
in lower creatures are conditioned entirely as fixed responses to sensory stimuli (he takes
for his example the frog's nervous system) have evolved into cerebral tendencies which

are "modifiable by education" in higher organisms (80).’

His argument here is not original. But, whilst he owes much of his thought to Spencer
and the American Darwinists, James moves strategically to argue that it is possible to
speak of those "cerebral reflexes" discernable in higher creatures "entirely" as a "cortical
transaction." Prefiguring an aspect of Freud's thought, James claims that it is possible to
arrive at "psychological truth...without entangling ourselves on a dubious anatomy and
physiology" (80). These psychological truths do not constitute an ineffable realm of ideas
severed from their organic roots. But, he argues, it is possible to speak in the terms of

aptitudes and abilities as the "fruits" of experience without needing to reduce them to a

5 James's discussion of the frog's nervous system sheds light on the more complex neurology of humans,
as Paul MacLean points out in an article 'On the Evolution of Three Mentalities' (.1975). MacLegn
describes what he calls a "triune brain" which "expands in hierarchic fashion along t}.le lines of three basic
patterns that may be characterized as reptilian, paleomammalian, and neomamahan" (MacLean 1975:
216, 223). By examining each of these patterns it is possible to trace the evolutionary development of the

neomammalian brain.
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causal discourse of cortical stimulation and excitation. In order to develop this argument

James turns to his consideration of the "aptitude of the brain for acquiring habits" (103).

James initially asserts the existence of habits in "living creatures" from a behaviouristic
point of view. By observing a variety of organisms the behaviourist can perceive and
record certain tendencies in creatures to repeat activities by following similar patterns of
response. Habits form two types of response: instincts, which are fixed and appear to be
innate, and those habifs which are "the result of education” (104). These two types of
habit fall into range of the classical philosophical debate on determinism and free will:
those responses which follow the predetermined laws of cause and effect and those which
are "variable" and can be adapted and modified "to suit the exigencies of the case." In
contrast to a description of immutable natural laws, James (following a romantic
precedent) attributes the variability of habits to the "organic world" (104), because, unlike
inorganic matter, living organisms are able to repair moderate damage to tissues and

organs.’

James continues his discussion by declaring that more complex organisms possess a
wider repertoire of flexible habits. He infers this conclusion from the physicalist
argument that matter "of a compound mass" has a greater capacity to change its
composition than does an "elementary particle." Importantly, it is in the relational change

between neural components of an organism that such flexibility derives. He infers that

¢ James's suggestion that organic material contains special propenigs of growt!l as contradistinc? from
inorganic matter finds another parallel in S'earle's thought. .Fol.lo»\‘/mg ’.'the prmcnples. of evolupopary
biology", Searle reacts to the claims of champions gf strong artificial fntelhgence (vyho wish to artnﬁcna!ly
replicate mental activity without referencef to organic mgtter) by asserting that consciousness Is necessarily
"a biological feature of human and certain animal brains" (Searle 1992: 88, 90).
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relational change represents an ability to adapt "the outward shape" to changes in
environment without complete transformation or total dissolution of form. Thus, James
posits the notion of "plasticity" which is present in organisms who possess "a structure

weak enough to yield to an influence, but strong enough not to yield all at once" (105).

By retaining a notion of free will, without surrendering to the law of necessity which
automatism implies, James echoes the Victorian polymath, John Stuart Mill, who, in his
reaction to Jeremy Benfham's and his father's versions of utilitarianism (which, for him,
ignored the "internal culture of the individual" [Mill 1974: 15]), argues that free will can
be maintained in the face of deterministic philosophy: "that our will, by influencing some
of our circumstances, can modify our future habits or capacities of willing" (Mill 1981:
169). By extending Mill's argument into the domain of biology, James is able to maintain
a physiological principle which underpins such modification. Indeed, this is not merely
a distant echo of Mill. James's notion of plasticity is a crucial tool in his refutation of
Spencer's passive account of mind, enabling him to claim that an individual can act upon
an environment at the same time that he or she is moulded by it. In what was perhaps his

most influential book upon Victorian thought, A System of Logic (1843), Mill argues that

the philosopher of necessity, who claims that character is wholly determined by
circumstance, makes a critical error: a human "has, to a certain extent, a power to alter
his character. Its being, in the ultimate resort, formed for him, is not inconsistent with
its being, in part, formed by him as one of the intermediate agents" (Mill 1987: 117).
Mill's famous argument for compatibility does not deny causal necessity, but reserves a

philosophical space for self-determinism.
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By deploying the metaphor of "plasticity", James is able, firstly, to substantiate Mill's
assertion that character, although being strongly influenced by environment, maintains
a resistance to it; and, secondly, he continues to stress his resistance to metaphysics by
basing Mill's argument on a physiological principle. Mill's argument, like James's, is
open to the criticism that "experience" (an individual's sensual and perceptive interaction
with the world) remains the sovereign determining factor. However, as I move on to
consider in the next section of this chapter, it is through a redescription of experience in
the kind of writing which I am calling romantic science that James goes some way to
distance himself from a metaphysical conception of experience and, furthermore, to

dissolve the strict dichotomy of self and world.

James claims that habit is "at bottom a physical principle", but he does so without
reverting to the hard metaphors of mechanics. James's choice of language is significant
in his description of "structural modification":

nature has carefully shut up our brain and spinal cord in bony boxes...She

has floated them in fluid so that only the severest shocks can give them

a concussion, and blanketed and wrapped them about in an altogether

exceptional way (107).
Here, the softness of the verbs "floated", "blanketed" and "wrapped" implies that the
formation of habits is, for higher organisms, a kind of subterranean sculpting, in which
sensory "currents...leave their traces in the [neural] paths which they take" through the
tissue of the brain (107). Initially these "shocks" will meet resistance, but if the sensation

is strong enough "the wave of rearrangement” will succeed in facilitating a pathway

through the nervous system, which "once traversed by a nerve-current might be expected
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to follow the law of most of the paths we know" to become "more permeable than before"
(108). James likens a neural path to "a natural drainage-channel" which forms itself in
relatively amorphous tissue and, thereby, contributes to the developing complexion of the
brain. He complements his explanation of the facilitation of pathways by developing
Spencer's ideas concerning the "beginning of a new reflex arc", which is formed by
chance when "blocks" occur in habitual pathways (109). However, once more, he admits

that the details of such phenomena are'vague to the last degree" (109).

In the same chapter, he subtly moves from a consideration of habit as a physical principle
to the learning of skills through training and discipline. He argues that this
developmental process occurs throughout the neural systems of higher organisms, but
only humans can develop complex intellectual activities. Drawing heavily on the British

physiologist William B. Carpenter's study, Principles of Mental Physiology (1874), James

asserts two critical points. Firstly, the channelling and rechannelling of good habits can
be acquired through discipline and effort: "our nervous system grows to the modes in
which it has been exercised" (112). As skills are learnt and refined the effort expended
in the accomplishment of them "diminishes": "if practice did not make perfect, nor habit
economize the expense of nervous and muscular energy, [humans] would therefore be in
a sorry plight" (113). This leads to the second point, that "habit diminishes the conscious

attention with which our acts are performed" (114).

In a skilled activity the chain of events which constitutes the action can be initialized by
"a single instantaneous 'cue™, rather than needing to be worked through as a series of

laborious stages; each "muscular contraction" (115) instigating the appropriate
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contraction of the next in an automatic sequence which James compares with an
involuntary wave of muscular peristalsis (116). As skills are learnt and mastered the
higher regions of the brain are set free from the process of learning in order that they
might engage with other tasks. However, anticipating Heidegger, James claims that
although conscious attention does not attend to these learnt habits, "if they go wrong" the
person retains the ability to intervene in an automatic process (118). Thus, he argues that
while acquired habits may seem like involuntary actions, unlike reflex actions there is a
level of consciousness, 'below the level of direct attention, which possesses a regulative

capacity.

In this way James indicates what he deems to be the "ethical irﬁplications of the law of
habit" (120). By encouraging good habits a person can reserve their intellectual and
muscular energy in order to pursue other ends. He suggests that "the period between
twenty and thirty is the critical one in the formation of intellectual and professional
habits" (121), whilst "the period below twenty is more important still for the fixing of
personal habits...such as vocalization and pronunciation, gesture, motion, and address”
(122). The cultivation of good habits is important in the civilizing processes by which
humans become people; the acculturation of individuals being largely characterized
through the development of speech and writing. By instilling habits and "useful actions"
at an early age James claims it is possible "to make our nervous system our ally instead

of our enemy" (122). By evoking a principle of utility here James's ideas leads directly

into his theory of Pragmatism (1907).
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There are two crucial aspects of James's account of habit - firstly, the implication that
there is an underlying moral pattern to his thought and, secondly, his principle of action -
that become central expressions of James's philosophical project. If, as I am arguing, one
interpretation of James is as an intellectual progeny of the early nineteenth-century
speculative German romantic scientists, it is necessary to scrutinize both these aspects
of his thought in the light of other developments in post-romantic ideas. In order to
position James in this context, I want to conclude this section by considering his notion
of habit in the light of the comments of two key modemist figures: the German
philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, and the English aesthete, Walter Pater. By comparing
their positions in relation to James it is possible to consider each of the connected aspects

- morality and action - in turn.

In one of Nietzsche's transitional works, Human, All Too Human (1878), the German

philosopher contemplates "the history of moral feelings" (Nietzsche 1994: 39). For his
translator, Marion Faber, this book marks a break from Nietzsche's early romantic
associations with Richard Wagner and his philosophical allegiance with Arthur

Schopenhauer, towards a later rejection of Christian morality and an elaboration of his

doctrine of will to power. He anticipates ideas he expands upon in Beyond Good and

Evil (1886) and On the Genealogy of Morals (1887) by considering morality to be closely

connected with a veneration for the preservation of custom: "to be moral, correct, ethical
means to obey an age-old law or tradition” (Nietzsche 1994: 66). In this way, it is the
mradition or law" (67) which determines the valency of good and evil. Goodness is
therefore a value which rests on the weight of its inheritance, whilst "evil is to be 'not

moral' (immoral), to practice bad habits, go against tradition" (66). He discerns that a
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form of pleasure is gained from the knowledge that a habit (Gewohnheiten) has "stood

the test" of experience and, in pragmatic vein, proves "useful" (67).

Nietzsche goes on to criticize this doctrine for proclaiming that "because one feels good
with one custom" it becomes the "only possibility by which one can feel good" (67). He
detects that some societies tolerate and preserve difficult and "burdensome" customs
because they seem to be "highly useful" in the pursuit of more important ends (68).
Following Emerson's comments on passive conformity (as discussed in the last section
of the introduction), Nietzsche later develops this position to argue that often slave
mentalities are nurtured and preserved through a desensitization to the constraints of

custom and the values of traditional morality.

However, far from rejecting habits wholesale, in The Gay Science (1882) Nietzsche

claims: "I love brief habits...and consider them an inestimable means for getting to know
many things and states" (Kaufmann 1974: 236). In this view, those habits which
facilitate the development of an active self are seen to be both useful and enjoyable. But,
he then goes on to say: "enduring habits I hate. I feel as if a tyrant had come near me and
as if the air I breathe had thickened when events take such a turn that it appears that they
will inevitably give rise to enduring habits" (237). Rather than providing a source of
personal enlightenment, "enduring habits" appear to lead only to suffocating bondage and
the repetition of sameness. By perpetuating habits, the goodness inherent in "brief habits"

(what is good for the self at one particular moment) collapses into what is good under the

aegis of law or the weight of custom.
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James's theory of habit is clearly different from the Nietzschean view. Early in Principles
James outlines a moral hierarchy which moves upwards from "permanent drunkards"
(James 1950a: 127) and tramps who live "from hour to hour", through "the bachelor”,
"the father", "the patriot" and upwards to the heights of the "philosopher and saint whose
cares are for humanity and eternity" (23). The formation of good habits is thought to
influence and to contribute to the perpetuation of social values. However, there are other
aspects of James's thoughts which push him much closer to Nietzsche. Although, on one
level, James appears to espouse a personal morality which adheres closely to public
values, he speaks of the "abrupt acquisition of the new habit" as the "best way" of acting
upon resolution (124). Furthermore, echoing Nietzsche's two extremes of the release of
powerful creative energy and worldly abstinence through solitude, James claims that the
"best way" in which to keep "the faculty of effort alive" (126) is either by practising "a
little gratuitous exercise every day" or through "a sharp period of suffering, and then a

free time" (124).

In this manner, public and private morality cannot be easily elided in James's thought; he
proposes that the individual should find techniques for disrupting the passive absorption
of pregiven values. Like his refusal to simply accept Spencer's "fatalistic" account of self,
James combines his conception of introspection as a method of self-awareness with
methods of resisting stasis through the activity of bodily movement. James, following
Nietzsche, implies that the acquisition of a 'good' habit should be seen as an enabling
device or a technique for self-creation ("to make one's self over again" [124]) rather than

a fixed pattern which restricts individual liberty.
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The second aspect of James's thought - his principle of action - is, perhaps, one of his
distinctive marks as a nineteenth-century thinker. Against the "sentimentalist and
dreamer, who spends his life in a weltering sea of sensibility and emotion, but who never
does a manly concrete deed" (125), James encourages active decision making ("we must
take care to launch ourselves with as strong and decided an initiative as possible") and
the "need of securing success at the outset" (123). In this way, he positions himself
alongside the likes of Mill and Thomas Carlyle (an advocate of hero-worship and strong
leadership) against the decadent aesthetes who emerged in Europe towards the end of the

nineteenth century.

In an essay on 'The Failure of Habit' (1973), the critic Philip Fisher uses Walter Pater's

famous 'Conclusion' to The Renaissance (1873) to exemplify the position against which

James reacts. When Pater, in modernist vein, claims,

in a sense it might even be said that our failure is to form habits. For,

after all, habit is relative to a stereotyped world, and meantime it is only

the roughness of the eye that makes any two persons, things, situations

look alike (Pater 1986: 152),
Fisher interprets him to mean that "perception, not action" is made "the center of the self"
(Fisher 1973: 3). However, whereas James asserts that strenuous labour should be
privileged over the defamiliarizing pleasure derived from burning with a "hard, gem-like
flame" (Pater 1986: 152), those soft metaphors from earlier in the chapter lessen the
distance between an autonomous self and the kind of individuation which the aesthete

seeks. Furthermore, when James comments that the "more of the details of our daily life

we can hand over to the effortless custody of automatism, the more our higher powers of
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mind will be set free for their own proper work" (James 1950a: 122), he does not
preclude the appreciation of subtle distinctions or the qualitative evaluation of art.
Indeed, in a later chapter on attention, James explicitly speaks in painterly vocabulary:
"interest alone gives accent and emphasis, light and shade, background and foreground -

intelligible perspective, in a word" (402).

