JAMES ON SELF, ACTIVITY AND FREEDOM

During James’ life-time his pragmatism attracted the
greatest attention. It aroused a heated controversy in which
both realists and idealists joined to attack his “cash-value”
theory of truth. But in our own times James has been re-
vived for his descriptive and phenomenological insights.!
His magnum opus, The Principles of Psychology inspired
and influenced both Wittgenstein? and Husserl.? Recent
interest has therefore shifted from his pragmatism to
“radical empiricism”, James used his concept of British
empiricism to distinguish it from traditional British
empiricism which culminated in the Humean theory of ex-
perience. He certainly evinced a rare sensitivity and
imaginative skill in giving a phenomenological description
of the actual flux of “lived” experience both in 7The Prin-
ciples and later in his Essays in Radical Empiricism. But
James failed to perceive clearly the intimate relation bet-
ween his “pragmatism” and “radical empiricism”., He
wrote: “... there is no logical connection between prag-
matism, as I understand it, and a doctrine which I have
recently set forth as ‘radical empiricism’. The latter stands
on its own feet. One may entirely reject it and still be a
pragmatist”.* However, a careful reading of James’ works
shows that there is a close link between his pragmatism
and radical empiricism. Both these doctrines were conceiv-
ed by him to be primarily methods for solving or
“dissolving” conceptual philosophical problems. He con-
ceived the notion of “pure experience” as a methodological
principle which enunciates that “everything real must be
experienceable somewhere, and every kind of thing experi-
enced must somewhere be real.”® This was basically a re-
affirmation of his position in The Principles where he ex-
pressed his purpose as the “reinstatement of the vague to
its proper place in our mental life.””s His pragmatic method
sought to do the same thing — namely, to solve philosophical
disputes and validate concepts by tracing them to the
“realities of experience”. This is what he meant by their
I1PQ.—8
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“pragmatic equivalence” or “cash-value”. It is my intention
in this paper, (i) to show that James’ concept of activity
is fundamental to his treatment of the problems of both
self and freedom, (ii) to evaluate his attempt to solve the
problem of self at various stages of his writings (in The
Principles, 1890, Essays in Radical Empiricism, 1912, and
in A Pluralistic Universe, 1909), and lastly (iii) to con-
front his treatment of freedom with the problems raised
by Professor John Hospers in the light of the findings of
psychoanalysis.?

The commonsense notion of self is meant to dis-
tinguish between experiences on the one hand, and that
which has or owns these experiences, on the other. Self is
supposed to be the subject of experiences. Secondly, self is
taken to be a continuant as against the transient nature of
experiences, and lastly personal identity forms an integral
part of our notion of self. Let us see how James deals with
the concept of self and the problems associated with it.

It will be fruitful to compare and contrast the attempts
of Hume and James in dealing with the problem of the
self. Both of them based their analysis on what they con-
ceived to be empirical grounds. Hume's concept of expe-
rience was atomistic. Each perception was a distinet and
disjointed particular. Hume, therefore, rejected the identi-
fication of the self with soul-substance for the reason that
such a permanent entity was not encountered in the flux
of impressions. To quote his famous passage:

“Tor my part, when I enter most intimately into what
I call myself, 1 always stumble on some particular per-
ception or the other, of heat or cold, light or shade,
love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never catch myself
at any time without a perception, and never can
observe anything but the perceptions”.®

