William James
The Varieties of Religious
Experience

OXFORD WORLD'S CLASSICS

H




OXFORD WORLD’S CLASSICS

THE VARIETIES OF
RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE

WiLLIAM JAMES was born in New York City in 1842, the eldest of
five children. His brother, the novelist Henry James, was the second-
born. James’s father was a lecturer on philosophical and religious sub-
jects with a particular interest in the work of Emanuel Swedenborg,
and much of William’s childhood was spent travelling in Europe and
around the east coast of America. Having initially harboured ambi-
tions to be an artist and after periodic struggles with listlessness and
depression, James eventually settled on a scientific career; he took
his medical degree in 1869 and became an instructor in physiology
and anatomy at Harvard in 1874. Increasingly focusing his attention
on the emergent science of psychology, James taught the subject for
many years before publishing his magisterial Principles of Psychology
in 1890 to great acclaim. In the following years, as professor of both
psychology and philosophy at Harvard, James became known as a
writer and thinker across many disciplines, often drawing together
his expertise in psychology with his interest in religion and the reli-
gious sensibility. He gave the Gifford Lectures on The Varieties of
Religious Experience at Edinburgh University in 19o1—2, which also
contained the first significant reference to the philosophy of pragma-
tism in a popular context. James’s commitment to philosophy domi-
nated the later years of his life, in which he particularly developed
his ideas about pluralism and what he called ‘radical empiricism’. He
retired from official academic duties at Harvard in 1907 but continued
to travel, write, and lecture until his death in Mount Chocorua, New
Hampshire, in 19710.
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INTRODUCTION

‘Popular Science’ and the Gifford Lectures

Collecting some of the many lectures and articles he had been writing
since the mid-188os into a volume for publication in 1896, William
James began the book—called The Will to Believe and Other Essays in
Popular Philosophy—with some prefatory comments on the essays
within defending the legitimacy of religion and religious faith. Some
readers, James says, will be upset with him, particularly those ration-
ally minded readers who take the view that people in general are quite
credulous enough on the subject of religion without being encour-
aged by a professor of philosophy at Harvard. He was being charac-
teristically modest, of course; they would also be reading the words of
a trained physician, the author of a hugely respected textbook on psy-
chology, and a formidable public intellectual. Nevertheless, James is
sympathetic to the general point:

I quite agree that what mankind at large most lacks is criticism and cau-
tion, not faith. Its cardinal weakness is to let belief follow recklessly upon
lively conception, especially when the conception has instinctive liking at
its back. I admit then, that were I addressing the Salvation Army or a mis-
cellaneous crowd it would be a misuse of opportunity to preach the liberty
of believing as I have in these pages preached it.!

After he died in 1910, the idea that James’s good heart had led him
into precisely this position was certainly the keynote of many a tribute
or memoir. Not all of them went so far as G. K. Chesterton in saying
of James that it was his ‘glory that he popularized philosophy’, but
‘his destruction that he popularized his own philosophy’,? but even
less astringent commentators seemed often to praise the man as a
prelude to burying the work. His Harvard colleague and old sparring
partner George Santayana said of James’s writings on religion that,

' William James, The Will to Believe and other Essays in Popular Philosophy, 7. All
quotations from James’s works throughout this Introduction will, unless otherwise
stated, be taken from the Harvard Works of William Fames, gen. eds. F. H. Buckhardt, F.
Bowers, and I. K. Skrupskelis (Cambridge, Mass., 1979—-83). See Select Bibliography for
full details.

2 Collected in Linda Simon (ed.), William James Remembered (Lincoln, Nebr., and
London, 1996), 264.
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from the best of motives, ‘the tendency and suasion in them seems to
run to disintegrating the idea of truth, recommending belief without
reason, and encouraging superstition’.> Others bemoaned James’s
personal credulousness, the time he was perceived to have wasted
defending the rights of all manner of unlikely sounding creeds, and as
a prominent member and sometime president of the Society for
Psychical Research writing up the dubious doings of spiritualists like
Leonora Piper and other pedlars of the shop-soiled supernatural. It
seemed that the openness of mind that was James’s chief personal
virtue was also to be deplored as his chief intellectual vice. By these
lights, the legacy of William James’s benevolence was rather to
decrease the sum total of “criticism and caution’ around the subject of
religion and belief, rather than the reverse.