In contrast to Pater's post-Kantian and antifunctional expression of disinterested pleasure,
James adheres to the .neoclassical notion that art should be instructive and morally
edifying. Reiterating the warnings of Vita Scudder’ concerning "excessive novel-reading
and theatre going" (125), James would seem to reject the doctrine of /'art pour l'art
because:

one becomes filled with emotions which habitually pass without

prompting to any deed, and so the inertly sentimental condition is kept up.

The remedy would be, never to suffer one's self to have an emotion at a

concert, without expressing it afterward in some active way (126).
James's two examples of action ("'speaking genially to one's aunt, or giving up one's seat
in a horse-car" [126]) indicate that art and music should invoke compassion and altruism.
Of course, James's examples do not preclude an aesthetic response; but it is, as he says,
the "particular lines" and "general forms of discharge" that are important in order to
ensure that the sensation and perception of music is not merely internalized (126). Rather
than passively receiving sense-data, James implies that only by striving to keep the neural
pathways open to possibility by acting upon the world can a sense of bodily equilibrium

and psychic well-being be maintained. However, equilibrium is not to be equated with

7 Gee Scudder's article 'The Moral Dangers of Musical Devotees', Andover Review, January 1887, 46-53.
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repetition and bodily stasis nor, in Spencer's definition, the "equilibration" which
represents the end or the "impassable limit" of evolution (Hofstadter 1992: 37). Thus,
James can be seen to argue that the cultivation of good habits is an important aspect of
character building, but the extremes of habitual action only lead back to the kind of
compulsive necessity from which he hopes to escape. The metaphor of discharge
(together with his previous use of soft metaphors) lends to James's conception of habit

the language of dynamism which shifts his position away from Spencer's idea of

biological equilibrium.

James's romantic rhetoric of dynamism hovers between two notions of selfhood. Either
the self is conceived as an autonomous and sovereign entity which creatively acts in and
upon the world, but is relatively unaffected by it, or it is understood as a flexible structure
which fluctuates with changes in environment. In the later pages of 'Habit' James appears
to gravitate towards the former version of an active self, but his notion of biological
evolutionism rests closer to the other pole of selfhood. James's theory of self actually
rejects both poles for their extremity. He seeks a middle path by which the self is
understood to be both an active entity (guided by the formation of good habits) at the
same time that it fluidly changes and passively adapts to its environment.® Moreover, this

notion of the self in "flux" leads from James's discussion of habit directly into his chapter

on 'The Stream of Thought.'

8 |n this way James perhaps lies closer to the Paterian strain of romantic thought than may seem apparent:
that the self is acted upon (in Pater's thought the self is acted upon by the work of art) as much as it acts.
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(2) The Stream of Thought: a "theatre of simultaneous possibilities'?

This section focuses upon James's discussion of 'The Stream of Thought', working from
within the framework of habit and repetition established in the last section. Although
theoretical problems remain unresolved in James's work, I argue that he sets up a tenable
model of consciousness which leads neither to idealism nor dualism. This enables him
in the following chapter, 'The Consciousness of Self, productively to discuss ideas of
identity and selﬂlood.v Like his thoughts on habit, much of James's discussion is not
original and, in the light of the over-used language of "streams of consciousness", it may
seem a particularly well-worn discourse; but, in the development of James's thought, the

following exposition represents a crucial stage which anticipates his later work.

In 'The Stream of Thought', and elsewhere in Principles, James deploys a series of images
that later became potent for characterising the psychological technique implemented by
modernist writers. The technique of free indirect speech suggests a slippage between
different modes and levels of (represented) consciousness without requiring the writer to
mark or signpost them as such. 1 will argue in this section that such writerly
experimentation is homologous to James's description of consciousness, both for his

broad aesthetic concerns and the series of metaphors he deploys to represent fluidity.

The image of the stream follows closely from James's Darwinian description of the
plasticity of mind, which moulds itself to adapt to change and mutability in the
environment. The mental stream is conceived to flow through a landscape of objects, but

it is not entirely distinct from it. As the phenomenologist Franz Brentano makes clear,
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the objects can only be perceived and known through their aspects as they are available
to consciousness.” James's notions of flexibility and malleability become central in his
attempt to conceive of the self midway between the sovereign and self-contained entity
of nineteenth-century bourgeois myth and the kind of predetermined bundle of

physiological reflexes which he understands to exist beneath the level of consciousness.

In the chapter preceding 'The Streams of Thought', James considers one of the central
concerns of modern phﬂosophy: the mind in relation to an object world. He suggests an
"individual consciousness" should not be conceived as a seamless whole, because it
undergoes temporal breaks and interruptions (James 1950a: 199). Accordingly, he claims
that "sleep, fainting, coma, epilepsy, and other 'unconscious' conditions are apt to break
in upon and occupy large durations of what we nevertheless consider the mental history
of a single man" (199). Instead of an individual's "mental history" only constituting
waking, or conscious, life, James proposes that an interruption to this unidirectional
history may occur "where we do not suspect it...in asincessant and fine-grained form"
(199). In this counter-Enlightenment argument, the "single man" is not aware of all the
contents of his consciousness nor of his exact place in relation to the world (a world of
objects and a world of humans). Although he champions the introspective method, James

acknowledges its limitations for knowing the self: "fine-grained" consciousness can be

only partially known.

9 In the first volume of Mind (1876), a psychological and philosoghical journal to \A{hich J ames ﬁequeqtly
contributed, Brentano's Psychologie vom Empirischen Standp% e (1874) was reviewed to"hngh acclalm.
'MMWMWQKHmﬁgymmmnh%wammmwwmwmﬂmwmwwmkUM}Hm
comments on Brentano's empirically based "psychological method", whigh enables him to move between
physiological, psychological and phenomenological aspects of consciousness. James acknowledges
Brentano in Principles, both for his rigorous empiricism and his attention to mental phenomena (James

1950a: 187, 547).
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He goes on to claim that one does not usually experience these "gaps" or breaches directly
(200); one only become aware of them through reference to objective or "outward time"
(for example, "the sight of our wound" after an anaesthetized operation or the awareness
of a lapse in chronological time). He remains uncertain how one could indubitably
decide whether consciousness is fragmentary or continuous. But, rather than favouring
the direction of Descartes and Locke, who claim that consciousness sinks to "a minimal
state" or ceases to exist during sleep, he suggests that the self possesses a "form of a
secondary consciousness entirely cut off from the primary or normal one, but susceptible
of being tapped and made to testify to its existence in various odd ways" (203).1°
Acknowledging his debt to the French experimental physicians, Pierre Janet and Alfred
Binet, James detects that this type of secondary consciousness is most readily apparent
in patients with blind-sight or those under hypnotic trance, who display an awareness of

objects even though they appear to be physiologically incapable of doing so."

Binet's research in the 1880s revealed that many hysterics maintain the ability to write
"automatically" whilst in an unconscious state. In his 1896 Lowell Lectures on
'‘Exceptional Mental States' James explains his own study of automatic writing, in which
he postulates "two simultaneously operating systems of intelligent consciousness, one

above the threshold of awareness and one below, with separate characteristics" (Taylor

1 James directly addresses this issue of what happens to consciousness whilst sleeping. Closely parallel'ing
the French philosopher Henri Bergson, he stresses that although there is a formal t?reak ("for the gnlooklng
psychologist" [238]) in the durational level of consciousness (/a durée), th‘e sub.Ject only experiences the
break by inferring it through the passage of chronological time, or such physiological symptoms as stiffness
or hunger. Without these signs the individual would be left with a sense of unbroken consciousness.

N For a sample of the work of these two students of Charcot, see Bjnet and Charles Féré, 'L'hypnotisme
chez les hysteriques', Revue Philosophique de la France et de l'Etr@gg_r,_ 19, 1885., 1:25 and J.anet,
L'Automatisme psychologique (1889). Binet's paper on 'Visual Hallucinations in Hypnotism' was published
in Mind, 9(35), 1884, 413-14 and Janet's book was reviewed in the same journal, 14(56), 1889, 598.
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1984: 6). He concludes in Principles that "the method of automatic writing proves that
their perceptions exist, only cut off from communication with the upper consciousness"
(James 1950a: 206). This severance of the two levels, or layers, of consciousness
encourages James to postulate the splitting of identity into the "upper" and "under" self;
a split which is particularly apparent amongst hysterics who suffer from "alterations of
the natural sensibility of various parts and organs of the body" (202). The upper self,
corresponding to the higher intellectual regions of the brain, can express itself through
speech and vocal articuiation, whilst the under self (which he sometimes calls the "sub-
conscious" self [207]) reveals itself through somatic symptoms ("pricks, burns, and

pinches" [206]) and forms of writing which are free from cerebral control."

James claims that even in non-hysterics these two levels of self remain to a large extent

in "mutual ignorance" of each other (208), which serves to undermine the Cartesian idea

of the self as privileged knower. In A Discourse on Method (163 7) and, more fully, in

Meditations (1641), Descartes postulates that the self, or mind, is able to clearly and

distinctly conceive of itself, although it may doubt everything else. In this manner he
arrives at his first principles of the knowing mind as the indubitable grounds for
knowledge. However, if James takes as his model a split and semi-ignorant self then the
epistemological certainty of Descartes's subject becomes highly questionable. For James,

the interplay between the two levels of consciousness problematizes the idea of

12 James parallels the work of Freud and Breuer in Studies on Hysteria (1895) and Freud‘s"later
metapsychological papers, with his notion of "upper" self corresponding to Freud's ego and "under" self
with id. However, although James later came into contact with Freud's writings, he rarely uses the term
"unconscious”, preferring "sub-conscious" or, more frequently, "subliminal self" which he gpprqpnates
from the German psychologist, F. W. H. Myers, who wrote an important paper on automatic writing in 1885

(James 1950a: 400).
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intentionality: "we must never take a person's testimony, however sincere, that he has felt

nothing, as proof positive that no feeling has been there" (211).

This position lends itself to the eye of the sceptic and leads James's work towards the
same philosophical impasse which Stanley Cavell's hermeneutics address: if the
autonomy of the knowing and intending subject is questionable then so too is any claim
to know anything about the world and other living entities in it. James resists pushing
his discussion towardé a rejection of all grounds for knowledge. As he later expounds

more eloquently in Pragmatism, humans live in an as if world in which they have to

accept certain realities in order to survive and accomplish certain ends. James's emerging
pragmatism counters the extreme uncertainty of the Humean sceptical position, which he
discards together with the absolute autonomy of the Cartesian self (originally posited in
response to earlier sceptics). As I shall discuss more fully in the next section, James
realizes the difficulties of attempting to argue for ultimate foundations and, instead,
favours "indirectly or only potentially verifying processes" as more useful for the

accomplishment of goals (James 1981: 95).

The point here is that humans have to assume some knowledge of their consciousness
and, by extension, of the object world in order to have any agency. This departs from the
Spencerian position which states that humans have an innate impulse for survival over
which they have little, if any, control. In response, James argues that ultimately humans
rely on feelings and sense-perception in order to know (in both its senses, connaitre and
savoir) about themselves and the environment in which they live. But, as he goes on to

expound in the first two chapters of the second volume of Principles, "a pure sensation
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is an abstraction" in so far as it is always contaminated with "voluminous associative or
reproductive processes in the cortex" (James 1950b: 3). He goes on to qualify sensation
as that which occurs "with a minimum of perception” (3). Nevertheless, even from a
young age, the two are understood to be deeply and inextricably intertwined; one cannot
philosophically rise above the system of relations and associations which constitute
physio-psychic life. This argument, like that which posits a semi-ignorant self, resists the
Cartesian position for a more complex world-view in which subjects have only a partial

and incomplete perspeétive.

This argument moves my discussion into the very midst of his chapter on 'The Stream of
Thought." James develops Spencer's discussion of the "relations between feelings" which
characterize consciousness (James 1950a: 249), by suggesting that one is initially inside
a phenomenological system of relations, rather than being able to secure an impartial or
an omniscient view of it. Although James fundamentally differs from Descartes, for both
of them the T, or first-person, is in a unique position to explore consciousness. As a
behavioural psychologist, James relies on observation as a method by which to study the
mind; but, he goes on to argue, only introspective knowledge of one's own particular

thoughts can evince a fuller understanding of personal psychology.

When James opens the chapter by proposing that "we now begin our study of the mind
from within" (224), he suggests that this is the only tenable position from which to view
it. Similarly, when he outlines the "important characters in the process" of thought, he
invites the reader "to plunge in media res as regards our vocabulary", as if this is likewise

the only viable manner through which to view the mental process (225). For James, the
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philosophical task is not a matter of proving that one has thoughts or that there is
someone to whom thoughts happen (as it is for Descartes), but to characterize and
describe the stream of thought as it occurs for the individual. This stubborn refusal to
entertain the metaphysics of mind lends the description an empirical sense of rootedness
in the ongoing life of the mind, which, as John Wild argues at length, encourages

Principles to be read from a phenomenological perspective (Wild 1970: 55-78).

James outlines, and then expands upon, five major characteristics of thought: that thought
is personal; that it constantly changes; that "thought is sensibly continuous"; it views an
object-world; and it displays interest "in some parts of these objects to the exclusion of
others" and is thus able to choose between them. James posits these characteristics not
from an a priori argument, but from an empirical exploration and description of the
contents of consciousness. Rather than moving consecutively through the five
characteristics, as does James, I focus my discussion on the second and third aspects
(change and continuity) in order to explore the manner in which James interprets

Spencer's phrase "relations between feelings.""

Whereas Spencer bases his conception of the brain on an economic model of neuronal
discharge by which psychic energy is expended, James incorporates this description into
his more subtle view of the "waxing" and "waning" of brain states: "no changes in the
brain are physiologically ineffective, and that presumably none are bare of psychological

result” (235). The phasing of residual and emergent elements encourages James to

13 In a long footnote spanning four pages James reviews a section of Spencer‘s First Principles of
Psychology (Spencer 1870: 65ff.) and other philosophers who have considered the problematic term

nrelations through feeling" (24711).
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describe thoughts as "overtones" (258) which cannot be isolated to a single sequence.
James's image of the complex interplay of tonal elements promotes a model of
"multitudinous” brain-states over the atomistic simplicity of Locke's position, a model
which James claims is necessary in order to explain complex thought processes (236).
He goes on to develop his view of the complex nature of thought by closely considering

the axis of time along which such waxing and waning occurs.