Hume was probably not aware of the paradoxical nature
of the above statement since he was “presupposing” the “I”
in the very effort to catch “myself.” In other words, Hume
accepted the ordinary concept of the self as a persisting
entity and then failed to discover it in the flux of particular
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perceplions. It did not occur to him that if the concept of
self as an identica! subject was accepted, then ab initio such
a self could not become an object of my introspective glance
and yet remain a subject of that very particular intros-
pective perception. The self, as thinking subject, could not
be its own object in one and the same act of thinking. This
is not only a psychological but a logical impossibility. Now
let us see whether James’ treatment of the self is an im-.
provement on Hume’s. In The Principles, James devoted a
lengthy chapter on “The Consciousness of Self,” and be-
causge of his background in physiology, maintained a dual-
istic position with respect to the body-mind problem. He
repudiated the soul-substance theory, the “bundle theory”
of Hume and the transcendentalist theory of Kant on
erounds of what he conceived to be “radical empiricism” as
distinguished from Hume’s atomistic empiricism. He said
that the soul-substance theory, ‘explains nothing and
guarantees nothing. Its successive thoughts are the only
intelligible and verifiable things about it...”"* He put for-
ward, in The Principles, a new concept of experience as a
“stream” of continuous change in place of Hume’s concept
that “all our distinet perceptions are distinct existences.”
He reaffirmed and elaborated this concept in his later
essays, Does Consciousness exist? (1904), A world of Puie
experience (1904) and The Continuity of FExperience
(1909). During this latter period he gave up the earlier
dualism maintained in The Prineciples. In effect, he pointed
out that Hume’s “laws of association”, introduced ab extra
to account for the self’s continuity, could be obviated if one
rejected Hume’s concept of experience as comprising dis--
tinet and disparate focal points of perception only and
replaced it by his own brand of radical empiricism in ‘which
both the focal points (the “substantive” parts) and the
vaguely felt relations (the “transitive” parts) were given in
the continuous flux of immediate experience. He wrote,
“To be radical, an empiricism must neither admit
into its constructions any element that is not directly
experienced, nor exclude from them any element that
is directly experienced. For such a philosophy, the:
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relations that connect evperiences must themselves be
experienced velations, and any kind of velations eax-
perienced must be accounted as ‘real’ as anything else
in the system.”'?

Before dealing with the question whether James improved
upon Hume it may be worthwhile to note that he disagreed
with those who thought that Kant had refuted Hume and
given a satisfactory account of the self in his concept of the
Ego as the “transcendental unity of apperception.” No
doubt, Kant emphasized the element of activity in our con-
cept of the self — which was conspicuously absent from
Hume’s account of the self as a passive bundle of perceptions
succeeding one another with great rapidity. We shall see
below that James himself made a lot of this element of
activity in accounting for our notion of the self. However.
he repudiated the Kantian transcendental Eco on the
ground that Kant, according to James’ interpretation,
accepted tacitly Hume’s theory of experimental manifold
as disparate and chaotic, and regarded the Ego as an out-
side Agent to perform the operations of unifying that
manifold. If that is what Kant meant by the self, then James
pointed out that,

“Transcendentalism is only substantialism grown
shame-faced, and the ego, only a ‘cheap and nasty’
edition of the soul ... The soul truly explains no-
‘thing; the ‘syntheses’, which she performed, were
simply taken ready-made, and clapped on to her as
expressions of her nature taken after the fact: but at
least she had some semblance of nobility and outlook.
The Ego is simply nothing: as ineffectual and windy
an abortion as Philosophy can show.”"

In other words, according to James, Kant himself accepted
Hume's bundle theory of the self and invented the tran-
scendental string to tie it up. James, therefore, rejected the
Kantian Ego on the phenomenological ground that such an
entity was not presented in the stream of experience. After
distinguishing between the “Me” and the “I” he tried to
describe the feel of the elusive innermost core of ‘subjec-
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tivity” for which all conerete psychical states were objects.
He made use of the notion of activity to describe the cen-
tral core of subjectivity to which all other parts of the
stream seemed “transient external possessions.” Kant, in
contradistinetion to Hume, recognized activity as an inte-
gral part of our concept of the self; yet, he limited it to the
epistemological situation only. This is to say that accord-
ing to Kant an active self was presupposed as an epistemo-
logical necessity; and without it the fact of organized
human knowledge could not be explained. James generaliz-
ed this notion of ectivity and, instead of introducing it ab
extra (as he thought Kant had done), located it in the very
heart of the stream of subjective life without limiting it to
the epistemological situation only. He wrote “It is the
source of effort and aftention, and the place from which
appear to emanate the fiats of the will.”'? In another graphic
account he described this central spontaneity as follows:

‘.... I am aware of a constant play of furtherances
and hindrances in my thinking, of checks and releases,
tendencies which run with desire, and tendencies which
run the other way .... The mutual inconsistencies
and agreements, reinforcements and obstructions,
which obtain among these objective matters rever-
berate backwards and produce what seem to be inces-
sant reactions of my spontaneity upon them, welcom-
ing or opposing, appropriating or disowning, striving
with or against, saying yes or no. This palpitating in-
ward life is, in me, that central nucleus which I just
tried to describe in terms that all men might uge.”'®

