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made in 1886, that, in certain subjects at least, there is not only the con
sciousness of the ordinary field [of "vision" or "awareness"], with its usual 
centre and margin, but an addition thereto in the shape of a set of memories, 
thoughts, and feelings which are extra-marginal and outside of the primary 
consciousness altogether, but yet must be classed as conscious facts of some 
sort, able to reveal their presence by unmistakable signs. I call this the most 
important step forward because ... this discovery has revealed to us an en
tirely unsuspected peculiarity in the constitution of human nature .... In 
particular this discovery of a consciousness existing beyond the field, or sub
liminally as Mr. Myers terms it, casts light on many phenomena of religious 
biography. (p. 190) 

The "Mr. Myers" to whom James referred was the same Frederic (or F. W. 
H.) Myers whom he credited, in large part, with the 1886 discovery of this 
new arena of psychological and metaphysical reality (Myers, 1886; see also 
Gurney, Myers, & Podmore, 1886). As James (1901/1986a) had said in his 
obituary notice on Myers: 

Myers's conception of the extensiveness of the Subliminal Self [as Myers 
called the transmarginal extension of consciousness] quite overturns the clas
sic notion of what the human mind consists in. The supraliminal region, as 
Myers calls it, the classic-academic consciousness, which was once alone con
sidered either by associationists or animists, figures in his theory as only a 
small segment of the psychic spectrum. It is a special phase of mentality, tele
ologically evolved for adaptation to our natural environment, and forms only 
what he calls a 'privileged case' of personality. The outlying Subliminal, ac
cording to him, represents more fully our central and abiding being .... This 
problem of Myers [regarding the subliminal region] still awaits us as the prob
lem of far the deepest moment for our actual psychology, whether his own 
tentative solutions of certain parts of it be correct or not. (pp. 195-197) 

Whether correct or not, James thought Myers's conceptual framework 
was very useful. Myers's concept of "automatisms," for instance, helped 
make sense of many unusual phenomena-sensory and motor, emotional 
and intellectual-that could be seen as "due to 'uprushes' into the ordinary 
consciousness of energies originating in the subliminal parts of the mind" 
(James, 1902/1985, p. 191). Such "uprushes" included mystical and reli
gious experiences as well as the manifestations of multiple personality, 
thought-transference, and so forth. To James, Myers's hypothesis made ev
erything fit, and it accounted for his earlier "obscurer feeling" that there 
was "something more" underlying conscious experience (see footnote 10). 
It even made sense of his own personal "observations" of "nitrous oxide 
intoxication," which had "forced" on his mind the conclusion that ... 

our normal waking consciousness, rational consciousness as we call it, is but 
one special type of consciousness, whilst all about it, parted from it by the 
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filmiest of screens, there lie potential forms of consciousness entirely differ
ent; but apply the requisite stimulus, and at a touch they are there in all their 
completeness. (James, 1902/1985, pp. 307-308) 

As a result, James was convinced that ... 

no account of the universe in its totality can be final which leaves these other 
forms of consciousness quite disregarded. How to regard them is the ques
tion .... [But] at any rate, they forbid a premature closing of our accounts 
with reality. (James, 1902/1985, p. 308) 

Whatever explanation one might give, it was clear to James that when hu
mans identify their "real being" with "the germinal higher part" of them
selves, they become "conscious that this higher part is conterminous and 
continuous with a more of the same quality, which is operative in the uni
verse" outside of themselves (p. 400). Looking to the broader significance 
of such an awareness, it seemed apparent that "the conscious person is con
tinuous with a wider self through which saving experiences come" and 
"higher energies filter in" (pp. 405, 408, italics deleted). 

James attempted throughout the last decade of his life, and especially in 
A Pluralistic Universe (1909/1977), to give clearer and clearer expression to 
his conviction that individual selves are part of a much larger "field," a 
truly "cosmic consciousness." He felt that such an hypothesis, developed 
by others (e.g., Bucke, 1901/1969) as well as by himself, does a better job 
than any other of "saving the phenomena," including the "exceptional" 
phenomena of psychological experience. With an array of simple, natural
istic metaphors-comparing each of us to a "wavelet" in the "mother-sea" 
of consciousness or to a "tree" whose roots commingle underground with 
those of the rest of the forest-James (1909/1977) gave graphic expression 
to his confidence that our "present field of consciousness is a centre sur
rounded by a fringe that shades insensibly into a subconscious more," that 
"our full self is the whole field, with all those indefinitely radiating subcon
scious possibilities of increase that we can only feel without conceiving, and 
can hardly begin to analyze," that "every bit of us at every moment is part 
and parcel of a wider selP' (pp. 130-131). Waxing even more speculative, he 
even wondered: 

May not we ourselves form the margin of some more really central self in 
things which is co-conscious with the whole of us? May not you and I be con
fluent in a higher consciousness, and confluently active there, tho we now 
know it not? (p. 131) 

In essence, James was wondering whether the universe itself might not be a 
Self writ large, a sort of cosmic multiple personality, in which each individ
ual self is a particular, irreplaceable "point of view." The mere possibility 
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of "a world wider than either physics or philistine ethics can imagine," 
James said, can "take our breath away" with its promise of "another kind 
of happiness and power, based on giving up our own will and letting some
thing higher work for us" (James, 1909/1977, p. 138). 