Very few of these tributes, written mostly by academics or profes-
sional intellectuals, cited The Varieties of Religious Experience as
James’s most important book, although most recognized it as his most
popular. The Varieties was closely based on twenty lectures given by
James at Edinburgh University in 19o1—2, part of a series paid for
through a fund left in 1887 by the Scottish justice and sometime
writer on the philosophy of religion, Adam Lord Gifford. In his
will, Gifford could not have been clearer about who his new lectures
were for. Shared between the universities of Aberdeen, Edinburgh,
St Andrews, and Glasgow, he directed that they should be ‘public and
popular, that is, open not only to students of the Universities, but to
the whole community without matriculation’.* Their subject was
to be natural theology, that field of study which aimed (and aims) to
examine religious questions without resorting to the supernatural or
divine intervention as explanations. ‘I think that the subject should be
studied and known by all, whether receiving University instruction
or not,’ said Gifford. No tests of faith were to be imposed on Gifford
lecturers, and in the will his commitment to scientific rigour was just
as clear as his populist aspirations: ‘I wish it [the study of religion]
considered just as astronomy or chemistry is.” The raison d’étre of the
Gifford Lectures was thus to provide a platform for thinking about
religion that combined intellectuality and popularity; ‘criticism and
caution’ aimed squarely at the ‘miscellaneous crowd’.

As he settled into the rhythm of delivering the first lectures in

3 Ibid. 97.
* Repr. in Stanley Jaki, Lord Gifford and His Lectures (Edinburgh, 1986), 66—76.



Introduction xi

spring 1901, James noted with pride just how well he was doing with
the crowd:

The audiences grow instead of dwindling, and in spite of rain, being
about 300 and just crowding the room. They sit still as death and then
applaud magnificently, so I am sure the lectures are a success. Previous
Gifford lectures have had audiences beginning with 60 and dwindling
to 15.°

Neither did James intend the flow of knowledge between the academic
and the popular to be simply one-way. On the contrary, the rich vein
of religious experiences reported by individuals ranging from an
ex-highway robber who founded a New York mission (pp. 159—60) to
a Scottish army officer who renounced his wild ways after an encoun-
ter with a supernatural light (pp. 173, 209) forms both an important
evidential centre for James’s lectures and the core of their
method—that is, the examination of personal testimony. James ends
the very first lecture by stating that the Varieties’ chief claim to nov-
elty will be in ‘discussing religious experiences in a wider context
than has been usual in university courses’ (p. 28). Nevertheless, for
some tastes James was doing rather less well with regard to ‘criticism
and caution’. The Athenaeum complained that ‘the Gifford lectures
are so far “popular” that they are not academic’, and in its review
characterized the Varieties volume (published in June 1902) as ‘more
or less, a work of “popular science”’.® This is suggestive, because it
stops short of saying that what James is doing in the Varieties is not
science. The Athenaeum does not characterize James’s defence of reli-
gious experience as a battle of ‘faith versus science’ or ‘belief versus
knowledge’; James is taking on, in their words, ‘an argument of popu-
lar science on the side opposed to his own’.

Long before the Varieties, James had established himself as a cham-
pion of popular science as a lecturer to many clubs and societies out-
side university circles. He was also a regular contributor to the
periodical Popular Science Monthly (now Popular Science). Nevertheless
the analysis of religious belief displayed by this ‘side opposed to his
own’, and against which he writes the Varieties, is perhaps more readily
recognizable to us as the predominant analysis in discourses of popu-
lar science today. This is what James calls the ‘medical-materialist’

5 The Correspondence of William Fames, ed. 1. Skrupskelis and Elizabeth Berkeley, 12

vols. (Charlottesville, Va., 1992—2004), ix. 493.
¢ Review of the Varieties in the Athenaeum, 19 July 1902, 82—3.
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position (p. 19). In James’s summation, medical materialists argue at
base that ‘Alfred believes in immortality so strongly because his tem-
perament is so emotional’, that ‘William’s melancholy about the uni-
verse is down to bad digestion’, and that ‘Eliza’s delight in her church
is a symptom of her hysterical constitution’ (p. 17). Such thinking, as
James puts it, ‘snuffs out Saint Teresa as an hysteric, Saint Francis of
Assisi as an hereditary degenerate’ (p. 19). In other words, religious
belief is a symptom of some mental lack or wider anxiety, a set of
ideas or feelings that arise, essentially, out of a psychological dysfunc-
tion. Today, the strong brand of scientifically flavoured populist athe-
ism most memorably presented by Richard Dawkins under the head
of “The God Delusion reconfigures these ideas into wider sociological
and evolutionary contexts; so in Dawkins’s account what he calls the
‘meme’ for religious belief is a survival mechanism that has become
dangerously distorted through persisting long after it has ceased to
provide any evolutionary advantage. But The God Delusion is—from
the title down—heavily indebted to this late nineteenth-century idea
of religion as a form of pathological weakness or psychological dis-
order. ‘Individuals in asylums think they are Napoleon or Charlie
Chaplin,’ as Dawkins puts it at one point; ‘religious experiences are
different only in that the people who claim them are more numer-
ous’.? Indeed, Dawkins’s account of religion as a misdirected energy
flowing destructively out of an unhealthy and unconscious response
to situations long past seems semantically and conceptually to owe far
more to psychoanalysis than it does to evolutionary biology.