Because thoughts occui along a temporal plane James surmises that "no state once gone
can recur and be identical with what it was before" (230). Echoing and developing the
thought of the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus, he stresses that no two experiences
can be exactly alike: the interplay of sense and perception ("the river of elementary
feeling" [233]) inevitably changes with time. He argues that the complexity of such a
relationship constitutes the peculiar and irreducible fabric of experience. Experience,
then, emerges by acknowledging the subtle differences and variations between perception
and sensation. Because it is only possible to speak of "pure" sensation as an abstraction,
complex experience cannot be reduced to the level of simplicity which Locke desires.
Moreover, because particular experiences are unique, James proposes that it is the
responsibility of the individual to attend to his own perceptions: "experience is
remoulding us every moment, and our mental reaction on every given thing is really a

resultant of our experience of the whole world up to that date" (234).

This may appear to be another manifestation of James the moralist; but, as he indicates
in the previous chapter, not only is it impossible to adequately theorize experience, but

it is also impossible for the self to attend to, or to comprehend the entirety of, what it
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experiences. Because there are different and conflicting levels of consciousness, the self
is understood to be only ever aware of a minute segment of the whole. Moreover, as
experience alters through time so must one's ability to attend to changes in it. Quoting
from the writing of his British friend, Shadworth Hodgson, James establishes what
Hodgson calls "a sequence of differents" (Hodgson 1878: 290), which describes
experience as corresponding to a succession of temporal moments.' One might perceive
the same object more than once, but the ideas which an individual has of that object are
never precisely alike. 4In a covert attack on the sensationalist school of philosophy, he
claims that it is only through the refusal, or inability, to attend to subtle changes in
perception that gives the perceiver a sense of a static and unchanging phenomenological
world: "the entire history of Sensation is a commentary on our inability to tell whether

two sensations received apart are exactly alike" (231).

Once more, James resorts to his painterly vocabulary to suggest that one should be more
attentive to the "ratio" (the contrasts and the gradations) between different kinds or levels
of consciousness: "we feel things differently according as we are sleepy or wake, hungry
or full, fresh or tired" (232). By inferring (rather than directly perceiving or sensing) the
differences between these stages the inquirer can begin to make a rudimentary "first
charcoal sketch upon [his or her] canvas" (225). Anticipating the modernist technique

of defamiliarization, James claims that even

14 Gee Shadworth H. Hodgson, The Philosophy of Reflection, 2 volumes (1878). Like James, Hodgson
can be seen as a precursor of phenomenology, by "dealing with phenomena which are but very partially
accessible to us” (1). Hodgson outlines his project as an attempt to "lay-down the outlines, prmgnples, and
methods of a system of metaphysic, basing it upon known facts of consc1ousn§s§." Howgver, gnhke James,
he welcomes the language of metaphysics (although he acknowledges that it is "peculiarly liable to self-
deception" [3]) in, what he calls, his search for "foundations."
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when the identical fact recurs, we must think of it in a fresh manner, see

1t under a somewhat different angle, apprehend it in different relations

from those which it last appeared. And the thought by which we cognize

1t is the thought of it-in-those-relations, a thought suffused with the

consciousness of all that dim context (233).
It is not the awareness of the object as such, but the changes in the whole relational field
of consciousness which alter the value or meaning of the object for the viewer.
Developing his discussion of defamiliarization espoused in 'Habit', James recommends

that the individual develops the capacity to attend to differences without losing the ability

to think of objects "in a fresh manner."

James's position in 'Habit' can be read to oppose the kind of disinterested pleasure
proposed by Pater's aesthetic theory. Here, however, he appears to value the cultivation
of good habits, but only when they are yoked to an awareness of those unharmonius, or
unassimilable, elements which cause contrasts between levels of consciousness. James
describes his model explicitly in aesthetic terms: "when everything is dark a somewhat
less dark sensation makes us see an object white" (232). Similarly, "as one color
succeeding another is modified by the contrast, silence sounds delicious after
noise...and...in music the whole aesthetic effect comes from the manner in which one set
of sounds alters our feeling of another" (234-35). Comparable aesthetic contrasts are
described as Pater relates his passionate engagement with works of art. Rather than the

viewer imposing a preformulated pattern upon a painting, for Pater art tends to work on

the mind of the viewer. To return to Pater's '‘Conclusion' to The Renaissance:

At first sight experience seems to bury us under a flood of external
objects, pressing upon us with a sharp and importunate reality...But when
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Teﬂexion begins to play upon those objects they are dissipated under its
influence...each object is loosed into a group of impressions - colour,
odour, texture - in the mind of the observer. And if we continue to dwell
in thought on this world, not of objects...but of impressions, unstable,
flickering, inconsistent, which burn and are extinguished with our
consciousness of them...the whole scope of observation is dwarfed into
the narrow chamber of the individual mind (Pater 1986: 151).
Here, Pater directly parallels James's need to cultivate reflexive attention in order to focus
upon the subtle differences between "flickering" impressions as they are experienced by

the individual. Making sense of the uncontrollable "flood of external objects" is a way

of giving pattern and meaning to experience.

By attending closely to minute changes in disparate experiences and attempting to
express them in representational form, it is possible to redescribe Pater's image of the
flood in terms of James's language of the stream. The stream may overflow the banks
which define its space; but, unlike a flood, it is essentially containable and, although far
from unidirectional, it suggests a steady, if not uniform, sense of temporal flow. As I
discuss later in this chapter, the temporal flow implied in Jamels metaphor moves his
writing towards a concern with narrative, by which one is able to make sense of the

deluge and confusion of sense-impressions.

In the opening comments of the next section on the continuity of thought, James seems
to contradict this relational model. However, it is not unlike him to move backwards, in
order to concede a point or complicate his own argument, before he moves on to
substantiate his position. He opens by defining "continuous' as that which 1s without

breach, crack, or division" (237). In "a single mind" the only "breaches" directly
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conceived are "time-gaps" and contrasts in the "quality, or content, of the thought." He
claims that even these breaks tend to be assimilated within the general flow or plenum
of experience. The feeling of the unbroken flow of thought enables an individual to
retain a sense of identity with both recent and distant past: "the natural name for it is
myself, I, or me" (238). The qualities of "warmth and intimacy" (239) are those with
which James associates the function of memory for maintaining a sense of enduring
identity within the flow of experience, and by which he can recognize a particular
experience as belongihg to him. The significance of his image of stream is herein
revealed: it describes a continuous, unjointed flow to which the more mechanistic images

of "chain" and "train" used by the associationists cannot do justice.

James claims that "even within the limits of the same self...a kind of jointing and
separateness among the parts" becomes apparent. He refers explicitly to the "contrasts
in quality" to which he makes reference in the previous section. Some phenomena are
"discrete and discontinuous" (for example, a loud explosion in the midst of calm), but
their comings and goings and contrasts no more break the flow of the
thought that thinks them than they break the time and space in which they
lie. 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 (240).
The sound of thunder might cause a momentary shock which registers as a sense of
confusion, but even this confusion is part of the stream of thought. Indeed, there is no

outside to which the stream can be contrasted on this model. Rather, the contrasts and

differences between thoughts are contained within the flow of experience.
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Acknowledging his phenomenological connections with Brentano, James claims that
"what we hear when the thunder crashes is not thunder pure, but thunder-breaking-upon-
silence-and-contrasting-with-it." It is the background or context (the whole of the stream)
which determines the significance and the meaning of the object to which attention is
focused. This context refers to all past experiences, whether clearly recalled, dimly
recollected or subliminally registered, and an accompanying awareness, no matter how
peripheral, of "our own bodily position, attitude, condition" (240). Once more, it is "our
bodily selves" which James claims are "the seat of the thinking" and which provide the
bedrock (or absolute grounds, although clearly these are not explanatory grounds) for

these "phenomena of contrast" (242).

The contrasts are not between different streams of thought, but the "difference of
subjective states" as experienced within the stream (243). These differences are caused
by a complex and overdetermined relationship between neurochemical excitation, the
state of consciousness, the object attended to, the motivation of attention and the
experiential passage of time. The stream is not unidirectional, nor does it flow at the
same rate. James claims that "what strikes us first is this different pace of its parts...it
seems to be made of an alteration of flights and perchings"; the "substantive parts"
("resting-places") are contrasted to the "transitive parts" ("places of flight") which "lead

us from one substantive conclusion to another" (243).

James detects a general neglect of these 'in-between' transitive parts in psychology, in
favour of more tangible substantives. But it is these "differents", or transitives, which

structure and connect thoughts and to which James recommends the individual should
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turn his or her attention; for, without vigilance, he detects the substantive conclusion "so
exceeds them in vigor and stability that it quite eclipses and swallows them up in its
glare" (243-44). The homology between substantive thoughts and nouns and between
transitive thoughts and verbs and conjunctions is apparent here, but James declares that
language is a secondary accretion which is "incapable of doing justice" to all the
gradations and "shades" of experience. The movement and dynamism expressed, but also
suppressed, in the conjunctions "and", "if", "but" and "by", become as important to
James's description of the stream of thought as they do for Freud in his analysis of dreams
(246)."° This is clearly reminiscent of James's earlier position, in which he claims the
inquirer can only infer differences rather than perceiving them directly: only by
cultivating an awareness of the differences between formal elements in the compositional

field can one begin to understand consciousness.

One major problem remains: if one cannot attend to differences directly, how can the
necessary inferences be made? This is where James's ideas of repetition and pattern
established in 'Habit' come into play. Like a musical scale or a sentence construction, the
sense of familiar pattern encourages an anticipatory response: a "noun in:certain position
demands a verb in a certain mood and number, in another position it expects a relative
pronoun” (254). Similarly, shifts in the perceptual field represent a modification of a
previous pattern, rather than wholesale change: repetition as the pronunciation of the

same does not follow from James's notion of the changing stream (here the Heraclitean

15 Gee Freud's principles of condensation and displacement expounded in The Interpretation of Dreams
(1900). He argues that only by working within the logic of these mechanisms can the analyst come to a
knowledge of what is meant by the dream (the latent dream-thought).
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aphorism is apposite: "we never descend twice into the same stream" [233])." Instead
of positing the repetition of the same, James's model of knowledge as reflection (304) is
inflected by the Kierkegaardian sense of repetition as recollection. Here, recollection
suggests the memory of something previously misplaced or forgotten: one can only have

a memory of an object or an event if it has been temporarily absent or lost."”

This notion of repetition-with-difference feeds into Jamesisense of the continuity and
preservation of identity despite flux and mutability. The idea that the organism must
adapt itself to changes in the environment implies the impossibility of maintaining a
static state of selthood. Instead, the patterns that constitute mental phenomena (an
awareness of a changing environment) are incessantly repeated in different combinations.
As an element is rearranged, so must one modify an awareness of "its relations, near and
remote, the dying echo of whence it came to us, the dawning sense of whither it is to
lead" (255). Rather than trekking through a previously unexplored phenomenological
wilderness, one is led by those structures and patterns by which one can anticipate the

rearrangement of elements:

The significance, the value, of the image is all in this halo or penumbra
that surrounds and escorts it, - or rather that is fused into one with

16 This is not to devalue the importance of sameness in James's thought. A point to which he frequently
returns, sameness gives one a sense of a relatively stable vyorld ("sameness in a multiplicity of objective
appearances is thus the basis of our belief .in realities outsnd§ of thgught" {272]) and, as he comments at
length on 'The Consciousness of Self, the idea of sameness is crucial to one's sense of enduring identity

(331ff).

7 In Repetition: A Venture in Experimenting Psychology (1843) Kierkegaard's alter-ego Constantin
Constantius states "for what is recollected has been, is repeated backwards, whereas repetition, properly
so called is recollected forwards" (Kierkegaard 1983: 131). This assertion resemples James’s suggest'ion
that memory and anticipation are integrally intertwined and prefigures Sacks's interest in neurological

disorders which affect the faculty of memory.
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it...le.:avi.ng it, it is true, an image of the same thing it was before, but
making it an image of that thing newly taken and freshly understood.

At one and the same moment, an individual experiences both repetition and change: the
experience of the loss of a particular, previously dominant, configuration of elements and

the memory of the association of past components blended with the anticipation of new

ones.

In order to describe this "halo or penumbra" James introduces the word "fringe" to
characterize the "influence of a faint brain-process upon our thought, as it makes itself
aware of relations and objects but dimly perceived" (258). Such dim perceptions account
for the waxing and waning of relational elements as they restructure an individual's
perceptual field, as well as for those subliminal perceptions only detectable (by the third-
person) through somatic signs, dreams or expressed through a medium such as automatic

writing.

When he returns to consider the individual's noetic knowledge of his or her perceptual
field, James implies that one is "only aware in the penumbral nascent way of a 'fringe' of
unarticulated affinities about it" (259). Even those unassimilable elements influence an
awareness of the fringe: "a gap we cannot yet fill with a definite picture, word, or phrase,
but which...influences us in an intensely active and determinate psychic way" (259). The
gaps may either feel "definite" and tangible, or may "merely carry a mood of interest."
Either way, the presence of gaps indicate that the flow of thought between substantives
(those goals in which one invests a particular interest) are structured around relations and

contrasts. Because the relations are constantly shifting they cannot be interpreted in a
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synchronic fashion, but only as a diachronic series of fringe-like phasings which melt and
dissolve into each other. Indeed, as James comments in an important footnote, the
narration of these thought processes is analogous to a young child who listens "with such
rapt attention to the reading of stories expressed in words half of which [he does not]
understand": the child makes "flying leaps over large portions” and attends "only to
substantive starting points, turning points, and conclusions" (264-65). In this way, one
moves from recognizable elements without registering the elements which cannot be

represented in language.

This development of James's general argument leads me to his poetic claim that the mind
is "a theatre of simultaneous possibilities" (288). Through the "agency of attention"
consciousness selects the elements by which it has come to recognize and order the
world. Invading and contaminating these habitual and structuring perceptions are the
"primordial chaos of sensations" (fundamentally bodily sensations) in which they are
embedded (288). Whilst habits, customs and social codes (such as a language system)
encourage individuals to reject those "swarming atoms" (289) which lie beyond
established modes of representation, these constitutive elements remain the raw material
of one's sense-impressions. Following James's pragmatic argument, by "rejecting certain
portions" of this entropic world it is possible to establish a composition which serves
one's needs in the pursuit of goals. However, resonances of chaotic impressions
(resonances which register in those subliminal regions of Which the upper self is ignorant)
disrupt an orderly universe of which the individual is the artist-creator. Just as he rejects
the determinism of Spencerian psychology, James cannot accept such an extreme

romantic position, for it reduces the hidden complexity of thought to the manifest
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autocracy of the sovereign artist. As becomes increasingly important when I consider
Varieties, those critical moments when chaotic impressions invade an orderly sense of

reality imply that one can only maintain provisional control over the self.