Here at the end, once again, we can detect the echo of his father's ear
lier doctrines, and just as plainly we can sense the open-minded curiosity, 
the intellectual vigor, and even the youthful zestfulness of the 67-year-old 
scientist and philosopher, one of whose final questions should give us 
pause: 

When was not the science of the future stirred to its conquering activities by 
the little rebellious exceptions to the science of the present? (James, 1909/ 
1986b, p. 375)19 

ECHOES AND INFLUENCE 

The impact of William James on modern thought is well known, yet it still 
might surprise some to learn that Alfred North Whitehead, the noted logi
cian, mathematician, philosopher, and historian of science, considered 
James to be one of the four major thinkers in the entire Western tradition, 
along with Plato, Aristotle, and Leibniz (see Whitehead, 1938, pp. 3-4). 
Similar and perhaps better known is the estimate of Edwin G. Boring, the 
eminent historian of psychology, who considered James to be one of the 
"four great men" in the history of psychology, the others being Darwin, 
Helmholtz, and Freud (see Boring, 1950, p. 743). Despite these accolades 
and the widespread awareness of James's historical importance, however, it 
might not be superfluous to specify a few of the lines of James's influence 
and to point out some of the echoes of his thought in subsequent develop
ments in the psychology of the self and personality. 

I should say at the start that it is not the case that James created the 
20th-century study of the self and personality all by himself. I have already 
noted that the study of personality was not even formally established until 
the 1930s, although there were many earlier works that presaged the found
ing texts of Gordon Allport (1937), Ross Stagner (1937), and Henry Mur
ray (1938). When the psychology of personality did take off, however, it 
did so with frequent nods to James's analyses of the self, habit, emotion, 
and instinct-and to James's contention that psychology should study the 
whole person. (Kurt Lewin's 1935 collection of articles on A Dynamic The
ory of Personality deserves mention in this latter regard as well.) As for the 
psychology of the self, others besides James contributed in important ways 
to its establishment as an area of empirical study, which took place much 
earlier than that of personality, due in large part to the central place the self 
had enjoyed in earlier philosophical psychology. Josiah Royce and John 
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Dewey, whose work was mentioned earlier (see footnote 8), did more than 
simply lend a hand to James in the advancement of this area of inquiry, as 
did James Mark Baldwin (1897), G. Stanley Hall (1898), and Mary Whiton 
Calkins (1900). But however independent their contributions, each ac
knowledged a debt to James. 

Perhaps the most instructive example of how James served as a pushing
off point of future theory and practice is provided by the work of John B. 
Watson. Although he acknowledged that James was "the most brilliant 
psychologist the world has ever known" (p. 141), Watson (1924/1963) ar
gued, as is well known, for a purely "objective" account of behavior and 
personality that rejected the use of any notion of consciousness or inner 
self (see especially chap. 12). Yet this behavioristic account was conceptual
ized and worked out in very telling fashion: In place of the Jamesian 
"stream of consciousness" as the fundamental notion of psychology, Wat
son simply substituted his own notion of the "activity stream" (Watson, 
1924/1963, pp. 137-139). Thus, even though his treatment seemed quite 
distinct because of its different focal content, the logical form of Watson's 
account of individual development and dynamics was very similar to 
James's. Indeed, by emphasizing behavioral habits rather than the cognitive 
self, he was simply working out a different aspect of James's legacy.20 

Such individual instances of James's influence are interesting, but per
haps not as useful given our present concerns as a more systematic review 
of the lines of development extending from specific aspects of James's 
thought on the self and personality down to the present time. I would like, 
therefore, to point out some of the major stepping stones along these lines 
of development, particularly with regard to James's treatment of the mate
rial, social, and spiritual dimensions of the self. 

James's ideas about "the material self' were picked up and developed in 
particular by Gordon Allport, who was perhaps the most "J amesian" psy
chologist of his generation. 21 In his discussion of "consciousness of self," 
Allport (1937) noted how "clothing, ornamentation, and special grooming 
contribute their share to self-consciousness" (p. 164), and in his treatment 
of "extensions of the self," he discussed how "possessions, friends, one's 
own children, other children, cultural interests, abstract ideas, politics, hob
bies, recreation, and most conspicuously of all, one's work, all lead to the 
incorporation of interests once remote from the self into selfhood proper" 
(p. 217). In a later work, Allport (1961) further developed his discussion of 
the "bodily self," and at the close of his overall analysis of "the evolving 
sense of self," he noted that William James had been "well aware of addi
tional aspects we have described" and that he had "anticipated our present 
more detailed analysis in terms of bodily sense, self-identity, self-esteem, 
self-image, self-extension, and propriate striving" (p. 127). Others have 
subsequently taken up matters pertinent to James's "material self," but not 
nearly so many as the topic seems to warrant. Interestingly, in one of the 
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most fascinating and directly relevant of recent instances, Csikszentmihalyi 
and Rochberg-Halton's The Meaning of Things (1981), the authors do not 
register any awareness of James's contribution, even though they quote 
James, admiringly, on the selectivity of psychic activity (p. 5). 