It is important to remember that James offers his alternative to this
view as a scientist of formidable credentials. Thinking in broad terms
about what he was going to do for the lectureship in December 1899,
James wrote to his friend Fanny Morse, envisioning that

In a general manner I can see my way to a perfectly bully pair of volumes,
the first an Objective Study of the ‘Varieties of Religious Experience,’ the
second, my own last will and testament, setting forth the philosophy best
adapted to normal Religious needs.’

7 After Dawkins’s best-selling book of the same name, The God Delusion (L.ondon,
2006). For evidence that this debate is an ongoing concern of the Gifford Lectures, see
Terry Eagleton’s Edinburgh Gifford lecture of 1 Mar. 2010, “The God Debate’, and Roger
Scruton’s Gifford series at St Andrew of the same year, entitled “The Face of God’.

8 Dawkins, The God Delusion, 113.

® Correspondence, ix. 105.
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The second of these never materialized, so what we mostly have in
the Varieties is what James conceived to be the ‘Objective Study’, a
survey of religion’s material (or as James puts it ‘existential’) manifest-
ations and causes. He even worries out loud in the first lecture that he
has concentrated so much on what he calls the ‘purely existential point
of view’ of religion that some in the audience will think it ‘a degrada-
tion of so sublime a subject’, and ‘may even suspect me . . . of deliber-
ately seeking to discredit the religious side of life’ (p. 14). ‘Psychology
is the only branch of learning in which I am particularly versed’ (p. 12)
he avers at the very beginning of the Varieties, and he had come to the
discipline of physiological psychology by way of a rigorous training in
the physical sciences of physiology and anatomy. Indeed, reading his
1890 textbook The Principles of Psychology, it is quite shocking to hear
the famously good-hearted James talking so casually about the effect
on a live frog’s nervous system of severing its cerebellum and medulla
oblongata from its spinal cord. He was always a champion of Darwin’s
‘triumphant originality’,'® and so accepted are Darwinian theories in
the Varieties (James, of course, being of the first generation to grow up
with Darwin as a fact of life) that he very casually refers to how they
have ‘revolutionized’ the idea that only an intelligent creator could
have designed the world (p. 333), and asserts that religions only ever
prove themselves by a kind of natural selection, ‘the elimination of the
humanly unfit, and the survival of the humanly fittest, applied to reli-
gious beliefs’ (p. 255). And while James in the Varieties is speaking as a
scientist, he is not speaking as a believer in a conventional sense:
“Those of us who are not personally favored with such specific revela-
tions must stand outside of them altogether’, as he says at one point
(p. 389); in the Postscript, he talks about ‘my own inability to accept
either popular Christianity or scholastic theism’ (p. 395).

What James primarily takes issue with in the ‘medical materialist’
position is the presumption, widely held in this brand of popular
science then as now, that the ‘diagnosing’ of a religious experience—
the establishment of it as the result of some physical or psychological
cause—is the end of the affair. To spot a cause, he argues, is not to
establish an object or indeed a belief’s essential character, let alone its
worth. In the Varieties, James is the first to recognize that pathological
mental abnormalities lie at the heart of much religious experience.