Before I move on to these considerations, there is one important question which remains
unresolved in James's thinking which proves central to the development of romantic
science. Unless one accepts the alternative position in which the self is an entirely
passive entity or merely the epiphenomenon of the stream of thought, it is necessary to
establish what James means when he speaks of the consciousness willing itself to attend

to objects. It is this topic which forms the subject of my next section.
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(3) "The heave of the will"': a Chance to Act

In order to outline the manner in which James's redescription of the processes of thought
has bearing on his conception of an active self, I will couple a reading of James's
discussion of will in the second volume of Principles with a look at his famous essay 'The
Will to Believe' (1896). By addressing the "will" as a philosophical concept, James
stumbles upon one of the most contentious areas of nineteenth-century thought, in both
Anglo-American and German philosophy. Although in this section I will comment upon
certain parallels between James's and Nietzsche's considerations of the willing self, I want
to stress that James's notion of will-as-activity is subtly different from either of the
philosophical traditions which inform his thinking. Furthermore, by taking as his starting
point the verb "to will", rather than "the will" as noun, or, by extension, as a
psychological faculty, James manages to circumvent the trap of metaphysics. His desire
to bracket off metaphysics represents a positive move towards his theory of "radical

empiricism" which enables him to describe an embodied self rather than a philosophical

self in vacuo.

In the language of romanticism the will takes its place alongside the soul as an ineffable
region of the self which eludes empirical analysis, but a region which, deriving from a
tradition of Pauline Christianity, has frequently been a defining factor of human identity.
Empirically, however, only the effects of the will can be perceived or judged and only by
extrapolating backwards can the causal factor be inferred. The crucial question for James
is whether such an inference is a good one; or, more accurately, in the light of his

pragmatic theory of action, whether it enables the individual to do useful things and to
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pursue desired ends. James's theoretical movement away from epistemology towards
pragmatism does not imply that questions of knowledge should be altogether suspended;
but, prefiguring the post-foundationalist arguments of Richard Rorty, that no absolute
grounds of knowledge will provide human beings with the ultimate foundation for an
active (or moral) life. For James, will is the central term for understanding this transition.
It provides for him a useful tool, not only as an explanatory idea, but also as an enabling
device, the belief in which can reinject a notion of agency into what may seem like a
wholly determined environment, both in a philosophical sense and, as I comment later,

in James's personal experience.

James wishes to retain a notion of will, but he refuses to do so at the cost of retaining a
metaphysical foundation for psychology. Hence, he keeps the will as a useful theoretical
and practical tool in only a limited sense. In this section I argue that James realizes his
need to recoup a philosophical model of agency if he is to resist both Spencer's
deterministic philosophy and the logic of his own dynamic, but subject-less, stream of
thought. He does this in Principles by linking a notion of will to his earlier
considerations of attention and motivated behaviour and, later, in 'The Will to Believe',

as a hypothesis to understand meaningful activity.

As a representative of the Anglo-American psychological tradition, the British

psychologist Alexander Bain, in his influential work The Emotions and the Will (1859),

reprinted four times before the turn of the century, considers the will as a faculty which
accounts for voluntary activity. Although John Stuart Mill's argument for volition

successfully counters an immutable model of cause and effect, it does not appear to have
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a sound philosophical base. Instead, it seems to constitute a belief about the world. Not
surprisingly, the faculty of will was an anathema to the Spencerians whose Darwinian
model was founded upon the primacy of involuntary instincts and drives. In many ways,
the existence of will was the last line of defence for those thinkers who, like Mill, wished
to keep alive the belief in the freedom of reasoned choice. For individuals to retain a
sense of purpose and self-fashioning in a post-Darwinian world, it is important to assert
a capacity for volition and a belief in the ability to make choices. James adopts and
works through these thémes, but refuses to be sucked into the futile intellectual task of
attempting to expound a theory which can verify the existence of the will. Instead, and
with increasing clarity in his pragmatic writings, James works with will as a device which

enables him to account for otherwise unaccountable aspects of human behaviour.

The other strain of writing which runs through Principles and his later work is his strong
connection with romanticism, which furnishes him with a different notion of will as a
descriptive term. Romantic writers of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
often used the term to describe the poet's sense of agency and an inherent design in
Nature. For Wordsworth and Emerson, for example, the will is viewed as a positive force
which, when exercised, can invoke empathic and altruistic feelings for the wider organic
and spiritual worlds. However, for both these writers, a guiding force (Wordsworth's
"Nature" and Emerson's "Over-Soul") is needed in order to temper the capricious drive
of the will. Thus, for them, the will lies somewhere between an innate appreciation of.
and sympathy for, the familiar natural world (the interpretation of Nature as sacred) and

an activity through which the poet can express feeling.
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At the other extreme from this expression of optimism and faith in the mythical virtue of
human nature, the importance of the German tradition for the darker aspects of James's

thought is evident in the light of Schopenhauer's conception of will as an evil force. In

The World as Will and Representation (1819) Schopenhauer argues at length that the will
is the primary source of misery and pain in this world and if humans are to liberate
themselves, then they must cultivate the denial of the will. For Schopenhauer, life and
will are mutually incompatible and the privileging of the one means the negation of the
other. The life of the séint should accordingly be both ascetic and altruistic, repudiating
selfhood and self-advancing behaviour. James has an ambivalent relation to
Schopenhauer's ideas. He credits the German for addressing "the concrete truth about the
ills of life" (Perry 1935a: 721), but goes on to reject his intense pessimism, which he
claims is merely "a species of fatalism, in the worst sense...an abandonment of the better
possibility for sheer inaction" (722). Schopenhauer appears as an influence upon the
mood of James's religious writings, but the optimistic thrust of the American’s writing

resists his intensely bleak vision.

Nietzsche, Schopenhauer's most rebellious disciple, fuses the positive and negative
aspects of the will in his notion of will to power. This entails the self-conscious
overcoming of the limitations of selfhood through the exertion of the will, in an ongoing
search for spiritual self-fulfilment. For Nietzsche, the will to power expresses itself as
a celebration of life, to which it gives value and meaning. He moves away from
Schopenhauer's rejection of the tyranny of the will, towards an affirmatory philosophy

in which the will to power overtakes the self as the important defining concept in human
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activity." Although both German thinkers have bearing on James's ideas, it is Emerson,
as I discuss in the next section, who provides James's most direct link to a romantic
tradition. The American and German intellectual currents merge in James's thought in
a twofold manner: firstly, through the transcendental 'Concord' Emerson, and, secondly,

through the 'Germanic' Emerson whom Nietzsche enthusiastically read.

Before I proceed to consider James's account of the will, in which some elements of these
traditions will become évident, it is important to take a couple of steps backwards to see
how his ideas on 'Habit' and 'The Stream of Thought' bear directly on his version of 'The
Consciousness of Self.! Although 'Will' follows some sixteen chapters after his meditation
on the self, conceptually it leads directly on from it. In making such a chronological leap
in Principles I neglect much of the complexity of James's argument, but where it is

necessary I refer to the intervening chapters.

In 'The Consciousness of Self', James shifts from describing the constituents of the self
to the "feelings and emotions they arouse" and to the "actions to which they prompt”
(292). This movement, from a consideration of those cultural and bodily signs that
maintain a relatively stable sense of identity despite the flux of experience to a position
which establishes the centrality of agency, follows the wider scope of James's writing.
This manoeuvre is not only a philosophical exercise, which transfers attention from

epistemology to pragmatism, but also marks his transition to an explicitly therapeutic

1* In a fragment of his notebooks from 1887, Nietzschg claims that Sc.hqpenhauer has a "l?aSiC
misunderstanding of the will", in his "attempt to see something higher...in willing no more, in 'being a
subject without aim and purpose™ (Nietzsche 1968: 52). Bgth ngtz.sche and James place emphasx§ on the
importance of will, both in the weak pragmatic sense of getting things done and the strong pragmatic sense
of what is good for the self in the pursuit of ideals, for Nietzsche one of which is self-overcoming.
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form of writing. At all times James opposes stasis as a condition to avoid, whether
intellectually or practically, because it entails the surrendering to blind forces of instinct
or natural laws which for him lead to a fatalistic view of life. This does not mean that
self-contemplation should be abandoned for an active life devoid of reflection. Far from
it, the individual should understand that certain aspects of the body "seem more
intimately ours than the rest", and thus constitute a material home. Extending outwards
through the circles of family and social recognition (for example, name-giving, sharing

a common language and accepting a social role), these zones constitute a habitat in the

world.

Unlike Spencer, James does not believe that habitat is wholly predetermined, to which
humans must adapt themselves if they are to survive. Clearly, an argument for adaptation
informs James's thought to a significant degree (as it does for Binswanger and Sacks), but
the sense that humans can develop good habits (either through self-development or
following educational programs) implies they have the ability to alter the shape and scope

of their habitat.

A habitat should not be figured as a fixed zone, or territory, into which individuals are

born; rather, the habitat is the ground for a human's experience of the world:

If the stream as a whole is identified with the Self far more than any
outward thing, a certain portion of the stream abstracted from the rest is
so identified in an altogether peculiar degree, and is felt by all men as a
sort of innermost centre within the circle, of sanctuary within the citadel,
constituted by the subjective life as a whole (James 1950a: 297).
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James suggests that there is a portion of the stream of experience which, although in
constant flux, adheres together and coheres more intimately than the rest. The claim that
there is an element which "other elements end by seeming to accrete round it and belong
to it" (298) pushes his theoretical position precariously close to the associationist model
he resists. However, he goes on to state that "the active element" helps to constitute and
sustain this "innermost center" of selfhood: that is to say, the forces which can act upon
the environment and assimilate certain sensations are those which constitute a sense of
identity within a habitat. James calls this "center" a "home of interest", which is at one
and the same time a cognitive and a sentient centre: "that within us to which pleasure and
pain, the pleasant and the painful, speak” (298). Through this reading, his description of
a "citadel" can be rescued from the assertion of an imperial self to a notion of active self-

construction only within the bounds of experience.

James cannot dismiss the self as fiction (at least, in the non-real or falsifying sense of the
term), because he claims "this central part of the Self is felt...something with which
we...have direct sensible acquaintance" (298-99). Once more, James endorses
phenomenological introspection for investigating the "palpitating inward life" of the self,
the existence of which the individual must confirm for him or herself (299). His claim
for a sustaining self can be stated in another way: even if the self is a fiction, it is one
which is constructed in order to make sense of, and give recognisable shape to, the
chaotic sense impressions of experience. James counters Hume's denial that there is any
one entity, or faculty, which exists above the flow of sense experience by claiming that,

because one privileges and attends to some aspects of experience over others, it is

possible to postulate a sense of experiencing self.
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Attention is not an unproblematic activity which can be easily assimilated into a simple
perspective or by the construction of a stable subject-position, for in his Pateresque
description of the perceptual process James writes: "I cannot think in visual terms, for
example, without feeling a fluctuating play of pressures, convergences, divergences, and
accommodations in my eyeballs" (300). Despite the complexity and mutability of such
sensations (whether visual, tactile, oral, aural or olfactory), the recurring and "distinct

portions” (302) of these impressions are seen to constitute one's centre of identity.

In order to clarify such an account, James conceptually splits the self into two aspects:
the adjusting, or "nuclear", self which provides a sense of continuity, and the executing,
or "shifting", self which enables one to act upon the environment in the pursuit of future
goals (302). In the dynamic space between these two, which is both conservative (the
cumulative result of following habitual patterns) and unstable (the revision of those
patterns in the light of new experiences), James locates the sense of 'T'. This T is both a
linguistic structure which enables one to express oneself in language, and a felt centre of
activity which exists despite the blurring of the mutable fringes of experience: as James

says, "the birthplace of conclusions and the starting point of acts" (303).

It is productive to understand James's view of the self as a site where remembering
(retaining traces of past activities) and willing (forcing new perceptual stances) meet.
This leads directly back to James's consideration of time in 'The Stream of Thought'
chapter. Memory does not trace backwards in an unidirectional fashion to connect with
a line of identical past selves, nor does the self maintain a stable shape as it pushes into

the future. Instead, those fringes of experience which disrupt such a linear sequence
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cause slight modifications and disruptions in habitual behaviour. The idea of repetition-
with-difference means that the self cannot preserve the same pattern over a period of
time, because, even within the same perceptual encounter, the combination of elements
(the "cephalic movements of 'adjustments™ [305]) change their constitutive meaning for
the perceiver. Consequently, James reverses the priority of knowledge over attention
when he suggests that the "condition of the experience is not one of the things
experienced at the moment; this knowing is not immediately known. It is only known
in subsequept reflection” (304). Knowledge of identity is thus the operation of "thinking
back" to make connections through the activity of memory. The nuclear self constitutes
a site in which events in the present are ordered, but it is also partly constitutive of, and
partly dependent upon, the reconfiguration of past elements and events. This idea enables
James to retain a sense of selfhood (the "nuclear self") as "an abstract, hypothetic or
conceptual entity" postulated in an act of reflection (which can be either deliberate or

involuntary), and a "Sciousness" as the active, protean and "shifting self" (304).

This model accounts for the manifold phenomenal world and those fringes of experiences
to which the individual must adjust, and propels James's account of the self in the
direction of Cavell's hermeneutic self.”® Interpretation occurs most conspicuously at
those moments when it is necessary to connect the "shifting self" with the memory of a

formerly postulated "nuclear self": for example, at times of crisis associated with

19 James's and Nietzsche's interpretative accounts of self 'also encourage comparison. For l?o.th thinkers,
value is the crucial element by which meaning is given to h.fe, a value wblch is personal and 1dlosyncrat1c.
Thus, for Nietzsche, "the individual derives the value§ of his actg from hlmself;' beciause he_ has"to 1pterpret
in a quite individual way even the words he has .inhe':nted...as an .mterpreter he is SFI“ creative." (Nietzsche
1968: 403) As in James's thought, here evaluation is an aesthetic manner of relating to the world and one

by which the self is able to creatively "become.”
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profound bodily or environmental changes. The necessary adjustment enables one to
locate the bridging dynamic self as the maker of meaning, rather than the epiphenomenon
of passive sensation. Through this line of argument James reaches a convincing position

for retaining a concept of self which is compatible with, and not contradictory to, his

description of the stream of thought.