Regarding "the social self," there is much to say, although it cannot all 
be said here. The major force in promoting and developing James's ideas 
along this line was George Herbert Mead. Acknowledging James's priority, 
Mead actually was a "third generation" Jamesian, who was influenced by 
the "revisionist" approach of Charles Cooley (1902/1964), who was himself 
inspired by James. As Mead (1929-1930/1964) saw it: 

James recognized early the influence of the social environment upon the indi
vidual in the formation of the personality, [but] his psychological contribu
tion to the social character of the self was rather in showing the spread of the 
self over its social environment than in the structure of the self through social 
interactions. The superiority of Cooley's position lies in his freedom to find in 
consciousness a social process going on, within which the self and the others 
arise. (p. 300) 

Although Mead's reading of James is somewhat questionable, this passage 
highlights the way in which Cooley and Mead developed James's original 
insight. Building up a theory of the self on the initiating notion of the com
municative gesture, Mead (1934) helped to establish a strong and lasting 
tradition of the social psychology of the self. Although psychologists have 
not always taken sufficient advantage of this tradition, it has nonetheless 
had its impact on the psychological study of the self. One such impact was 
mediated by Jessie Taft (1933/1962), a former student of Mead, who helped 
in the 1930s to fan Carl Rogers's (1961) then smoldering interest in the self. 
(In essence, Rogers's mature psychological theory pivoted around the con
trast between James's "social self' and James's "spiritual self," although 
he did not seem to be aware of this fact.) And as is well known, Harry 
Stack Sullivan (1953) integrated Mead's insights about the social nature of 
the self into his "interpersonal theory of psychiatry," which has had its 
own impact on psychological theory and practice. Most recently, the kinds 
of theory and research contained in the collections edited by Suls (1982), 
Gergen and Davis (1985), and Berkowitz (1988), summarized in the review 
by Snyder and Ickes (1985), and integrated into the textbook by Aronoff 
and Wilson (1985) represent a strong resurgence of interest in the social di
mensions of selfhood and personality. 

As if to preserve a healthy "Jamesian" tension regarding current notions 
of the social contextualization of the self and the distinctive individuality 
of the self, the elation of some psychologists regarding "the rediscovery 
of self in social psychology" (Hales, 1985) has been countered by a recipro
cal concern for the "whereabouts" of the person in personality research 
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(Carlson, 1971). Such latter concerns point toward James's interest in the 
"spiritual self," which is to say, in the sense of personal agency and experi
ence that lies at the core of human selfhood. This aspect of James's psy
chology of the self was selected as a primary focus of investigation by 
James's student, Mary Whiton Calkins. Although Calkins's research is now 
too little known, it was probably more important than James's initial dis
cussion in establishing "self-psychology" and in giving an empirical basis 
to "personalism" at the turn of the century. Even James acknowledged that 
Calkins soon outdid her teacher in advocating and advancing this field of 
study. On a blank flyleaf inside the front cover of his own personal copy of 
the Briefer Course, James wrote "Calkins's Articles Dec. 1907 + ," as a 
reminder that he wanted to draw upon a several-part treatise by Calkins 
(1908) if he should ever revise the Briefer Course. (Despite E. L. Thorn
dike's persistent efforts, and even his volunteering of his services, the 
Briefer Course was never revised, although it was often reissued.) Through
out her life, Calkins wrote periodic reviews of the literature on the self, the 
final review appearing in 1927. One of her last publications was a critical 
review of the self-psychology of contemporary psychoanalysts (Calkins & 
Gamble, 1930). All along, she remained a vociferous proponent of the self 
and its empirical manifestations, which she believed to be amenable to sci
entific study as well as philosophical reflection. 

Although Calkins's work was well enough respected to earn her the pres
idency of the American Psychological Association in 1905, a very distinct 
honor for a woman in the early 20th century, it very soon had to battle the 
rather insistent tides of behaviorism. (Her final publication in 1930, urging 
"the case against behaviorism," was well aimed, but less effective than she 
would have wished.) However, others took up James's call for attention to 
the experiential dimension of the self. Chief among these were the phenom
enologists, some of whose descendants subsequently helped lead the way in 
the revival of James scholarship that began several decades ago. Not sur
prisingly, the works of these descendants (e.g., Edie, 1987; Linschoten, 
1968; Wilshire, 1968) provide better accounts than I can pretend to offer 
here regarding the developments of the phenomenological aspects of 
James's psychology. Suffice it to add that many American psychologists 
(e.g., Rogers, 1961) have given phenomenological analyses of the experi
ences of the self, and to this extent have been in the Jamesian tradition, 
without necessarily harkening back to James. Still, much of the research 
along this line, partially summarized in Singer and Kolligian's (1987) review 
article and further advanced by Singer's (1987) own research and by that of 
Czikszentmihalyi (1982) and many others, represents a continuation of a 
tradition initiated by James a full century ago. 

As regards the interrelations of the various aspects of the self, there have 
been both echoes and influences stemming from James. The echoes re
sound in such work as Abraham Maslow's (1954/1987) proposition of "the 
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hierarchy of needs," which extend (he said) from the material through the 
social to the spiritual domain. Although Maslow acknowledged that his 
theory is "in the functionalist tradition of James and Dewey" (p. 15), he 
seemed not to be aware of how closely his scheme recapitulated James's 
(1892/1984) earlier discussion of the various aspects of the self and of their 
place on "an hierarchical scale, with the bodily me at the bottom, the spirit
ual me at top, and the extra-corporeal material selves and the various social 
selves between" (p. 170). 