However, James floundered when it came to a proper
interpretation of this central spontaneity. In The Pirinciples
his aecount on this point was ambiguous. He could not
decide whether this subjectivity was the feel of “a collec-
tion of cephalic movements of adjustments” only or it was
the very core of spirituality. He was right in emphasizing
that the “warm” and “intimate” feeling of our bodily exist-
ence was an integral part of our self, But was this the only
part? Explaining “personal identity” in terms of “resem-
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blance among the parts of a continuum of feelings” ho
-assigned “ownership” to the real passing thought, and said,
“each Thought is thus born an owner, and dies owned,
transmitting whatever is realized as its Self to its own
later proprietor.”'* But if the self (or subjectivity) is iden-
tical with the passing perishing thought how is it different
from Hume’s account of the self as a series of perishing
particular perceptions? The only difference seems to be that
whereas Hume made use of the “laws of association” to
.account for the continuity between distinet perceptions,
James located that continuity within the stream of expe-
rience itself. And yet James committed the same error of
searching for and identifying the self with the “passing
Thought”. The only real advance he made on Hume was in
-emphasizing the element of “activity” and “spontaneity”
.as the core of our notion of the self. James confirmed such
a view of the self in some of his later works. In his essay
Does Consciousness Eaxist? he dispensed with the trans-
cendental Ego altogether when he wrote, “The ‘I think’
which Kant said must be able to accompany all my objects,
is the ‘T breathe’ which actually does accompany them.”'?
But here again he comes perilously near identifying the
innermost self with wmere physiological hreathing. His con-
cept of “pure experience” in which relations were an
integral part was meant to obviate the need for such “meta-
physical fictions” and ‘“trans-experiential agents of unifica-
‘tion, substances, intellectual categories and powers, or
‘Selves,”16

Before commenting upon the question whether James
changed his position on the self in later works especially
A Pluralistic Universe (1909) it will be appropriate 1o deal
‘with his treatment of the problem of freedom. It is well
known that during 1869-70 when James was 27 vears old
he suffered and later recovered from an attack of severe
personal depression. This crisis was precipitated by the
problem of freedom versus determinism. Responding to the
seemingly powerful arguments against personal freedom he
wrote in his Diary entry of April 30, 1870,



JAMES ON SELF, ACTIVITY AND FREEDOM 567

“My first act of free will shall be to believe in free
will. .. Not in maxims, not in Anschauungen but in
accumulated acts of thought les salvation. Passer
outre. ... Life shall [be built in] doing and suffering
and creating.”?

Both James (in his essay The Dilemma of Determinism,
1884) and Peirce (in the essay The Doctrine of Necessity
Examined 1892) rested their case for freedom, against the
weight of arguments drawn from physical science, biology,
psychology and psychoanalysis, on their notion of possi-
bility, chance or tychism. James agreed with Peirce in
asserting that novelty, variety and diversity are gentine
features of our universe. The coneept of chance or possi-
bility does not contradict the fact of uniformity of habit-
formation in our universe. It merely avers that the emer-
gence of life, mind and consciousness are real additions to
the evolutionary history of the universe, and no amount of
knowledge, on the part of anybody, about the alleged
original cloud-nebula, could predict the detailed diversifi-
cation and specification manifested in the facts of life and
conscionsness. James wrote, ... actualities seem to float
in a wider sea of possibilities from out of which they are
chosen: and somewhere, indeterminism says, such possi-
bilities exist, and form a part of truth.”'* However, from
this generalized defense of novelty and possibility in the
universe James passed on to the treatment of the specific
problem of the human free-will. The problem of man’s free-
dom should be stated clearly in order to see how James dealt
with it. James saw the problem in the moral perspective. If
determinism is true, so thought James, then the whole
business of moral effort is an illusion. The problem of moral
effort could not be solved by making the linguistic distine-
tion between what is called “soft determinism” and “hard
determinism.” It is true that in our socio-legal context we
can make a legitimate distinetion between what we choose to
do according to our desire and what we are compelled to do
under external overpowering circumstance. It is perfectly
intelligible to designate the former as a free act and the
latter as a coerced one. That is, the distinetion between what
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we do and what happens to us is a genuine one. But, as
James saw the problem, this valid distinetion did not touch
the core of the moral issue involved here. The central ques-
tion, as James saw it, is: Is it possible for a person to
energise, make an effort and act against his own desire in
a moral gituation? Can he act against his past character? Is
this a 7real possibility? It is true that such a situation
applies only to those persons who are consciously deliberat-
ing about the alternatives. That means that a majority of
men may not face such a situation if they do nof see that
there is a moral choice involved here. Awareness or con-
sciousness of the problem is a prerequisite for such a moral
dilemma. James presented his view of the problem in the
chapter on W<l both in The Pirinciples and in Psychology:
Briefer Course (1892). He dramatized the issue by depict-
ing the conflict between a propensity and an ideal motive
(sense of duty) as one between a powerful sensual factor
pitted against a weak ideal force. The ideal motive per se
had no chance of overcoming the sensual antagonist unless
it was buttressed by personal effort which was an indepen-
dent factor derived from conscious energizing. He wrote,
“But the E (effort) does not seem to form an integral part
of the I (ideal motive). It appears adventitious and indeter-
minate in advance™® (italics added).