Of course, his model runs up against several conceptual difficulties. The inability to
make sense of an event (for example, a sublime experience or a traumatic crisis) may
result in the repudiation of the present moment for a self located in a safe past. In
addition, the loss of memory, or the refusal to remember, may loosen the "shifting self"
from its "nuclear" moorings into a free-floating world of unconnectable and
unassimilable presents. But, these points do not inflict real damage upon James's theory
(although they later have bearing on my consideration of some of Sacks's more extreme
medical cases). As James goes on to consider towards the end of this chapter, loss of
memory and split-personalities are "not rare in mental pathology" (336). His experiments
with hysterics indicate that those areas of experience which cannot be expressed (either
because the patient is neurologically impaired, or because the experiencer cannot bear to
express his or her ordeal) indicate a subliminal level of experience which contributes to
selfhood, but cannot itself be incorporated into a conscious knowledge of identity. To
a greater or lesser extent, these subliminal elements are seen to impinge dimly upon
accessible conscious experiences and, theoretically, disrupt a sense of sovereign self.
However, these disruptive elements do not preclude or disable most individuals from

positing a sense of selfhood through which activity can become meaningful.
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James's sustained consideration of will transfers attention from will as faculty (as
described by Bain), towards will as the act of attending. He begins from the premise that
we can only execute "voluntary movements" of the body if the movement has already
occurred involuntarily prior to mental exertion: thus, "reflex, instinctive, and emotional
movements are all primary performances" (James 1950b: 487). Far from reverting to a
Spencerian position in which an organism is innately equipped with a set of fixed
responses that cannot be modified or expanded, James introduces the idea of chance to
suggest that involuntary acts are often the result of contingent changes in environment.
Similarly, rather than always following a fixed pattern of responses, sometimes the
disruption of habits will force the individual to take up a different mode of response.
Once this reflexive act has occurred, James suggests one can learn to master the response
and cultivate it as a new habit. Prior to the willed execution of an activity, one must
entertain the "memory-image.s of these sensations, defining which special act it is" (492).
Memory enables the individual to recollect the consequences of a previous activity or
event, which, in turn, helps him or her to make informed choices about the future. In this

way, it is possible to actualize the memory of such a response through the exertion of

will.

This description seems fairly conventional, but a question raised later in the chapter

complicates matters:

Is the bare idea of a movement's sensible effects its sufficient mental
cue...or must there be an additional mental antecedent, in the shape of a
fiat, decision, consent, volitional mandate, or other synonymous
phenomenon of consciousness, before the movement can follow? (522)
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In other words, why does James retain the will if all the self needs is a "kinaesthetic idea"
(493) or the memory of a previous response? He concedes that in certain situations "the
bare idea is sufficient" to stimulate activity: for example, the chain of habitual responses
which an initial stimulus triggers off (522). After William Carpenter, he calls this type
of immediate response an "ideo-motor action." However, when he considers deliberate
actions, James suggests some type of "fiat, mandate, or express consent, has to intervene

and precede the movement" in order to resolve internal conflict (522).

Following James's earlier description of the mind as a "theatre of simultaneous
possibilities" (James 1950a: 288), the will would take the role of a judicial decision-
maker in situations in which different options present themselves as equally tenable, or
desirable in different ways. Where James departs from the conventional position of
positing a faculty of will, which mysteriously exists above the flow of experience and is
called upon to arbitrate in difficult situations, is that he understands it as a vehicle by
which an act of attention (that which constitutes motivated behaviour) is transferred into
bodily kinetic movement:

The effort to attend is therefore only a part of what the word 'will' covers;

it covers also the effort to consent to something to which our attention is

not quite complete...although attention is the first and fundamental thing

in volition, express consent to the reality of what is attended to is often an

additional and quite distinct phenomenon involved (James 1950b: 568).
The will thus becomes the key term which James postulates in order to redescribe the
Cartesian contemplative theatre of the mind as an embodied self existing in a world of

activity. Although "the terminus of the psychological process in volition, the point to

which the will is directly applied, is always an idea" (567), the application or
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actualization of this idea in a world of matter suggests that willing is part of the

"psychological process" rather than a metaphysical entity.

In his explication of this idea, James speaks at length about five different types of
decision by which one settles contradictions; by an appeal to reason; by acquiescing to
either internal or external pressures: by following a conviction; or by resolving to follow
a particular course of action (531-35). In most situations decision-making provides the
individual with few difficulties: after balancing up the options, the gains of one particular
course of action usually outweigh the losses. Reasoned choice appears to provide the
foundation for this model, but James's understanding of "resolve" (534) undermines the
supremacy of reason as the crucial criterion in the making of decisions.”® He claims that
even if he wished to retain the idea of reasoned choice, it is not that, but the feeling of
exertion or "living effort", which encourages him to postulate the existence of will; the
"feeling of effort" suggesting an inner activity through which conflicting impulses are
resolved. Unlike other types of decision-making, he claims that resolve is not a blind act
of will, but an activity by which "in the very act of murdering the vanquished possibility
the chooser realizes how much in that instant he is making himself lose" (534).
Overcoming internal conflict cannot be explained with reference to the concepts of habit,

chance or reason, only, according to James, by implicating the "heave of the will" (534).

20 James seems to use the noun "resolve" iq both its senses: firstly, to detenpine or decide amongst
conflicting options; and, secondly, as .posses.smg t}_xe cpnv1ct|on' to pfarseverc? .w1th -a c‘:ou.rse of acgon' or
belief in oneself. It is this second meaning Whl.Ch maintains James's ethical posmo'n Vis-a-vis the cgltwgtlon
or creation of a better self (or selves). The notion of resolve serves to push James's work in two directions:

the resolute thinking of early Heidegger and the deep reading of Cavell.
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This hypothesis is further problematized if willing is viewed as merely another type of
instinct or habitual response. In response to this he argues that, because an individual can
simultaneously entertain more than one possibility, it implies, at the least, that one
possesses the capacity to follow a particular course of action, "whether the act then

follows or not is a matter quite immaterial, so far as the willing itself goes" (530). He

later substantiates this idea:

The essential achievement of the will, in short, when it is most 'voluntary',

is to ATTEND to a difficult object and hold it fast before the mind. The

so-doing is the fiat; and it is a mere physiological incident that when the

object is thus attended to, immediate motor consequences should ensue.

A resolve, whose contemplated motor consequences are not to ensue until

some possibly far distant future condition shall have been fulfilled,

involves all the psychic elements of a motor fiat except the word now;'

and it is the same with many of our purely theoretic beliefs (561-62).
To characterize this capacity, James introduces the idea of an "ordinary healthiness of
will" (536), which couples an "impulsive power" to a "creative contribution" with some
external criterion like reason, convention or belief may or may not result in immediate
or remote kinetic action. By extension, an unhealthy will would be one in which "the
action may follow the stimulus or idea too rapidly, leaving no time for the arousal of
restraining associates" (James calls this the "obstructed” will), or "the ratio which the
impulsive and inhibitive forces normally bear to each other may be distorted" (the

"explosive" will) (537).2' Like his relational model of mind, it is crucially the "ratio”

between impulses and motives which constitute an area of activity over which one has

21 Although "obstructed” and "explosive" willing is sometimes usefui for extricating Fhe self fr(_’m
xacting situations, this may be a covert reference to the "unhealthy" type of will (that which
for the self in most situations) of which Schopenhauer speaks. With this in rpmd, I will
f James's deployment of the language of health and sickness for my discussion of

particularly €
is not 'good' .
suspend my discussion 0
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some control, rather than the individual being the victim of impulse and caprice or,
conversely, stasis and immobility. James claims the feeling of effort is the result of the
inhibition and neutralization of those impulses of "a more instinctive and habitual kind";

a feeling which occurs "whenever strongly explosive tendencies are checked, or strongly

obstructive conditions overcome" (548).

In summary, he characterizes the activity of will as a type of habit which has entered the
realm of conscious lifé, and by which one has the capacity to override and legislate for
activities which would normally occur beneath the realm of consciousness. In other
words, it is at those moments of difficult decision making when one must recoup a sense
of a nuclear self from the plenum of phenomena, in order to reflect and consider options
based upon past experiences. This does not imply that James wishes to rescue some
timeless sense of selfhood as a therapeutic prop, only a sense of selfhood which can be

constituted from, and bears upon, previous experiences.

According to James, the "machinery" of willed activity is "essentially a system of arcs
and paths, a reflex system" (575). By grounding volition in physiology, he demonstrates
that will can only be posited within the limits of natural laws and cannot transcend them:
"the reflex way is, after all, the universal way of conceiving the business" (575). But the
capacity to resist, inhibit or override the reflex or habitual "way", suggests a realm of

indeterminacy, dependant upon the decisions which an individual (or, by extension, a

collective group) makes. The "formation of new paths" (580) is an activity within

volitional control which enables the self to switch from one course or pattern of activity

to another. Crucially, this ability to choose between a variety of options and to
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consciously adapt to situations is dependent upon bodily constitution (the neurological
and physiological base) and mental aptitude (the "education of the will" [579]), but also
upon random movements of "quasi-accidental reflexes" (580). As I elaborate in the fifth
section of this chapter, accidental or random discharge is an important manner in which
"new paths" can be formed, but here it is the selective capacity to choose amongst
"possibilities" (584) which enables James to affirm the construction of a nuclear self
which can act in and upon an "indeterminate" world (571). He claims:

I shall...never hesitate to invoke the efficacy of the conscious comment,

where no strictly mechanical reason appears why a current escaping from

a cell should take one path rather than another. But the existence of the

current, and its tendency towards either path, I feel bound to account for

by mechanical laws (571).
James's position can be dismissed as paradoxically asserting the coexistence of a

determined and an undetermined world. But, in his defence, he discerns a space of

indeterminacy within the natural laws of cause and effect in which the self can act.

In the preface to The Will to Believe (1897), a collection of his short philosophical essays

from the 1880s and 1890s, James characterizes "radical empiricism" as a twofold
enterprise which accounts for this hypothesis of a willing self. Firstly, it is empirical
because "it is contented to regard its most assured conclusions concerning matters of fact
as hypotheses liable to modification in the course of future experience" (James 1956: vii).
That is to say, the hypothesis of self emerges from an engagement with the world, its
meaning and function being revisable in the light of future experiences. He claims it is
a radical position "because it treats the doctrine of monism as an hypothesis, and...it does
matically affirm monism as something with which all experience has got to

not dog
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square” (vii-viii). An inquiry into the "absolute unity" (viii) of phenomena is therefore
suspended for a pluralistic position in which "the crudity of experience remains an eternal
element thereof" (ix). James sets up a series of incomplete and revisable concepts by
which he can account for those fringes of experience that philosophical monists tend to
ignore. He does not try to prove the existence of the willing self from first principles, but
posits it in order to account for his empirical observations of individuals. Here he
recapitulates his claim in Principles that "only by postulating such thinking do we make

things currently intelligible" (James 1950b: 571).

In the essay "'The Will to Believe' he substantiates this by claiming hypotheses should be
judged upon empirical evidence. He attests "any hypothesis is either live or dead", the
quality of the hypothesis depending on whether it "appeals as a real possibility to him to
whom it is proposed": the "deadness and liveness in an hypothesis are not intrinsic
properties, but relations to the individual thinker...measured by his willingness to act"
(James 1956: 2-3). James realizes that the presence of will cannot be established
indubitably on a rational basis, because finally it relies on a matter of belief.? The
hypothesis of the willing self is thus dependent upon whether it is in the individual's
interest to entertain a notion of selfhood, by which he or she can order the flux of

experience and act meaningfully with reference to it. For James, the postulate of will

2 James realizes the futility of searching for philosophical absolutes. He claims "to know is one thin"g, and
to know for certain that we know is another. One may hold to the first bgmg true without the.second (12).
Following this line of argument, even though Jamestdescription of phy51.o.logy. encourages hlm‘ to posit the
existence of will as a psychological activity, he realizes that. this position 1s refutable. In "The Will to
Believe' it is that which the idea of will makes. possible for the individual that becomes the most important
consideration (in this case, the ability to act in a meaningful way).
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does not enable one to alter or transgress the laws of nature, but it does provide the

individual with a belief that he or she is capable of aspiring towards goals.

As I commented in reference to Cavell's response to scepticism in the introduction, James
cites the example of Pascal's wager, by which he suggests that the individual must weigh
up finite loss (the risk of setting up false models) against infinite gain (the benefits which
can be accrued through investigating and investing in those same models). He suggests
"the risk of being in error is a very small matter when compared with the blessings of real
knowledge, and be ready to be duped many times in your investigation rather than
postpone indefinitely the chance of guessing true" (18). Even if the postulate of self turns
out to be erroneous, James suggests that by avoiding the realm of philosophical absolutes
individuals can revise their opinions dependent on environmental or bodily change. In
any case, he admits, errors are inevitable, and should not (in either philosophical or
practical terms) be seen as "such awfully solemn things" (19). Indeed, James goes on to
suggest that the existence of the willing self may be a moral question, "whose solution
cannot wait for sensible proof" (22). That is to say, one needs to have a sense of identity
to get on with life (even if its existence is irrationally postulated), without waiting for an
irrefutable argument by which to confirm its existence. James does not refuse the right
for other inquirers to "wait" for such proof, but for him (the experiencer, as well as the
philosopher) to do so would be analogous to the stasis he seeks to avoid. Thus, he claims

finally that only by acting, and believing that such activity is meaningful, can "we" begin

to take "our life in our hands" (30).
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James wishes to establish the importance of activity on grounds which are both empirical
(the close physiological observation of Principles) and philosophical (although not
foundational). It is through the postulate of a willing self that he is able to do this, a

hypothesis without which his later work on religious experience would not be possible.
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(4) "That shape am I": the Narrative of Self

In one of the most frequently cited passages of Varieties, James disguises a lurid
description of the mental and spiritual breakdown he had experienced in the autumn of
1872 by attributing it to a (fictional) French correspondent. At the time of delivering his
1901 Gifford Lectures in Edinburgh no public evidence existed to suggest that this
passage was anything but another of the lengthy quotations which frequent the pages of
Varieties and lend to‘ the text a breadth which authorial discourse would fail to
accomplish. Two years after the publication of the book James wrote to Frank Abauzit,
who was in the preliminary stages of translating Varieties into French, admitting that "the
document on p.160 is my own case - acute neurasthenic attack with phobia. I naturally

disguised the provenance! So you may translate freely” (quoted in Myers 1986: 608).

Two crucial issues are raised here. Firstly, by disguising his intention, James is able to
leave the dramatic rhetoric to work upon the reader, instead of framing the account with
the medical diagnosis he uses in the letter. Secondly, by concealing the provenance of
the account he throws it open to the kind of expansive interpretation which he encourages
in his gloss on many of the quoted passages in Varieties. Instead of reducing the
description to the level of medical materialism, he encourages a hermeneutic pluralism
which mirrors his own growing commitment to a pluralistic and open-ended philosophy,

later outlined in A Pluralistic Universe (1909).