The direct influence of James as regards the need to understand the vari
ous dimensions of the self as being in some sort of dynamic, integrated un
ion is illustrated by the work of Lev S. Vygotsky. I choose this particular 
historical example because a great deal of attention is being devoted at the 
present time (for good reason) to Vygotsky's distinctive program of re
search, with its attempt to understand the development of the human self 
within a complex matrix of both the material and social dimensions of ex
istence. Little noticed in recent treatments of Vygotsky, however, has been 
his first publication, which foreshadows all of his later work on the social 
foundations of consciousness, ego, and self. In this article, Vygotsky (1925/ 
1979) relied on James as a critical point of reference. Noting at the end that 
"it is crucial to point out the agreement between the conclusions I have 
drawn here and those of the brilliant analysis of consciousness made by 
William James," Vygotsky wrote that "I should like to regard this as a par
tial confirmation of my ideas" (p. 32). Conversely, Vygotsky's working out 
of a multidimensional approach to the self went a long way toward estab
lishing one of the lines of potential development from James's thought. 

Much remains to be said about the influence and echoes of James's hy
pothesis that the thought is the thinker, of his suggestion that "self' is a 
general term for a range of phenomena experienced by different persons 
and "on the whole," in similar ways, of his articulation of the significance 
of the fact that the self can become divided and multiple, of his specula
tions concerning the relationship between individual selves and the larger 
context of reality, of his criticism of conceptual and diagnostic labels, of his 
tolerance of exceptionalness, of his defense of keeping philosophical per
spectives alive and well within psychology, of his interest in altered states of 
consciousness, and so on and so forth. But given the limits of this chapter, 
I shall simply leave it to the industrious reader to fill in what I cannot possi
bly say here. I would only suggest that a review of the work of such dispar
ate individuals as Albert Bandura (1978), Carl Jung (1921/1971), R. D. 
Laing (1961), Robert Jay Lifton (1970), Hazel Markus and Paula Nurius 
(1986), Thomas Natsoulas (1983), Oliver Sacks (1984), Edward Sampson 
(1985), Theodore Sarbin and George McKechnie (1986), and M. Brewster 
Smith (1978) would only begin to indicate the range of reverberations set 
off by James, along many of the lines suggested by the preceding list of is
sues and topics. 
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All in all, it seems more than fair to conclude that the influence of 
James's psychology of the self and personality has been steady and substan
tial, and that the echoes of his ideas have been loud and recurrent. Yet for all 
the echoes and influence, the potential of James's fertile thought does not 
seem to have been exhausted. As long as psychologists continue to carve up 
the human person in their attempt to grasp the pieces rather than under
stand the ensemble of human functioning, as long as theorists of different 
persuasions squabble about the relative merits of cognitive as opposed to be
havioral as opposed to physiological accounts, as long as methods are used 
to limit and even to dictate the range of thoughtful speculation, as long as 
white adult males-and middle-class college sophomores-remain the pro
totypes of human nature, so long will it remain true, as George Mandler 
(1979) suggested a decade ago, that "too many of us have still not absorbed 
James's insights" (p. 744). But don't take my word for it: If there is any hope 
with which I end this chapter, it is that many readers will turn from it to 
James's Principles and begin to make up for lost time. 

CONCLUSION 

George Santayana (1933) once described John Locke as "a sort of William 
James of the seventeenth century" (p. 25). 22 Turning Santayana's insightful 
comparison on its head, the preceding historical and conceptual analysis 
suggests that we might profitably think of James as a sort of John Locke of 
the 19th and 20th century-an "under-labourer in clearing the ground a 
little, and removing some of the rubbish that lies in the way to knowledge," 
as Locke (1690/1959) too modestly described himself and his own historical 
role (Vol. 1, p. 14). And, of course, with the development of new knowledge 
comes the opportunity and inspiration of new practice. In fact, for James 
as for Locke, the ultimate purpose of science and philosophy "is not to 
know all things, but those [practical things] which concern our conduct" 
(Vol. 1, p. 31). 23 Hopefully, in this chapter, I have provided sufficient in
sight into James's psychology so that readers will have begun to recognize 
and appreciate the ways in which James did clear the road to our current 
understanding and treatment of the human self and personality. I hope, 
too, that this chapter will have suggested some of the ways in which James's 
thought might still clear the road to additional future developments, devel
opments that would secure for the self a place at the center of psychology, 
where James wished it to be. 
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NOTES 

1Actually, since James believed that all other psychological phenomena must be analyzed 
out of the primordial stream of experience, it would be more precise to say that James's psy
chology was deconstructedfrom, rather than constructed upon, this stream. However, the use 
of "deconstruction" would probably confuse some contemporary readers, given recent uses of 
the term. 

As regards the labeling of on-going mental life as either "the stream of thought" or "the 
stream of consciousness," suffice it to say that James used the first locution in his Principles 
of Psychology (1890/1983d) and the second in the later, abbrevia~ed version of this work 
(1892/1984). He came to feel that the latter phrase was a more appropriate designation for the 
all-inclusive whole of mental life. However, he used the terms interchangeably, and they will be 
so used in this chapter. 