In other words James thought of freedom as not merely
freedom from external compulsion but also from internal
compulsion. To be free meant, for James, to have the poten-
tiality of becoming aware of our past character, present de-
sires and motives, ete., and then overcoming the entire past
by making a spontaneous effort of free-will. Such an effort of
free choice was regarded by James as an wunpredictable
“independent” variable brought to bear upon the given
situation. This was, for him, the quintessence of personal
freedom. He wrote:

‘... the effort seems to belong to an altogether
different realm, as if it were the substantive thing
which we are, and those were but externals which we
carry.”?? (italics in the original).

However, James recognized that such a spontaneous effort
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characterized the leroic mind. But still he thought that
every person, through conscious awareness, was capable of
such a “strenuous” mood. There was a real possibility of
summoning inner resourcefulness to overcome the enfire
past and begin afresh, and introduce a genuinely novel
factor in the universe. He concluded, “what wonder if the
amount which we accord of it (effort) were the one strictly
underived and original contribution which we make to the
world.”*! (italics added). James reiterated his position later
in his essay The Experience of Activity (1904) when he
said,

“As a matter of plain history the only “free will”
I have ever thought of defending is the character of
novelty in fresh activity situations.”#*

1t is important to note that in this essay James was putting
forward the thesis that the self as subject or the “I”, and
its freedom were both given originally in the felt experience
of activity. The concept of activity was therefore basic to
James’ analysis of the self and freedom. He also emphasized
at this stage of his writings that he was giving a pheno-
menological description of this felt experience of activity
without assuming an entity of any kind. He was reiterating
what he had said about the “I” in The Principles with the
difference that now he explicitly repudiated the duwalism
maintained earlier. He wrote, “The percipi in these originals
of experience is the esse; the curtain is the picture.” And
vet James said that he saw no contradiction between main-
taining that the individualized self or the “I” was uniquely
given in the experience of activity on the one hand, and,
“on the other hand, in affirming, after introspection, that
they consist in movements in the head.””?* Therefore, as late
as 1904 James’ analysis of the self or the “I” and its free-
dom was based on the felt experience of activity, and spon-
taneous effort of the moment. As he said, “sustaining, per-
servering, striving, paying with effort as we go, hanging
on, and finally achieving our intention — this és action, this
is effectuation in the only shape in which, by a pure expe-
rience-philosophy, the whereabouts of its anywhere can be



560 D. C. MATHUR

discussed. Here is creation in its first intention, here is
causality at work.”*" (italics in the original).

The most serious drawback in identifying the self or
the “I'" with the present experience of effort, striving spon-
taneity and free creative activity was that it could not give
a satisfactory account of the element of continuity in our
commonsense concept of the self. Certainly, the self could
not be identified with the passing perishing thought or with
the momentary free creative activity. Nor could it be identi-
fied with the series of such momentary acts of creativity. I
have pointed out above that such an analysis would resemble
Hume’s, except for the difference (however important that
may be) that for James the self was given in acts of free
and spontaneous effort, whereas Hume’s account was in
terms of passive perceptions only. However, without realiz-
ing this serious lacuna in his analysis, and without any
conscious attempt to reconcile both the continwity and the
present experience of activity, James changed his position
in the last vears of his life. As a corrective he introduced
the element of continuity in terms of the concept of poten
tiality as integrally related to that of the present on-going
actualities. He shied away from the earlier reductionistic
analysis of the self in terms of present actualities and wrote,

“The passing moment is... the minimal fact, with
the ‘appartition of difference’ inside of it as well as
outside. If we do not feel both past and present in
one field of feeling, we feel them not at all. The rush
of our thought through its fringes is the everlasting
peculiarity of its life,”’*"