10 ‘Great Men and Their Environment’, The Will to Believe, 167.
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As he says, ‘a religious life, exclusively pursued, does tend to make the
person exceptional and eccentric’ (p. 14). However, when he cheerfully
and unselfconsciously refers to the founder of Quakerism George Fox
as a ‘psychopath’ (p. 15), and later calls John Bunyan ‘a typical case of
the psychopathic temperament’ (pp. 125-6), the contemporary reader
forcibly realizes James’s point. A central tenet of the Varieties is that
value judgements lurk in even the most apparently empirical of assess-
ments. We are invited in the book to judge the gallery of the religious
geniuses that James has gathered—his mystics, his saints, the reli-
giously minded both unhealthy and healthy—by a different scale of
values, or at the very least to acknowledge and interrogate the values by
which we are judging them. We now readily detect in the once-popular
scientific term ‘degenerate’ a difficult mixture, a value judgement very
clearly intermingling with a claim to scientific classification or objec-
tivity. We are perhaps a little less alert to its presence in Dawkins’s
present-day use of ‘delusion’, but as James would undoubtedly have
recognized—and what the FVarieties can still show us—the tension
exists in it, and in much scientific language, no less equally.

Portrait of the Young Man: James’s Early Life

In the ninth Varieties lecture, James tells an anecdote of his father,
Henry James Sr., reading out the news of the founding of the
Gifford lectureship to a youthful William over the family breakfast
table (p. 154). Even if the story had been true, which it wasn’t—
William was actually 45 when the Gifford bequest was first made pub-
lic in 1887—it would have been an event of fairly little note in the
James household. William James was born in New York City on 11
January 1842, the first of five children (his brother Henry James the
novelist was the second), into what became an extremely intellectual
household. His father was a noted writer and lecturer on religious
and philosophical matters, and he and his young family came into
regular contact with many leading thinkers of the day on both sides of
the Atlantic, chiefly Ralph Waldo Emerson, who met Henry in 1842
and agreed to become godfather to the infant William. As Henry
became ever more committed to the ideas of the Swedish mystic
Emanuel Swedenborg and ever more eccentric in his explication of
them, young William watched his father become increasingly isolated
and frustrated. When he edited Henry Sr.’s work for publication after
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his death in 1882, it was his father’s inability to conform that William
stressed: ‘I have often wondered what sort of figure my father might
have made, had he been born into a more theological age.’'' He also
alluded to the fact that Henry Sr. was not a prophet honoured even in
his own philosophical country, thanks to his habit of finding in ‘vari-
ous elements in Swedenborg’s teaching an extremely different accen-
tuation and perspective relation to each other, from anything other
readers have been able to find’."? Others agreed: having read Henry’s
1869 book The Secret of Swedenborg, the novelist William Dean
Howells famously declared: ‘he kept it’.!3

William James thus grew up in an atmosphere of fervent and often
very unorthodox debate, particularly with regard to religious matters.
Ralph Barton Perry, a pupil of James’s at Harvard and his first biog-
rapher, reported from a contemporary eyewitness this account of the
James family at play:

The father would propound some provocative idea, and throw it into the
midst of his brood in order that they might sharpen their teeth on it and,
in their eagerness to refute him or one another, exercise themselves in the
art of combative thinking.'*

This unusual home life was compounded by Henry Sr.’s almost addict-
ive propensity for moving his family around Europe and America, and
William’s early education was mostly formed of a bewildering array of
home tutors and a blur of different day and boarding schools.
Unsurprisingly, when William came to choose a career at age 16 he
was uncertain, but inspired by some drawing classes he took while liv-
ing in Newport, Rhode Island, he decided to train as an artist.

This early interest in the figure of the artist is still traceable in the
Varieties. From the outset, James outlines his notion that the ‘primor-
dial’ form of all religion comprises ‘the feelings, acts, and experiences of
individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to
stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine’ (p. 32, James’s
italics). Whether it is St Teresa, St John of the Cross, or even the
‘psychopathic’ George Fox, in a hundred myriad guises it is this

"' ‘Introduction to Literary Remains’, Essays in Religion and Morality, 5.

2 Tbid. 59.

13 Attributed to Howells by Charles Eliot Norton, Letters of Charles Eliot Norton
(Boston, 1913), ii. 379.

" R. B. Perry, The Thought and Character of William James, 2 vols. (Boston, 1935), 1.
172-3.



Xvi Iniroduction

figure—the man or woman meditating in personal communion with
what they consider the divine—who is the central protagonist of the
drama James repeatedly enacts in the Varieties. Institutional religion
is for James something like a fall from grace; the religious genius
attracts followers who form themselves into ecclesiastical institu-
tions ‘with corporate ambitions of their own’, which in turn act to
‘contaminate the originally innocent thing’ (p. 258). In the last of the
lectures to examine a specific type of religious experience, Lectures
XVI and XVII on ‘Mysticism’, James explicitly casts the mystical
experience as the highest form of religious experience, its ‘root and
centre’ (p. 290). It has, James says, ‘long since [been] branded as
pathological, though private practice and certain lyric strains of
poetry seem still to bear witness to its ideality’ (p. 295).