'Indeed, the stream of thought or consciousness was so intimately and necessarily per
sonal, from James's point of view, that he admitted in 1908 that "I still fail to see any great 
difference [between "our saying 'Selr or saying 'dynamic entirety of experience,' etc."], and 
'Self and 'Stream' seem to me but two names for the same facts." That being the case, he 
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said, "I fully admit that the term 'Self should have the right of way" (letter to Mary Whiton 
Calkins, 1 February 1908, in Scott, 1986, p. 469). On the equation of "seir' and "stream," see 
also James (1909/1977, p. 111). 

3James did not fully appreciate the extent of Emerson's influence until he re-read Emer
son's works in preparation for an address on the centenary of Emerson's birth (James, 1903/ 
1982c). Regarding Emerson's influence on James, see McDermott (1980/1986a). 

4Although he continued to distance himself publicly from his father's philosophical and 
theological positions, the impact of these positions on William's thought is apparent in Wil
liam's introduction to his father's "literary remains" (see James, 1884/1982a). Regarding the 
personal crisis and theology of Henry James Sr., and his relation to his famous sons, see Mat
thiessen (1947, Bk. 1), Moseley (1975), and Perry (1935, Vol. 1, chap. 2). His basic theology is 
perhaps most succinctly conveyed in Henry James Sr. (1876). 

SThe resolution-or rather, the lifelong sustenance-of this paradoxical set of coordinates 
with respect to selfhood may have set the pattern for all of James's thought. At least, he 
tended in all aspects of his thought to seek novel positions that integrated or superseded, 
rather than selected from among, traditional dichotomies. In this case he learned since early 
childhood that the self was both central and ephemeral, both deeply personal and intimately 
related to others. As we shall see, these became vital tensions in his psychology of the self. As 
for his brother Henry, the following passage suggests a family-wide connoisseurship of the 
self-in-context: 

When you've lived as long as I you'll see that every human being has his shell and that 
you must take the shell into account. By the shell I mean the whole envelope of circum
stances. There's no such thing as an isolated man or woman; we're each of us made up 
of some cluster of appurtenances. What shall we call our "self'? Where does it begin? 
Where does it end? It overflows into everything that belongs to us-and then it flows 
back again. I know a large part of myself is in the clothes I choose to wear. I've a great 
respect for things! One's self-for other people-is one's expression of one's self; and 
one's house, one's furniture, one's garments, the books one reads, the company one 
keeps-these things are all expressive [of the self]. (H. James, Jr., 1881/1963, p. 201) 

It is relevant to note that Henry was not alone in bringing the novel to bear, more and more ex
plicitly and exquisitely, upon the human self, especially the self in its social milieu. Among the 
contemporaries with whom he and William were quite familiar, were Balzac, Dickens, G. 
Eliot, Howells, Flaubert, Tolstoy, and Zola, to name only a few. 

6Regarding the transition of psychology from a philosophical to a scientific discipline, see 
Albrecht (1960), Evans (1984), Leary (1987), Morawski (1988), and O'Donnell (1985). The lit
erature on the transition to a more clinically oriented discipline, especially in reference to the 
development of William James's thought, is much less satisfactory. Eugene Taylor (l 982a, 
1982b, chap. 2 in this volume) is among those currently addressing this shortcoming. In the 
meantime, some of the relevant background can be derived from Burnham (1967), Gifford 
(1978), Hale (197la, 197lb), Marx (1968), and Ross (1978), and from Ellenberger's (1970) 
treatment of Janet (chap. 6). The history of psychical research, which I have discussed else
where (Leary, l 980b ), is also relevant to this historical topic. 

7lt is not by chance that two of the three longest chapters in The Principles of Psychology 
(1890/1983d) are the chapters on "The Consciousness of Self' (101 pages) and "Will" (96 
pages). The longest chapter is James's technical and detailed discussion of "The Perception of 
Space" (137 pages), the topic on which he had cut his scientific teeth many years before 
(James, 1879/1983a). All other chapters average 37 pages in length, with the fourth longest be
ing the concluding chapter, "Necessary Truths and the Effects of Experience" (66 pages). In 
the abbreviated version of the Principles (James, 1892/1984), "Will" (37 pages) and "Selr' (33 
pages) are the longest chapters, and "The Perception of Space" is exactly average in length (13 
pages), as compared to all the other chapters. 

8To James, these works by Ward, Royce, Dewey, and Ladd all reflected, so far as their anal-
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yses of the self was concerned, a misplaced commitment to idealist and quasi-idealist modes of 
thought. Even Dewey (1887/1967), after seeming to move toward a rejection of absolute self
consciousness (Dewey, 1886/1969), "sorely disappointed" James by "trying to mediate be
tween the bare miraculous self and the concrete particulars of individual mental lives." "It's 
no use," James said; such an approach merely takes "all the edge and definiteness away from 
the particulars" (letter to G. Croom Robertson, ca. 1887, in Perry, 1935, Vol. 2, p. 516). James 
wrote this as he worked on his own chapter on the self. Dewey (1887/1967), by the way, de
fined psychology as "the science of the facts or phenomena of self' (p. 7). No matter how 
"introspective" or how "objective" its methods, he said, "the ultimate appeal [of psychology] 
is to self-consciousness" (p. 16). Regarding James's reflections on Royce, Dewey, and Ward, 
see Perry (1935, Vol. 1, chap. 50, Vol. 2, chaps. 81 & 88, respectively). Royce's views on the 
self are more fully treated in Cotton (1954). As a close friend, Harvard colleague, and philo
sophical opponent, Royce served, through his critique of "the detached individual" and his re
peated call for "loyalty, the devotion of the self to the interests of the community" (see, e.g., 
Royce, 1916), to keep James mindful of the social relations of the self. For critical reviews of 
Dewey's (1887/1967) and Ladd's (1887) doctrines of the self, by a former student of James 
who was similarly bothered by their idealist nature, see Hall (1888). Ladd's later (1918) work 
on personality revealed little movement away from his earlier idealism, whereas Dewey (1922/ 
1983) progressively transformed his absolute idealism into what might be called a social natu
ralism: Individual conduct, like the individual self, is necessarily social in nature, according to 
the later Dewey. Altogether, the general legacy of the idealist approach to the self is obvious: It 
reinforced the theme of the social relations of the self, the same theme emphasized earlier by 
Henry James Sr. (1876) and elaborated later by George Herbert Mead (1934). One of James's 
contributions, foreshadowing Mead, was to emphasize the empirical nature and temporal de
velopment of the selrs social relations. 