“The conscious self of the moment, the central self,
is probably determined to this privileged position
by its functional conection with the body’s imminent
or present acts. It is the present acting self. Though
the more that surrounds it may be ‘subconscious’ to
ug, yet if in its “collective capacity” it also exerts an
active function, it may be conscious in a wider way,
conscious, as it were, over our heads,”-7



\

JAMES ON SELF, ACTIVITY AND FREEDOM 561

He expressed similar views in The Varicties of Religious
Faperience and in his essay What Psychical Research Has
Accomplished. He wrote:

“The result is to make me feel that we all have
potentially a ‘subliminal’ self, which may make at any
time irruption into our ordinary lives. At its lowest,
it is only the depository of our forgotten memories;
at its highest, we do not know what it iz at all.”=®

It is, therefore, safe to say that James equivocated between
two discrepant approaches to the self. On the one hand, he
located it in the expereince of creative activity, but on the
other hand, he identified this ereative activity with ‘move-
ments in the head.” This was because he mistakenly assumed,
like Hume, that the self could be given or revealed as an
object of an introspective glance. And James found to his
surprise that all that he could discover through introspec-
tive glance was “I breathe” instead of “I think”. He did not
clearly grasp that the self was not completely given in any
one of its momentary acts, and that the concgpt of self was
unintelligible without introducing the notions of possibility
and potentiality. The self, truly speaking, is to be under-
stood as the potentiality of free creative acts, rather than
being identical with any one of such acts. As such it (the
self) could be “given” only as the possibility of creative
action unfolding itself in the ongoing continuum of the
actualities of eaperienced acts. James wavered on the verge
of recognizing this truth during the last years of his life,

One last point is worth discussing. How does James’
account of free creative activity stand against a possible
objection raised by Professor Hospers derived from vre-
searches in psychoanalysis? After dramatizing through
various illustrations how wuncounscious motivation, as reveal-
ed by researches in psychoanalysis, plays an ubiquitous role
in determining the actions of both the so-called normal and
abnormal persons, Professor Hospers clinches the issue thus,

“The position, then is this: if we can overcome the
effects of early environment, the ability to do so is
itself a product of early environment. We did not give
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ourselves this ability; and if we lack it we cannot be

blamed for not having it.”®" (italics given in the

original).
What Professor Hosper is saying here is in headlong colli-
gion with what James maintained on this issue. For James,
this capacity to try, this exertion of effort, this heroic
striving to overcome the entire past is an “underived” and
“original” contribution which we make to the idea at the
moment of decision and action. Each such act is a creative
one and is “indeterminate” and “adventitious” in advance.
According to Professor Hospers those of us who have the
ability to overcome are just plain lucky and this fact should
prevent us “from indulging in righteous indignation and
committing the sin of spiritual pride.”*® Could we resolve
this dispute with the help of the contemporary technique of
explaining away the problem by saying that words when
pushed outside their context make no sense. As a matter of
fact Hospers came very near utilizing this strategy in his
book Human Conduct (p. 516). But I would like to quote:
Hospers against himself:

“In every case, of course, it remains trivially true
that ‘it all depends on how we choose to use the word’.
The facts are what they are, regardless of what words
we choose for labelling them.”’3!

The question then is: Are the facts on the side of James or
Hospers? James appealed to the fact of our immediate con-
geiousness of effort to overcome an impulse. Hospers appeals
to the facts of scientific knowledge derived from psycho-
analysis in pointing out that one “may even think he knows
why he acted as he did, he may think he has con-
scious control over his actions, he may thirnk he is fully
respongible for them ; but he is not.”3* Suppose one becomes
aware, either through psychiatric treatment or other means,
of his early environmental conditioning, and (for the sake
of the argument) also of the fact that this will to energise
and make effort has been adversely affected, is it still not
posstble for him to overcome an impulse and act against
his entire past? In other words, can awareness of the weak-
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ened will arouse a person to make a heroic effort now? Is
consciousnss of any datum not an “original and indeter-
minate” factor which makes a difference to that datum?
James would say: yes, it is. Such a ‘“subjective” and
“spiritual” possibility is always there as a genuine factor
for turning one’s back on one’s past and making a new
beginning. This is the creative edge of human possibility.

State University of D. C. Mathur
New York at Brockport
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