The central italicized line of the account - "That shape am I, 1 felt, potentially" (James

1985: 160) - crystallizes the fear and dread the correspondent feels in the face of the
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vision of a mummified epileptic patient whom he had previously seen in an asylum. The
description of the epileptic idiot ("with greenish skin, entirely idiotic") can be seen to
draw on the ideas of the German psychologist Carl Carus who, in his ground-breaking
book Psyche, published in 1846 and expanded in 1851, postulates that epilepsy is an
unstable phenomenon which occupies a precarious middle space between insanity (a
structural malady) and idiocy (an anatomical affliction): that is, between illnesses of mind
and body. The account in Varieties depicts a wretched figure sitting motionless in a
fugue state, which makes his appearance "absolutely non-human" (160). The figure is
characterized, almost caricatured, in traditional nineteenth-century fashion by possessing
all the outward physiological markers of a profound internal disorder. Sitting prostrate
in the asylum like "a sort of sculptured Egyptian cat or Peruvian mummy", he is portrayed
in an analogous fashion to the medical drawings which Sander Gilman suggests
characterize the prevalent view of madness as manifesting itself in outward grotesquerie.

In his book on Disease and Representation (1988), Gilman argues that one of the ways

in which medical art of the nineteenth century (at least in Western Europe) distanced "the
fear of collapse, the sense of dissolution" (Gilman 1988: 1) from the general public was
by exaggerating the features of sufferers so that they appeared to be totally consumed by
the disease. However, by focusing attention on the exaggerated features of the face and
body, psychological illness tended to remain enshrined in mystery. Importantly, in
James's account, this type of representational confinement is spatially mirrored not only
by the limited space of the asylum, but it is also repeated by the enclosure of the

"benches, or rather shelves against the wall" and the "coarse grey undershirt...inclosing

his entire figure" (James 1985: 160).
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When the correspondent exclaims "that shape am I'" he perceives in himself a potential
coincidence with the condition of the figure who is entombed not only in the cell and his
body, but also by the mode of language which describes him in this stigmatized fashion.
Carus is important for a discussion of James because his book is one of the first medical
accounts to elaborate upon a model of the unconscious, which he believes to have a
profound influence on conscious mental life. Following closely from this, Carus
understands the appearance of hallucinatory phantoms to be a projection of the fear of the
self: the mental mani.festation of an unconscious or barely known double who is
nourished on anxiety and psychic trauma. He outlines three forms of "derangement of the
conscious by the unconscious" - love, visionary trance and religious ecstasy - which
characterize the experience of "sinking into a new world" of Otherness. In this new
world Carus detects the "psychopathological phenomena [which are] precariously

governed by occult forces lodged in the self, in others, and in the cosmos" (Rice 1985:

140).

This kind of psychic "derangement" is reflected in the acute emotional reaction of James's
correspondent:
There was such a horror of him, and such a perception of my own merely
momentary discrepancy from him, that it was as if something hitherto
solid within my breast gave way entirely, and I became a mass of
quivering fear (160).
In direct contrast to the enclosed and confined picture of the imagined figure, the

emotional reaction is one in which solidity disintegrates into "quivering fear." This

contrast is vital. The figure is stylized, hidden away from himself and the world,
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categorically defined in the limited topographical and conceptual space assigned to him,
whereas the correspondent's fear is described as a breakdown of rigid solidity into
something fragile and unstable. Following James, it is possible to interpret this emotional
crisis as a threshold state out of which emerges a fresh perspective. The correspondent
is converted to a "morbid" or melancholic view in which the dominant feeling is one of
persistent dread and insecurity. When he goes on to explain why he thinks his
melancholia "had a religious bearing" (161), he does not retreat into the immediate
security of the scriptufes, but he reads them as a means by which he can resist the
paralysis encapsulated in his vision. For James, the person displaying "fighting faith"
does not seek a religious panacea, but utilizes the scriptures for the wisdom and solace
they may sometimes bring in an ongoing pursuit for, what he calls, a committed and

"strenuous" life.??

Later, in his disclosure to Abauzit, when he admits that the vision actually depicts his
own youthful experience, James appears to endorse my reading of the passage, in which
he juxtaposes his open-ended interpretation with the enclosed and stylized image of the
epileptic idiot. This opposition dovetails with the affiliation he displays for the morbid
temperament over and above the attractions of the healthy-minded. Both examples
represent attempts to resist a world-view which ignores mists and shades in its pursuit of
monochromatic vision. Through this Cyclopean lens the healthy-minded ignore or

dismiss the existence of evil which James perceives as part of the "very essence” of the

2 The American historian T. J. Jackson Lears in No Place of Grace (1981) argues that', during.the decades
straddling the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, there was a widespread. tendency in Amenca (bpt glso
apparent amongst the aesthetes of fin-de-siécle Europe) to seek new and intense experiences. This links
to James's proposal for a "strenuous life", a phrase which had widespread currency at this time. See, for
example, Theodore Roosevelt's The Strenuous Life: Essays and Addresses (1900).
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morbid-minded life (131). His philosophical aim to disrupt unity and harmony in order
to privilege doubleness and plurality becomes, in the disguised story of the breakdown,
a textual deployment which seeks to open up the spaces which tend to enclose, confine
and, in the case of the mummified epileptic idiot, dehumanize. The liberation of these

textual spaces represents James's attempt to introduce a more complex philosophy to

religious discourse.

The popular interpretaﬁon of the passage is that by including a third-person account of
his own breakdown James is practising a form of self-therapy. I would like to extend this
idea by suggesting that the passage dramatizes James's attempt to break down any system
of thought which seeks to define and disambiguate rather than liberate (an attempt which
characterizes one of the defining tendencies of romantic science). This quest sets the tone
for his lectures on religious experience. By deeply embedding a notion of open-
endedness within his autobiographical account, James renders Varieties as a generically
hybrid text. In doing so, James interweaves different strands of discourse (combining
empirically based methodology, an interest in the unrecorded areas of psychological and
spiritual experience, a preoccupation with the body, a collection of religious case studies
and a theoretical subtext) to form a pluralistic discourse. However, unlike the critic
Frederick Ruf who discerns Varieties to be structured around patterns of entropy and
dissolution, I argue that structures can readily be found by which James places temporary
limits and boundaries on what he considers to be the amorphous mass of pre-definitional
flux. By examining the discontinuities between the different discursive levels of the text

it is possible to illuminate James's notion of pluralism.
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In the light of my earlier sections on James, the description of his breakdown indicates
that his resistance to Spencer's deterministic principles is not based solely on
philosophical grounds, but also derives from very personal concerns. In Varieties, James
continues to stress the possibility of free will and autonomy in order to resist surrendering
to the blind forces of biology and neurology. The contemporary medical language of
neurasthenia available to James did little to uncover identifiable traits of mental illness;
as Jackson Lears discerns, the "common effect" of neurasthenia was a "paralysis of the
will" (Lears 1983: 50). Ifillness is closely associated with a loss of volition, then belief
in free will may enable the experiencer to invest psychic energy in narrative possibilities,
without giving up to the lure of metapatterns or interpretive absolutes. James's therapy
is not confined to the covert inclusion of the autobiographical passage, but can be
discerned throughout his work. Instead of the description of his breakdown representing
a point of rupture where autobiography leaks into the discourse of the lectures, the
passage is better understood as one of the nodal points of the text where many ideas

played out at length elsewhere are compressed into an explosive dramatic moment.

In order to substantiate this claim I will take the phrase "that shape am I' and trace it
laterally through Varieties with special reference to James's various comments on
narrative patterns. Narrative is not merely of incidental importance to him: as he goes

on to expound in Pragmatism, "things tell a story. Their parts hang together so as to work

out a climax" (James 1981: 67). James's account of narrative moves away from a
traditional linear structure which neatly resolves itself in a final denouement. Instead, he
outlines a discontinuous discourse: "the world is full of partial stories that run parallel to

one another, beginning and ending at odd times. They mutually interlace and interfere
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at points, but we cannot not unify them completely in our minds" (67). This form of
narrative provides a method by which events can be ordered and interpreted, without the
story ever reaching a felos or a final moment of stasis. Here, James displays a close
connection with modernist writers who resist the closure of dominant nineteenth-century
narrative forms in an attempt to do justice to the complexities of experience. But, rather
than pushing his thought in the direction of the aesthetic modemism of his one-time pupil
Gertrude Stein, James looks to a romantic template to give "a shape and significance" to

his experience of modernity (Eliot 1975: 177).

In his comprehensive survey of romantic aetiology, Natural Supernaturalism (1971), M.

H. Abrams pays special attention to the geometric formations which recur throughout
romantic poetry and philosophy. He discerns the most recurrent pattern to be the circle;
a figure which he discerns in the writings of Hegel, Novalis, Holderlin, Wordsworth and
Coleridge, through to Nietzsche's conception of eternal return and to the beginnings of

modernist literature.

Abrams traces romantic theodicy (which, after Carlyle, he terms "natural
supernaturalism” [Carlyle 1991: 193]) back as far as St. Augustine. In Augustine he
perceives a shift from "the classical procedure of putting oneself forward as the
representative of a cultural ideal, performing overt deeds on a public stage, into a

circumstantial narrative of the private events of the individual mind" (Abrams 1973: 83).

He goes on to characterize the Confessions as "the first sustained history of an inner lif¢
(83), in which Augustine reflects upon "the silent workings of God's providential plan"

(85) and the "significance" (86) of his own spiritual journey. Furthermore. Abrams
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discerns in this text the establishment of "the spiritual vocabulary for all later self-
analyses and treatments of self-formation and the discovery of one's identity" (86-87).
It is, however, in Augustine's understanding of memory and time (both external and
subjective time) where the motif of the circle first occurs. In the final book of the

Confessions Augustine reflects upon the end of time as a return to the beginning and the

"uncreation of all things" (87). At the end of the book Augustine speaks of the cycle of
the days and the eternity which will arrive with the "seventh day", which "has no evening
and has no ending" (Augustine 1992: 304); but, at the same moment, he completes a
formal circle by recalling the beginning of his work and reverting back to his initial praise
of God. Because in God is contained both beginning and end (227) and because His
"seeing is not in time" (304), by communing with Him through prayer and rapture,
Augustine claims he is able to catch brief glimpses of the eternity which lies beyond the

time-bound constraints of perception and sensation (127).

By transferring this circular template from the macrocosmic universe to the private quest
of the individual Augustine paves the way for the kind of circuitous and wandering, even
discursive, journey found in later religious allegories, such as those by Edmund Spenser
and John Bunyan, through to the romantics and Coleridge's rather more pagan image of
"the snake with it's Tail in it's Mouth" (quoted in Abrams 1973: 271). The quotation
from Coleridge is particularly significant, for, just as Hegel discerns that the dialectical
journey to ultimate knowledge (Wissenschaft) "is a circle that returns to itself, that
presupposes its beginning, and reaches its beginning only in its end", Coleridge argues
that the purpose of narrative (the telling of that journey) is to make "those events. which

in real or imagined History move on in a strait ] ine. assume to our Understandings a
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circular motion" (quoted in Abrams 1973: 235, 271). For Coleridge imaginative art
contains within it the potential to make whole a universe which could otherwise only be

perceived in sensual fragments. For example, in the tenth chapter of Biographia Literaria,

Coleridge speaks of the "esemplastic power" of imagination which has this capacity to
"shape into one" (Coleridge 1984: 91). However, for many of the romantics, the "circular
motion" does not return to its point of origin, but is a constantly evolving entity which
returns upon itself at the same instant that it moves: in the words of Hegel, "this circle is
a circle of circles; fdr each member...is intro-Reflection which, returning to the
beginning, is at the same time the beginning of a new member" (quoted in Abrams 1973:
509). Out of the traditional figure of the circle emerges another more complex pattern,
the spiral, helix, or "ascending circle" (Abrams 1973: 184), which constantly develops

and expands at the very moment it turns back on itself.

One of Abrams's major achievements in Natural Supernaturalism is to chart the historical

transition from the neoplatonists who, like Plotinus, follow the mystical circle back to the
"simple, undifferentiated unity of its origin" to the romantics who, through their art, strive
to attain "a unity which is higher, because it incorporates the intervening differentiations”
(183-84). The major difference between the circle and the spiral is that the latter "rotates
along a third, vertical dimension, to close where it had begun, but on a higher plane of
value. It thus fuses the idea of the circular return with the idea of linear progress" (184).
Moreover, whereas the circle is a closed shape which circumscribes a well-defined space,
the spiral is open-ended and constantly shifts its position along both its vertical

(symbolic) and horizontal (narrative) axes. As I move back towards a consideration of
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James's Varieties, through a reading of Emerson's important essay 'Circles’ (1841), this

geometric distinction is a crucial one to bear in mind.

'Circles’ opens with a series of repetitions: visual perception opens a concentric series
which emanates outwards in widening arcs "throughout nature" to be "repeated without
end" (Emerson 1983: 403). Because, like James, he roots the genesis of the circular form
in the act of human perception ("the eye is the first circle"), Emerson immediately
prioritizes a pattern which arises from personal experience, rather than an abstract system
which he imposes on the world. He cites Augustine's image of "a circle whose centre was
everywhere, and its circumference nowhere" which exists outside the range of all
experience and represents the logical impossibility of circumscribing an outward limit to
knowledge (403). He sees the circularity to extend in all directions:

every action admits of being outdone...around every circle another can be

drawn; that there is no end in nature, but every end is a beginning; that

there is always another dawn risen on mid-noon, and under every deep a

lower deep opens (403).
Although it is here symbolically deployed, the circle is a spatial pattern by which
Emerson defines his perceptual zone in a world which fades out of view at the perimeter.
These momentary perceptions are constantly interconnected and fused to create a

capacious sense of the world. But there is no sense of permanence: it "is only a word of

degrees" (404).

The visual act cannot be frozen in order to trace the absolute circle which lies in an ideal

sphere outside of experience. Only the individual who has the strength to resist the
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pretentions of those who wish to track these ultimate and permanent fixtures (like the

Unitarians whose doctrine Emerson rejected) will be able to see beyond a limited world

of sensuous reality:

The life of man is a self-evolving circle, which, from a ring imperceptibly
small, rushes on all sides outwards to new and larger circles, and that
without end. The extent to which this generation of circles, wheel
without wheel, will go, depends on the force or truth of the individual
soul (404).

The "force" of the individual refers not to brute aggrandisement, but to the recognition

that certain aspects remain outside the "mental horizon" of human knowledge: that "there

is no outside, no enclosing wall, no circumference to us" (405).