'The following discussion is based on Chapter 10, "The Consciousness of Self," in James 
(1890/1983d). For clarity's sake, however, I will occasionally use terms from Chapter 12, "The 
Self," in James's (1892/1984) abbreviated textbook. For example, "the self as knower" and 
"the self as known" are phrases from the latter work. In no instance, however, do the terms I 
have borrowed from the Briefer Course change James's original meaning. 

10Although James (1890/1983d) admitted that "what I say [in this regard] will be likely to 
meet with opposition if generalized (as indeed it may be in part inapplicable to other individ
uals)" (p. 286), he reported that his own introspection revealed that the "constant play of fur
therances and hindrances in my thinking" is always accompanied by "some bodily process, for 
the most part taking place within the head," whereas "it is difficult for me to detect in the ac
tivity any purely spiritual element at all" (pp. 286-287). Thus, 

in one person at least, the 'Self of selves,' when carefully examined, is found to consist 
mainly of the collection of these peculiar motions in the head or between the head and 
throat. I do not for a moment say that this is all it consists of. ... But I feel quite sure 
that these cephalic motions are the portions of my innermost activity of which I am 
most distinctly aware. If the dim portions which I cannot yet define should prove to be 
like unto these distinct portions in me, and I like other men, it would follow that our 
entire feeling of spiritual activity, or what commonly passes by that name, is really a 
feeling of bodily activities whose exact nature is by most men overlooked. (p. 288) 

This sensitivity to the physical dimensions of subjectivity was highly refined in James, so 
much so that his own personal sense of self was intimately related to physical manifestations. 
For instance, in a letter to his wife soon after their marriage in 1878, James wrote: 

I have often thought that the best way to define a man's character would be to seek out 
the particular mental or moral attitude in which, when it came upon him, he felt him
self most deeply and intensely active and alive. At such moments there is a voice inside 
which speaks and says: "This is the real me!" ... This characteristic attitude in me al-
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ways involves an element of active tension, of holding my own, as it were ... which 
translates itself physically by a kind of stinging pain inside my breast-bone (don't smile 
at this-it is to me an essential element of the whole thing!), and which, although it is a 
mere mood or emotion to which I can give no form in words, authenticates itself to me 
as the deepest principle of all active and theoretic determination which I possess. (in H. 
James, III, 1920, Vol. 1, pp. 199-200) 

It is interesting to note that the word "sting" and the epithet "stingless" were often used by 
James. It is also important to underline the fact that James did not wish to reduce subjectivity 
to its physical correlates, although he sometimes seemed close to doing so. "Over and above 
these [cephalic movements]," James (1890/1983d) noted, "there is an obscurer feeling of 
something more" (p. 292). Although he did not discuss this "obscurer feeling" in the Princi
ples, he addressed the "something more," with particular reference to nature of the self, in his 
later work, as we shall see. 

11 Actually, James questioned the nature and existence of "consciousness" as a distinctive 
ontological state, as opposed to a "merely" cognitive function, many years before the publica
tion of the Principles, and he shared his questions with his students in the 1880s and 1890s, 
well before giving formal expression to his thoughts in James (1904/1976a). 

12As regards James's equation of thought and thinker, about which a lot of ink has been 
spilled, it should be noted that this formula is simply a different way of expressing James's 
original, fundamental premise that consciousness (thought) is first and foremost personal 
(self-ish) in nature. As he told Mary Whiton Calkins in 1908, "selr' is merely a different-and 
better-term for the stream of thought or consciousness (see footnote 2). Self, on this ac
count, is implicit within psychological phenomena. If this somewhat indirect voucher for the 
self makes self more a quality experienced than a substance known, that seems to be what 
James intended, at least as regards the empirical self. Just as "the question 'what is the truth?' 
is no real question" because "the whole notion of the truth is an abstraction from the fact of 
truths in the plural, a mere useful summarizing phrase like the Latin Language or the Law" (
James, 1907/1975b, pp. 115-116), so too the self is simply a general name (James implied) for 
a variety of personal experiences. This approach to the self is certainly in keeping with James's 
pluralism and pragmatism. The key question about the self, as about anything else, for the 
pragmatist is not "what?" but "so what?" To the "so what?" question, James's answer was 
expressed most succinctly by the list of self-referent and self-originating thoughts, emotions, 
and behaviors discussed in the Principles: self-feeling, self-seeking, and self-love, which are 
bound up with selectivity, interest, effort, attention, and will. An elaboration of these various 
terms and processes must be left to other chapters and occasions, but it is relevant to note that 
they constitute the teleological purpose, final cause, or raison d'etre of the self. 