Neither is it an accident that James finds one of his best examples
of the limitations of the ‘medical materialist’ position in Max Nordau’s
infamous 1895 diatribe against art, Degeneration. Nordau saw almost
all the significant productions of modern art (including the music of
Wagner, the plays of Ibsen, and the paintings of all the Impressionists)
as being chiefly valuable for the diagnostic insight they gave into their
originators’ degenerative pathology."”” Reviewing the book in 1895,
James had written sardonically that for Nordau, mysticism and degen-
erate art both show ‘the tendency to see in everything more than
appears on the surface’ before retorting that “This is much like saying
that in a healthy mind thoughts should have no atmosphere, no over-
tones, no fringes—an opinion to which few would subscribe’.’® Even
in his own day, Nordau’s ideas were at the lunatic outposts of ‘medical
materialism’, but for James (ever alert to the potential for extreme
examples to illuminate normative assumptions of thinking), this only
highlighted the fallacy of judging any phenomenon on the basis of its
psychological or pathological origin. If we don’t see this as a sensible
criterion for judging aesthetic experience, why do we persist in seeing
it as valid for judging almost all other forms of experience?

Ultimately James turned away from the idea of an artistic career,
uncertain about his chance of achieving any significant or lasting suc-
cess. Instead he plotted what looked like a radical change of course in
1861 to the Lawrence Scientific School to study chemistry, which led
to comparative anatomy and physiology, and then to enrolment at the

15 M. Nordau, Degeneration (London, 1895), 17.
16 In ‘Degeneration and Genius’, Essays, Comments and Reviews, 508.
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Harvard Medical School three years later. For many of his student
years however, and in the years immediately afterwards, James was
beset by cripplingly poor health and severe depression. This reached
a crisis, probably around 1870, in a famous depressive ‘attack’ which
he wrote up in “The Sick Soul’ lecture of the Varieties disguised as the
testimony of a French correspondent. A ‘horrible fear of [his] own
existence’ conjoins with a mental image of

an epileptic patient whom I had seen in the asylum, a black-haired youth
with greenish skin, entirely idiotic, who used to sit all day on one of the
benches . . . He sat there like a sort of sculptured Egyptian cat or Peruvian
mummy, moving nothing but his black eyes and looking absolutely non-
human. This image and my fear entered into a species of combination with
each other. That shape am I, 1 felt, potentially. (p. 128)

This vision is often interpreted as James confronting his fear of
determinism,'” an idea that was certainly giving him much anxious
pause in the late 1860s and early 1870s (in a later essay he blackly
described the deterministic universe as one in which ‘what ought to
be is impossible—in other words, [as] an organism whose constitu-
tion is afflicted with an incurable taint, an irremediable flaw’*®). Yet in
this doppelginger figure we also have a fearful expression of James’s
favoured type of genius, shown up as a grotesque parody. Aesthetic
sensitivity becomes here what medical materialists like Max Nordau
always said it was, a particularly repulsive kind of mental degeneracy.
Personal religious experience may appear as communion with the
divine at the point at which it occurs and to the person who experi-
ences it, but here James plays out what he still fears it might be—the
disturbed distraction of a diseased mind.

Beyond the covert use of this nightmarish vision, James’s depres-
sive tendencies are well marked in the Varieties (is it an accident that
casting about for a random name for somebody ‘melancholy about
the universe’ in the first lecture he opts for ‘William’? (p. 17)). A
famous distinction is drawn in the Varieties between the psychologi-
cal types of the ‘once-born’ and ‘twice-born’. Originally coined by
the writer F© W. Newman, the ‘once-born’ are people who see their
relationship to the universe as a fundamentally benevolent one, the

7 See e.g. R. A. Putnam, Introduction to Putnam (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to
William James (Cambridge, 1997), 3; L. Simon, Genuine Reality: A Life of William Fames

(New York, 1998), 126—7.
8 The Will to Believe, 126.
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‘twice-born’ those who suffer a ‘wrongness or vice in [their] essential
nature’ which must be overcome by ‘a supernatural remedy’ (p. 109).
With a telling use of the personal pronoun, James says of the ‘twice-
born’ in ‘The Sick Soul’ chapter that ‘We need a life not correlated
with death, a health not liable to illness, a kind of good that will not
perish, a good in fact that flies beyond the Goods of nature’ (p. 113).
James never got a positively identifiable moment of ‘supernatural
remedy’, but his appointment as an instructor at Harvard in 1873,
and the development of his writing and lecturing career, began to put
the more morbid symptoms of his ‘twice-born’ unease, and certainly
his artistic ambitions, increasingly into the past. Furthermore, his
marriage in 1878 (and the start of his family the following year)
brought further security, and it was a much more personally and
intellectually confident James who carved out an intellectual niche for
himself at Harvard in subsequent decades.