Emerson can be read to suggest that every limit, or floor, is provisional and will fall
through or give way to the next, although the experiencer is not always in a position to
see over the horizon. He claims that those who are content with limits are sinful (406)
in rejecting the virtues of the "experimenter" (412) and the "sacred" coming of the active
and "energising spirit" (413). Whilst his philosophy is optimistic and forward-looking,
Emerson does not see a simple progression from one state to another as a cumulative
process which tends towards "rest, conservatism, appropriation, inertia" (412).
Movement comes instead through spiritual renewal which may as well go backwards to
germination and "spring" as it goes onwards to the realization of goals. Far from the
interconnected circles, or horizons, revolving around a stable axis,they are liable to
overlap or turn back on each other: "we now and then detect in nature slight dislocations,
which apprise us that this surface on which we now stand is not fixed, but sliding" (409).

These sliding surfaces indicate that the circle is never completed on one plane and a

123



return to the "aboriginal" act of perception can never be truly accomplished, for the
circular formation is open and constantly shifting away from one's grasp. Like Cavell's
knotting and unknotting selves, tracing a circle is a temporary measure which enables one

to ascertain location, before it is reinscribed in another conceptual space.

Emerson concludes his essay by suggesting that the "great man" possesses the
"character", "power and courage to make a new road to new and better goals" (413).2¢
Again, this is not accbmplished by blind forward movement, but by nourishing the
"enthusiasm" and "courage" to abandon former goals (413): in short, the resolve not to
shy away from diversions and changes of direction because of the risk involved. The
ability "to draw a new circle" in Emerson's sense does not rest upon the desire to make
of nature a closed and understandable system, but the "insatiable desire...to forget
ourselves" and previously cherished beliefs (414). The application of volition tempered
with a belief in a guiding force (for Emerson, internal impulses directed from without by

a benevolent Over-Soul) is a precarious combination by which Nietzschean ruthless

autonomy is rejected without surrendering to the blind forces of whim or caprice.

In a 1903 address delivered to commemorate the centenary of Emerson's birth, James
begins by lionizing Emerson for his unique "blend" of morality and literary insight
(James 1988: 316). James shares with Emerson a tendency to resist "consecutive" and
systematic thinking, truth coming to them "in gleams, in sentences" and fragments (316).

Despite their similarities, he remains critical of Emerson for his dual tendency towards

2 Here the "great man" may be interpreted either as one of Emerson's Representative Men (1850), as the
distinguished public figures lauded in Carlyle's work, On Heroes and Hero-Worship (1841), or as one who
nstrenuous life" of the saint as outlined in Varieties.

seeks the
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"absolute monism" and "radical individualism" (316). James goes on to say: "they sound
contradictory enough; but he held to each of them in its extremist form" (318). In order
to make conceptual connections between Emerson and James in my reading of 'Circles'
I'have tried to resist both these impulses which are, nevertheless, equally apparent in the
essay. It is much easier to argue for James's proximity to Emersonian individualism than
it is for them holding similar metaphysical positions. Having said this, James detects
that, despite Emerson's idealistic tendencies, he "never drew a consequence from the

Oneness that made him any the less willing to acknowledge the rank diversity of

individual facts" (319).

Emerson and James each ground their philosophies ultimately in the "concrete
perceptions” of experience and, in James's words, they both conceive the individual as
"an angle" of the "Cosmic intellect", "each moment in us a refracted ray of its vision"
(319). Here, the metaphor of refraction implies a disruption to the process of vision and
provides a metaphor which encourages both thinkers to turn to a spiritual "more", in
which they detect the source of light to be beyond the realm of the senses. For James,
this does not mean a blind turning to spiritual authority as manifested in orthodox and
institutionalized religions; for him, the primacy of individual experience is of
fundamental importance. James ends his speech with a line which echoes Emerson and
Blake (who, together with Henry James Snr., were both one-time followers of the

eighteenth-century mystic Emmanuel Swedenborg) as much as Thoreau's notion of civil

disobedience: "it follows from all this that there is something in even the lowliest of us

that ought not to consent" (319).
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James's biographer, Ralph Barton Perry, detects two strong propelling forces in Varieties.
Quoting from James's letters, Perry suggests, firstly, that James wishes to defend
experience as the "real backbone of the world's religious life"; and, secondly, the life of
religion is "mankind's most important function" (Perry 1935b: 327). The vital impulse
of religion is understood to derive from the individual's own place in, and experience of,
the universe (both the sensual world and the supersensual world of the unseen and
unseeable), rather than issuing from the "systematic" theologies found in institutionalized
religious creeds. ForJ afnes, "abstract definitions and systems of concatenated adjectives"
should be viewed as "secondary accretions upon these phenomena of vital conversation
with the unseen divine" (James 1985: 446-47). If doctrinal thought is subordinated for
its tendency to restrict and delimit the range of possible experiences, then so too should
its narrative pattern be rejected as a universal template to follow. Instead of describing
a totalizing narrative, James suggests that for the "twice-born...the world is a double-
stovried mystery" (166), and, elsewhere, that the morbid-minded find themselves

immersed in "a universe two stories deep" (187).

This rejection of established religious narratives pushes James's position toward the
romantic (and, later, the existentialist) need to renew the social carapace of language in
order to make it intense, personal and authentic. Moreover, it also demands that one does
not whimsically follow ill-considered caprice, for this speaks not of "vital conversation"
but an instinct which compels the individual to take up a necessary pattern of response.
The pattern should not be seen to be totally determined, either culturally or biologically,

but neither should it be completely disbanded. Instead, James seems to be searching for
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a structural pattern through which he can avoid the dogmatism of creed as well as the
disturbing chaos of a wholly disordered universe. As he says in a long footnote:

When one views the world with no definite theological bias one way or

the other, one sees that order and disorder, as we now recognize them, are

purely human inventions. We are interested in certain types of

arrangement, useful, aesthetic, or moral, - so interested that whenever we

find them realized, the fact emphatically rivets our attention. The result

is that we work over the contents of the world selectively. It is

overflowing with disorderly arrangements from our point of view, but

order is the only thing we care for and look at, and by choosing, one can

always find some sort of orderly arrangement in the midst of any

chaos...We count and name whatever lies upon the special lines we trace,

whilst the other things and the untraced lines are neither named nor

counted (438).
Here James illustrates the archetypal experience of modernity: the moral and aesthetic
need to trace new patterns in the loose sand of what was once the solid stone of pregiven
religious paths. He outlines the dual need to recognize that the concepts of "order" and
"disorder" are imposed by the observer on the "vast plenum" of "Nature" (438) and that
the psychological complexion of humans demand that they direct attention towards
certain aspects in order to arrive at ends-directed plans to follow. Whilst recognition and
attention are part of his vocabulary of cognition, their guiding force consists of an
admixture of a "vital conversation" with the unseen "more", shaped by an act of will both
to foresee goals and to devise plans to obtain those ends. Far from being able to master
a fixed repertoire of decisive movements, the demands upon the religious traveller force
him or her constantly to revise and reconsider the paths started out upon. The "morbid-
minded" traveller is plagued not only with a denser and more contradictory universe than

it once seemed, but with the added difficulties that all his or her steps must be tentative

and carefully considered, without falling into the equally modern trap of perpetual
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prevarication. In the tradition of protestant humility, the traveller must be constantly
wary of the vice of pride, but, at the same time, develop the strength of character to seek

the "strenuous life" which James proposes.

The chapter on 'Mysticism' provides many of the clues which lead towards unravelling
James's notion of path-finding which I began to trace in his work on habit. James wishes
to rescue mysticism from its general usage as a word of "mere reproach" (379) as he
attempts to ground the ineffability and transience of religious experience into a concrete
pattern which can bridge the inchoate source of inspiration with the demands of this
world. The sense of "deeper significance" which characterizes such an experience opens
the subject to "vague vistas of a life continuous with our own, beckoning and inviting,
yet ever eluding our pursuit" (383). These vistas, often experienced as "dreamy states",
are, according to James, accompanied by "the feeling of an enlargement of perception

which seems imminent but which never completes itself" (384).%

The haziness and capaciousness of these experiences signify a path which cannot be
judged solely by worldly ends and which are therefore impossible to foresee to their
ultimate conclusion. The very fact that such experiences occur indicates the presence

of a "beyond [to] anything known in ordinary consciousness" (412):

5 James quotes the phrase "dreamy states" from an article by Sir James CrichFon-quwn pgblished in T_h'e
Lancet (6th & 13th July 1895). Whilst James appropriates the term, he takes issue with 'Crlch_torz-Brown S
dualistic position which "follows" the phenomenon "along the downwardiladder, to Tsamty , thereby
reducing its personal significance to the level of medical formulae. Jan.les claims that his pat'h pursues the
upward ladder chiefly” (a romantic movement upwards and outwards) in an attempt to find significance in

all "of a phenomenon's connections"” (James 1985: 384).
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We pass into mystical states from out of ordinary consciousness as from
a less to a more, as from a smallness into a vastness, and at the same time
as from an unrest to a rest. We feel them as reconciling, unifying states.
They appeal to the yes-function more than to the no-function (416).

Whilst such an experience seems to move upwards and outwards, like Emerson, the

perception "never completes itself": there is no final point of stasis, but only the promise

of affirmatory rest.

At the end of this lecturé James characterizes mystical states as signifying "the supremacy
of the ideal, of vastness, of union, of safety, and of rest", they open up a "wider", a "more
extensive and inclusive world" which, taking his lead from Emerson, James believes
cannot be known and bounded by systematic thought (429).° As I discuss later in the
thesis, this is analogous to Sacks's conception of health, which contains within it the
promise of homecoming as a spur to encourage the patient to move in a direction which
liberates rather than limits and restricts. Whilst some may choose, or be compelled to
follow, a fixed or repetitive pattern, only by loosening these strictures can the idea (and
ideal) of health be redescribed elsewhere. So too, for James, only the morbid-minded
traveller who seeks a fresh and fuller conception of the universe and, in the process,
succeeds in pushing back the boundaries of the old, can forego the material comforts of

an earthly home in the pursuit of this final, always elusive, homecoming.

26 This structure closely echoes the central aspects of Buddhism: at every lirpit there is a higher stage, or
higher state of contemplation (dhyana), the pursuit of which takes the. experiencer past the semb.lance of
rest. Although James's religious thought has connections with Buddhxsm, he claims in a postscript

to Varieties that "I am ignorant of Buddhism and speak under correctnoq" (522). This comment can be
ime—r;);et—ed__as a modest disclaimer or a recognition of the limitations of his work.
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However, this reading begs several questions. If one can no longer invest importance in
the old and outworn religious paths because they only lead to the strictures of earthly
creeds, then in what direction do transient mystical experiences lead? In other words,
where can conceptual redescription take one in pragmatic terms? James's answer is
complicated, but he appears to suggest that the marks of mystical experience bring about
both a new orientation to life and an inner conviction that the direction to follow should
eschew the worldly goals of affluence, comfort and security, in order to pursue an
Emersonian path which is constantly merging with higher routes too difficult to directly
perceive. This path is not wholly other-worldly: the actions of those who follow the
saintly path can have direct effects on the worldly environment around them. As
"vivifiers and animators of potentialities" (358) saints have the strength of will to transfer
their vision of the ideal into the realm of the real and thereby "energize" those around
them in order to produce "practical fruits" (259). Whilst their initial orientation is
melancholic, from this emerges a "denial of the finite self" and a spiritual need to identify
with "an always enlarging Self" (418). This idea may seem to lead back to the
undifferentiated unity of the neoplatonists and forward to the universal consciousness of
Carl Jung, but James (like Cavell) is distinct in insisting that the journey to this state is
always under way and incomplete. As a result, the narrative of the journey can never be

finally told and must be continually revised en route.

James concludes his lectures by commenting on the irreducibility of personal experience:
"I turn back and close the circle which I opened in my first lecture” (484). Rather than
actually closing the circle, he goes on to add that "I might easily, if time allowed, multiply

both my documents and my discriminations" (484). This suggests that the circle is
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perpetually open and its dimensions are always provisional and, therefore, revisable. In
a footnote to his concluding lecture, he discusses the possibilities of romantic science in
bridging the chasm between "scientist facts and religious facts" (501). This should be
done, he says, by giving up the notion of "final human opinion" and by reverting "to the
more personal style, just as any path of progress may follow a spiral rather than a straight
line" (501). Not only is the circle forever open, but the figure of the spiral gestures back
to the figures which Abrams detects in romantic writing. The pattern cuts against any
notion of either simple fetum to origins or a straightforward progressive movement and,
by implication, provides the template for the saintly journey. The spiral may seem to
move upwards and outwards away from a material world, but, as it circles round, it
cannot leave the body behind for more than a fleeting moment of transcendence. James
can be read to claim that there is an unbreakable link between the idealistic aspirations
of man who searches for "the highest society conceivable" (375) and, as is dramatized in

his account of the breakdown, an intractable organic embeddedness in the world.

On returning to the disguised portrait of the breakdown I have moved through an arc of
James's writing without reaching firm ground. But, as I have argued, James's suggests
a therapeutic path along which the convert can move away from the total paralysis
dramatized in the hunched and lifeless figure who is bereft of will or the possibility of
self-definition. When the correspondent retches forth the apocalyptic words "that shape
am I, 1 felt, potentially} the reader is made aware both of an identification with the figure
and a dissociation from the state of utter wretchedness. Varieties can be read as James's
attempt to find an alternative shape, or pattern, which can lead away from determinism

without leaving behind the organic body for abstract metaphysical musings. For
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Emerson, the act of perception is central to a sense of self and a place in a cosmos and,
without that initial act, a narrative of self-overcoming cannot unfold. Similarly, for
James, without attention and acknowledgement (grounded in psychology and physiology)

one cannot hope to locate oneself, for however briefly, in a pluralistic universe.



(5) Breaching the Path: Energizing the Body

In the last section I highlighted an emergent spatial pattern in James's writing which
projects noetic knowledge gained through mystical experience along a temporal plane,
but without abandoning that moment of insight for linear progression away from it. Like
Emerson, James wishes to abort the doctrinaire aspects of Puritanism and derive a new
spirituality from a transcendent moment of divination. Similarly, they both believe in a
moral pattern which is intuited and divined from personal experience and without
"reference to external authority" (Howe 1986: 9).”’ In the words of Irving Howe, where
James wishes to depart from Emerson's attempt to maintain "an immediate apprehension
of the divine" by transfiguring experience as "consciousness lifted free from the alloys
of circumstance" (11), is his preoccupation with the corporeal body which insistently
encroaches on a transcendent "bliss of spiritual exchange" (9). I argue in this section that
James's conception and formation of religious paths or, more accurately, because they are
always constructed through an interpretive framework, spiritual narratives, should be
conceived as energizing structures which motivate the body into action, as much as they
do the mind. However, James's insistence on the corporeal body permits only the

possibility of a spiritual realm by which material limitations can be transcended.