As regards the need for the self or ego to create thoughts by unifying supposedly elemen
tal, discrete, and disparate ideas, James was skeptical from at least the early 1880s. In an im
portant article in 1884, in which he argued for the a priori continuity and connectedness of the 
stream of consciousness, James (1884/1983b) pointed out that "there is no need of an agent 
[i.e., an ego] to relate together what never was separate'' (p. 167). However, he did feel, even 
then, that the self or ego was a central feature of the on-going stream of consciousness: How 
are your feelings "cognized" by me different from my feelings "cognized" by me? My own 
feelings are characterized, said James, by "a difference of intimacy, of warmth, of continuity, 
similar to the difference between a sense-perception and something merely imagined-which 
seems to point to a special content in each several stream of consciousness, for which Ego is 
perhaps the best specific name'' (p. 167). 

13As is well known, the stream of consciousness would become the "pure experience" of 
James's later philosophy (see, e.g., James, 1912/1976b, pp. 21-44). From this "neutral stuff," 
James maintained, both the subjective and objective dimensions of experience are extracted by 
the analytic mind. The fact that James took the self to be a fundamental category of reality is 
reflected in his statement that "the great continua of time, space, and the self envelope every-
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thing, betwixt them, and flow together without interfering" (p. 46). As regards James's philos
ophy, Suckiel's (1982) critical review reveals that "the teleological subject-with his needs, 
desires, and interests-plays an indisputably central role in determining the character of the 
pragmatic world-view" (p. 14). 

14The foregoing account of James's views on the self, drawing primarily on his chapter on 
"The Consciousness of Self," inadequately conveys his convictions regarding the relevance of 
willing and choosing-of making decisions-in the development of the self. As James (1890/ 
1983d) noted in the preceding chapter of the Principles, when someone decides to commit a 
crime, choose a profession, accept an office, or marry a particular person-in a word, when 
someone has to "choose which interest out of several, equally coercive, shall become su
preme," the decision is actually between "several equally possible future Characters" or 
"selves" (p. 276; see also James, 1878/1988a, p. 27). A decision, once made, begins to estab
lish habits that eventually come to rule the day: 

Whether a young man enters business or the ministry may depend on a decision which 
has to be made before a certain day. He takes the place offered in the counting-house, 
and is committed. Little by little, the habits, the knowledges, of the other career, which 
once lay so near, cease to be reckoned even among his possibilities. At first, he may 
sometimes doubt whether the self he murdered in that decisive hour might not have 
been the better of the two; but with the years such questions themselves expire, and the 
old alternative ego, once so vivid, fades into something less substantial than a dream. 
(James, 1880/1979a, p. 171) 

Substitute a decision between art and science for the one between business and the ministry in 
this passage, and the autobiographical foundations of James's comments are unmistakable. 
Regarding James's ideal of "the strenuous life," the life that continually reaches for the 
"higher interest" and the "morally good," see Browning (1975, 1980). 

15James's students in the 1890s included many who were influenced by his views on con
sciousness and the self-for instance, Mary Whiton Calkins, later to be an active proponent 
and leader in "self-psychology," Gertrude Stein, who was to use stream-of-consciousness and 
other Jamesian techniques and insights in her literary writing, and W. E. B. Du Bois, whose 
famous investigations of "black consciousness" followed from James's belief that differences 
in individual consciousness (and by extension, group consciousness) are worthy of attention 
and admiration. Among the activities associated with James's seminars were trips to asylums 
to observe mental patients, and there is little doubt that many of his students were exposed to 
exhibitions of the trance states and other phenomena associated with mediums. It is also rele
vant to note that James (1894/1987a) took very early note of Josef Breuer and Sigmund 
Freud's pioneering work on hysteria, and that some of James's students-for instance, Ed
mund B. Delabarre-followed his example in experimenting with chemically induced altered 
states of consciousness. James's psychological seminars of 1895-1896 and 1897-1898 are par
ticularly worthy of mention because of their focus on the self (see James, 1895-1896/1988b, 
1897-1898/1988c). So too is his 1890 seminar in which, according to her own (1930) recollec
tion, Mary Whiton Calkins received her introduction to psychology while sitting "at either 
side of a library fire" with the author of the just-published Principles of Psychology (p. 31). 

16James's use of "exceptional mental states" rather than "abnormal mental states" reflects 
his Darwinian belief that individual variation is a simple fact of nature. (On James's "darwin
izing" of psychology, see Richards, 1987.) Judgments about whether or not such variations are 
"good" should depend, James thought, not on comparisons to some "norm," statistical or 
otherwise, but on the practical results or fruits of these variations. The same welcoming atti
tude toward individual differences underlies James's analysis of religious personalities (James, 
1902/1985), his criticism of our typical "blindness" to the dignity and worth of strangers 
(James, 1899/1983g), and his thoughts on what makes life significant (James, 1899/1983h). As 
regards the misuse of diagnostic labels, James (1895/1987b) noted that writers on pathology 
tend to "use the descriptive names of symptoms merely as an artifice for giving objective au-
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thority to their personal dislikes. The medical terms become mere 'appreciative' clubs to knock 
men down with" (p. 513). 

17Regarding the history of the study of personality, reaching all the way back to the ancient 
Greeks, see Burnham (1968). It is interesting to note that Burnham's discussion of James (pp. 
63-64), written from the perspective of the study of personality in the 1960s, emphasizes 
James's treatment of instinct and habit rather than his focus on the self. The self was just be
ginning to come back into vogue as a subject of psychological research in the 1960s. It is also 
worth noting that the historical figures reviewed in Burnham's chapter rarely used the word 
"personality" in their study of factors that are relevant to the 20th-century study of personal
ity. As James himself (1895/1983e) pointed out, both "person" and "personality" were pri
marily theological and juridical terms prior to the 20th century. It was, by and large, clinical 
researchers in France and psychical researchers in Britain and the United States who pioneered 
the use of "personality" in its contemporary psychological meaning, first using the term with 
reference to multiple personality and later, by reduction, to singular personality. The old theo
logical meaning of "personality" was still very evident in such works as Dewey (1887/1967) 
and Ladd (1918). The one, true Personality, of course, was taken to be God. Individual selves 
were understood as mere reflections of, and subservient to, this infinite ideal (see, e.g., the 
conclusion of Dewey's work and the subtitle of Ladd's). The more traditional conceptual cate
gories for dealing with personal styles of thought, feeling, and behavior were "character" and 
"temperament." James's (1890/1983d) call for individuals to establish good habits (chap. 4) 
was definitely related to his concern about the former, and his awareness of the role of what he 
called instincts (chap. 24) was not unrelated to traditional treatments of the latter. Clearly, the 
conceptual context of James's thought on the self and personality was more complex than I 
have been able to convey in this chapter. For some of the historical background on "charac
ter" and "temperament," written from the perspective of James's time, see Jastrow (1915). 

tBJames more clearly acknowledged the novelty and contours of recent psychological inves
tigations of "personality" in his (l898/1983f) introduction to Boris Sidis's Psychology of 
Suggestion: 

The meaning of personality with its limits and its laws, forms a problem which until 
quite recently had to be discussed almost exclusively by logical and metaphysical meth
ods. Within the past dozen years, however, an immense amount of new empirical mate
rial has been injected into the question by the observations which the "recognition" by 
science of the hypnotic state set in motion. Many of these observations are pathologi
cal: fixed ideas, hysteric attacks, insane delusions, mediumistic phenomena, etc. And 
altogether, although they are far from having solved the problem of personality, they 
must be admitted to have transformed its outward shape. What are the limits of the 
consciousness of a human being? ls "self' consciousness only a. part of the whole con
sciousness? Are there many "selves" dissociated from one another? What is the me
dium of synthesis in a group of associated ideas? How can certain systems of ideas be 
cut off and forgotten? Is personality a product, and not a principle? Such are the ques
tions now being forced to the front-questions now asked for the first time with some 
sense of their concrete import, and questions which it will require a great amount of 
further work, both of observation and of analysis, to answer adequately. (pp. 325-326) 

t9In such a brief treatment, I have not very adequately explained James's (1909/l986b) be-
lief that "there is a continuum of cosmic consciousness, against which our individuality builds 
but accidental fences, and into which our several minds plunge as into a mother-sea or reser
voir" (p. 374), and I have not even begun to discuss James's related ideas regarding an alterna
tive mode of conceptualizing brain function-as being "permissive" or "transmissive" rather 
than "productive'' with respect to consciousness or thought (see James, 1898/1982b). Regard
ing these and other matters pertaining to the "wider self' and its implications, see Fontinell 
(1986). Finally, it is interesting to note that James's teen-age interest in "going out into the 
country, into the dear old woods and fields and ponds" (Perry, 1948, p. 53) is reflected in his 
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late-life metaphoric imagery for consciousness and the self. The metaphors James used, like 
those used by others, were not merely random (see Leary, 1990; Osowski, 1986). 

20Watson's "rejection" of Freud followed the same basic plot-what was barred entry at 
the front door was admitted without much ado through the back door (see, e.g., Watson, 
1916). 

211t is interesting to note that in 1947 one of Allport's main competitors for this distinction, 
Gardner Murphy, also published a pioneering textbook on personality in which the self re
ceived focal attention. Clearly, Jamesians are prone to be interested in the self and 
personality. 

22Interestingly, the first edition of Locke's major work, An Essay Concerning Human Un
derstanding (1690/1959), appeared exactly 200 years before James's masterpiece, The Princi
ples of Psychology (1890/1983d). 

23James acknowledged Locke's priority and influence in this regard. In fact, James referred 
to Locke's analysis of "personal identity" as the first and exemplary instance of the applica
tion of the pragmatic method (see James, 1898/1975a), and in the margins of his own copy of 
Locke's Essay, James reiterated his debt by writing "practicalism" next to a passage in which 
Locke claims that it does not really matter of what kind of substance the self is composed (see 
Burkhardt, 1981, p. 1347). Regarding Locke's concerns about conduct or morality, which he 
(1690/1959) considered "the proper science and business of mankind" (Vol. 2, p. 351), see 
Leary (1980a). It is interesting to note that both Locke and James were motivated by a desire 
to resolve problems having to do with religion and morality (see Locke, 1690/1959, Vol. 1, pp. 
xvi-xvii). 