27 One problem detected by Irving Howe is how a "moral pattern” can be "de.riv'ed" wholly from "persopal
experience." Howe can only conjecture that Emerson's reply would be submission to an inner truth which
is nurtured and counselled through contact with God and Nature. The problem for Howe seems to be that
one can only understand this kind of counselling through the language of prayer and egclesnastncal codef.
This is a problem which haunts James's notion of the irreducibility of personal experience .and Cavell‘s
version of Emersonian perfectionism: of what does experience consist? through which (social) codes is

reality interpreted?
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The conceptual differences between Emerson and James also help to clarify the different
moods of the two thinkers. If, as Nietzsche characterizes him, Emerson is to be seen as
"enlightened", "happier", "contented", "grateful", and "cheerful" (Nietzsche 1990: 85),
then James shares with Kierkegaard and Schopenhauer a "darker" (James 1985: 83) and
more troubled view of the self's relation to the universe. In his two lectures on 'The Sick-
Soul' James starkly characterizes the difference between the two tempers: "the sanguine
and healthy-minded live habitually on the sunny side of their misery-line, the depressed
and melancholy live béyond it, in darkness and apprehension" (135). James reverses the
Enlightenment optical dichotomy of light-dark, to suggest a mysterious universe which
cannot be clearly illuminated and understood. In addition, his image of the "misery-line"
stresses the primacy of an emotional engagement over the intellectualized process of
cognitive ratiocination. For James, the "ennobling sadness" of the European writers
coincides with his general attitude to religion ("solemn, serious, and tender"); but, as he
goes on to say, it "is almost as often only peevishness running away with the bit between
its teeth" (38). He also claims that the "sallies" of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche "remind
one, half the time, of the sick shriekings of two dying rats." James's writing resists such
primal extremes and is characterised instead by an 'in-between', or purgatorial, tone which

imbues it with the solemnity of "religious sadness" (38).

Although it asserts a strong influence on his writing, the romantic gloom of the Germans
is nevertheless tempered by the influence of Emersonian optimism which, in James's
interpretation, rather than descending into the abyss of nihilism, results in motivating
movement and activity. This is not the "sky-blue" optimism of the New England mind-

curists, but an inherent piety which serves to "protect all ideal interests and keep the
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world's balance straight" (33). James's notion of a pluralistic universe is more
heterogenous and complex than Emerson's "divine soul of order", but both thinkers share
a motivation to create anew. Varieties can be understood as James's contribution to an
ongoing American debate (but also, more broadly, a romantic project) to relocate a
spiritual life outside the support of religious institutions, but without ignoring its central
importance for the solitary and experiencing human being. The "American Newness",
detected by Howe among others, echoes Abramstconception of "natural supernaturalism"

and indicates the post-romantic need to redefine spirituality within the terms of

modernity.

Following on from my discussion on narrative patterns in the last section, I conclude my
reading of Varieties by focusing on James's conception of energy as a motivating force,
which, deriving from his earlier discussions of physiology and consciousness, is given
a central place in his understanding of religious experience. James's consideration of
energy pulls together my reading of his work on habit, 'The Will to Believe' and spiritual

narrative.

The "new life" which emerges out of the French corespondent's vision of the "epileptic
patient" (160) both represents a departure from, and a supplement to, the old narrative
pattern by projecting it through a new dimension. James calls such moments of insight
"temporary 'melting moods', into which either the trials of real life, or the theatre, or a
novel sometimes throw us" (James 1985: 267). The metaphor deployed here suggests a

softening, or a liquification, of previously unified material which is stimulated by a

135



change in the habitual emotional composition.?® At these moments the self stands at the
threshold between two possible patterns, the outcome, crucially, resulting from individual
choice. By choosing the easy option, whether it is the comfort of simple ecclesiastical
piety or a backsliding into drunkenness and vice, the liberation of transformation is
eschewed for the safe and the habitual. Conversely, by choosing the more complex
pattern the experience resolves itself as contributing towards the pursuit of the strenuous

life: the ego-boundaries dissolve and reform in a different configuration.

James does not reserve this eschewal of openness and plenitude only for those who
safeguard themselves against religious conversion, for the "narrow" excesses of
sainthood, characterized by absorption, withdrawal, limitation and fanaticism, also run
tangential to his embracing vision of mysticism; only the precarious blend of energetic
action and surrender to a sense of a larger self will propel the experiencer along the

"extensive" and "inclusive" path.

These two forces of action and yielding converge by affirming "the new centre of
personal energy" and allowing it to "burst forth" (210). The active and creative element
is the will to believe in an inner voice, to break through the constraining force of

inhibitions and conventions and to nourish the ability to say "Yes! yes!" (261). Like

Carlyle's Teufelsdrokh in Sartor Resartus, James indicates this affirmatory movement
passes "from the everlasting No to the everlasting Yes through a 'Centre of Indifference™

(212). In Carlyle's thought the 'Centre of Indifference’ can be thought to "represent the

2% James's phrase "melting moods” is worth comparing with the following passage from ‘The Stream of
Thought' chapter in Principles: "as the brain-changes are continuous, so do all these consciousnesses melt
into each other like dissolving views" (James 1950a: 247-48).
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1) . ey . . . )
soul's inability to cast aside an enervating egotism, in order to attain a broader

perspective” (Buckley 1981: 95). By undergoing a "little death" a new life can emerge
which sheds the constraints of egoism. Whilst James acknowledges correspondences
between his and Carlyle's affirmatory voices, the temper of James's writing positions him
nearer to the Dionysian exuberance of the "Yes-saying" Nietzsche than the strong
conservative politics which inform Carlyle's writing. But, while James's notion of will
to believe overcomes the passivity of mystical experience and the activity of pursuing
1deals, he does not sharé in Nietzsche's ruthless drive to overcome the self at the expense
of human fellowship. His sharp criticism of those activities which tend towards self-
absorption and withdrawal from the world lends to his writing a note of altruism and

compassion which Nietzsche lacks and which sets the tone for James's moral framework.

For James the cries of "Yes! yes!" accompany the release of hidden energies; but these
energies are already guided by an almost pantheistic feeling. James presents a negative
example to characterize this moral framework. He argues that the impulse of the
alcoholic which encourages him to imbibe more alcohol may seem to be affirmatory, but,
within James's scheme, this would only be a surrender to habit: a yielding without action
and a refusal to pursue an ideal. In his opinion, only by affirming the nuclear self in its
connection to a subliminal self and, in so doing, giving up the earthly limits and restraints

of selfhood can the negative and false voices be overcome.

As I have stressed James is not a "refined" (James 1985: 520) systematic thinker who
wishes to define either the universe or consciousness; nor does he seek the clarity of

traditional philosophy. Instead he understands that
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elerpents of the universe which may make no rational whole in

conjunction with the other elements, and which, from the point of view

of any system which those other elements make up, can only be

considered so much irrelevance and accident - so much 'dirt,' as it were,

and matter out of place (133).
Similarly, "the psychological basis of the twice-born character [is thought] to be a certain
discordancy or heterogeneity in the native temperament of the subject, an incompletely
unified moral and intellectual constitution" (167).%° Inspiration does not emerge from a
conscious and reasoned process, but derives from a sudden and often violent revelation
or manifestation of the subliminal self: "the higher condition, having reached the due
degree of energy, bursts through all barriers and sweeps in like a sudden flood" (216).

Such a revelation forces the experiencer to reevaluate his or her former life and redirect

him or herself towards new goals.

To expand upon James's understanding of energy I wish to turn my consideration to his
1906 Presidential Address, 'The Energies of Men'. James suggests a parallel to
Teufelsdrokh's "Centre of Indifference" through the colloquial Adironrackian term
"oold": a feeling of "intellectual or muscular" staleness or fatigue. This notion is
analogous to the state of "adhedonia" or spiritual apathy outlined in Varieties and appears
to share characteristics with those illnesses grouped together under the collective title
neurasthenia. James interprets adhedonia as a spiritual vacuum: a "mere passive

joylessness and dreariness, discouragement, dejection, lack of taste and zest and spring”

2 James's phrase "native temperament" seems to work ip tension. with his argument that through
conversion the former path can be diverted or one can alter the ideals which one pursues. However, rather
than personality being entirely determined, Jam.e:s's view of "temper@ent" doei not preclude the efft?ct of
circumstance and experience to modify disposition. Thus, he speaks in terms of "a temperament organically

weighted" rather than genetically prescribed (135).
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(145). It represents a state of absolute depletion and stasis accompanied by a feeling of
spiritual vacuity; characteristics common to the symptoms which were, at that time,
thought to comprise neurasthenia. Championed by the New York neurologist George
Beard in the 1880s, the popular cure for the nervous exhaustion brought on by modemn

life was considered to be rest and the conservation of energy.”

James's argument directly counters Beard's rest-cure therapy. He argues that we should
not surrender to this general feeling of fatigue:

it gets worse up to a certain critical point, when gradually or suddenly it

passes away, and we are fresher than before. We have evidently tapped

a level of new energy, masked until then by the fatigue-obstacle usually

obeyed. There may be layer after layer of this experience (James 1971:

34).
By tapping into the hidden resources of the subliminal self the individual is able to draw
upon latent motivating forces which can energize him or her into renewed activity. This
is a very different kind of abandonment from the rest-cure. In a distinction suggested by
the political theorist William Corlett, this would represent a loss of self-control or a
"giving in to" impulses which exist beneath the level of conscious control rather than a
"giving up" from asking questions about selfhood implied by Beard's recommendation

(Corlett 1993: 3). This distinction does not necessarily implicate a model of the

unconscious, but of an inner bodily energy which exists latently in the deeper recesses of

0 Beard's rest-cure is diametrically opposite to James's energetic recommendations, in that it_ seems to
represent an escape from, rather than the confrontation of, the forces and logic .of mgdemlzatlon as
described in Georg Simmel's classic essay ‘The Metropolis and Mental Life' §1903), in W.h'lCh the German
sociologist speaks of the plethora of chaotic sense-impressions encountered in modern cities. Even when
James writes on 'The Gospel of Relaxation’, he suggests that the individual should "resolve to become
strenuously relaxed" [my italics] in a self-reliant Emersonian manner (James 1899: 507).
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the self. By making contact with the subliminal self the release of spiritual inspiration
has the capacity to galvanize the body into a more strenuous life. As for Nietzsche, by
tapping into a Dionysian energy source James envisages a self liberated from the rigid
structures of egoism. By linking to the range of fluid metaphors employed in 'The

Streams of Thought' chapter of Principles, James extends his notion of those "melting

moods" which characterize mystical experiences.

Once again, James's idéas touch upon Buddhistic thought (as well as Cavell's version of
moral perfectionism) which encourages the overcoming of mental barriers in the pursuit
of spiritual enlightenment. Moreover, the spiritual pursuit of Buddhism, like James's
strenuous life, is never completed: the pursuit is always under way. Believers should
aspire, for the Buddhist, toward Nirvana and, for James's strenuous religious man, toward
saintlihood, but the ultimate achievement of the status is always deferred. Again, despite
the similarities, one crucial difference between the two positions is that, whereas the
Buddhist internalizes the energy and, in so doing, tends to deny the body in the search of
higher levels of consciousness, James suggests the release of hidden energies which could

sustain our "inner as well as our outer work" (James 1985: 37).

James pushes his ideas of "hidden" energies towards a very individualistic doctrine of
living at maximum energy and performing to the optimum: a doctrine which coincides
with the late-century trend to seek intense experiences as outlined by Jackson Lears. He
plugs into this contemporary feeling when he speaks of "excitements, ideas, and efforts"
which can "carry us over the dam" of apathy or of "chronic invalidism" (38). James

argues that the source of this energy (biochemical, psychic and spiritual) must stem from
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the individual's will to confront stasis. However, the problem which shadows both 'The
Energies of Man' and the lectures of Varieties is one which questions the form of

discourse in which it is possible to conceptualize energy flow. It is to this problem that

I wish now to turn.

There are at least three possible discourses by which James can speak of "hidden"
energies. The first, which links with James's metaphoric use of "dam", is the hydraulic
system shared by Herbert Spencer in his essay on 'The Physiology of Laughter' (1860)
and the early writings of Freud. They both posit theories which conceptualize the build-
up of nervous energy until it reaches a critical limit, at which point it necessitates release
through a bodily outlet. In his abandoned 'Project for a Scientific Psychology' (1895),
Freud parallels James's psychological project in Principles by seeking to "furnish a
psychology that shall be a natural science...to represent psychical processes as
quantitatively determinate states of specifiable material particles”" (Freud 1971: 1, 295).
Freud goes on to outline a neural model of the mind "in terms of increase, diminution,
displacement and discharge of energy or 'quantity' conceived as flowing through and
accumulating within a differentiated network of neurones" (Dews 1987: 45). In his later
writings Freud can be seen to move away from a natural~scientific standpoint in the
direction of a more explicitly metaphorical understanding of psychic apparatus.

However, notions of discharge continue to inform a work such as Jokes and Their

Relation to the Unconscious (1905) in the shape of laughter, which Freud conceives as

a cathartic channel of psychic relief.
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The second option, and one with which James also shares an affinity, links directly with
the mood and experimentation of early nineteenth-century German romantic science. In
his 'Condition of England' essay, 'Signs of the Times' (1829), Carlyle makes an
impassioned plea for the emergence of a "dynamic science" which could counter what he
considers to be the dehumanizing mechanization of rationalistic thought seen to be
embodied in systems of utilitarianism. By evoking a distinctly romantic metaphor,
Carlyle proposes to revitalize a science which, at that time, remained reliant on the
physical laws of a Néwtonian science: a "dynamic" science "which treats of, and
practically addresses, the primary, unmodified forces and energies of man, the mysterious
springs of Love, and Fear, and Wonder, of Enthusiasm, Poetry, Religion, all which have
a truly vital and infinite character" (Carlyle 1987: 72). If Carlyle's "science" could be
conceptualized it would enable James to speak of ineffable phenomena in terms of
emotions, without reducing them to the level of undifferentiated psychic energy.
Although Carlyle outlines a programme to revitalize science he does not have the

technical rigour to detail particulars.

The third option,and the one to which James most closely adheres, is a discourse of
relational structure. Here, as in the 'Stream of Thought' chapter, energies would be
conceptualized as being part of a relational system conceived in an homologous manner
to consciousness understood as:perpetu