Willing to Believe: The Road to the Varieties

It took James a long time to produce his first book-length work, but
when it finally arrived in 18go (twelve years after he initially agreed
to write it) The Principles of Psychology more than justified the delay in
both its quality and its size, and it remains one of the few textbooks
in any scientific field still read over a hundred years after its publi-
cation. The Principles is chiefly concerned with belief only in the
sense of cognition, i.e. how and why we choose to prioritize certain
sorts of sensory information over other sorts; why, for example, we
might choose to believe that a memory is a memory, not an imaginary
thought. Religion is barely mentioned, but the chapter of the Principles
entitled “The Perception of Reality’ contains early stirrings of James’s
later attitudes. For James, even this fundamental cognitive distinction
ultimately comes down to unreason: ‘Belief, the sense of reality, feels
like itself—that is about as much as we can say.’" James’s best-known
contribution to the lexicon is probably the phrase ‘stream of con-
sciousness’; an organicist metaphor used in the Principles to counter
overly mechanistic or abstracted models of mental activity. However,
here too we find ideas that were to prove key to James’s later interest
in religious belief:

¥ Principles of Psychology, 916.
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To begin at the bottom, what are our very senses themselves but organs of
selection? . . . We notice only those sensations which are signs to us of things
which happen practically or @sthetically to interest us, to which we there-
fore give substantive names, and which we exalt to this exclusive status of
independence and dignity. But in itself, apart from my interest, a particular
dust-wreath on a windy day is just as much of an individual thing and just
as much and little deserves an individual name, as my own body does . . .
Thus my table-top is named square, after but one of an infinite number of
retinal sensations which it yields, the rest of them being sensations of two
acute and two obtuse angles: but I call the latter perspective views and the
four right angles the true form of the table, and erect the attribute square-
ness into the table’s essence, for zsthetic reasons of my own.?

What James went on to argue more explicitly in “The Will to Believe’
essay, and which then underpinned the Varieties, was a natural out-
growth of this cognitive point that selection and volition are the prin-
ciples by which we perceive the world. In James’s terms, it is our ‘pas-
sional tendencies and volitions’,*! our emotions and our feelings in
other words, that govern the way we perceive and thus the way we
believe. Our grounds for belief in anything, from whether a table is
‘essentially’ a square to whether or not there is a personal God, are
almost always non-rational. They are pre-weighted by what we want,
what we think will be useful to us, and what we have been taught to
notice or prioritize by our society and by our culture. How can we
claim that any belief is based on a disinterested observation of the
facts, if those ‘facts’ are in reality the end product of a process of
highly selective perceptual choices? The centrepiece of “The Will to
Believe’ is James’s declaration that we each have ‘the right to believe
at our own risk any hypothesis that is live enough to tempt our will’.??
We may not always be correct in our chosen hypotheses about the
world, but we would certainly be incorrect to hold that emotional
volition can be ignored as a factor in our choosing of them. In the
Varieties, James acknowledges that the rationalistic part of our minds
is the part that gets all the prestige, but points out that it is more often
than not quite powerless:
Your whole subconscious life, your impulses, your faiths, your needs, your
divinations, have prepared the premises, of which your consciousness now
feels the weight of the result; and something in you absolutely knows that

20 Ibid. 273—4.

2 The Will to Believe, 19.

2 Tbid. 32.
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that result must be truer than any logic-chopping rationalistic talk, how-
ever clever, that may contradict it. (p. 63)

James is cautious in the Varieties to say that he is not making a judge-
ment about whether the non-rational skould hold sway in religion,
just that it does. But underlying his argument is the idea that using
our emotional inclinations as a basic guide to what to believe cannot
be considered per se to be an error. Since it is a universal that lies
behind even the most basic cognitive belief-building, by the terms of
James’s argument, even the most dyed-in-the-wool rationalist uncon-
sciously does the same every day.

The Style and Structure of the Varieties

James was certainly mindful of the importance of emotional volition
when writing and delivering the Varieties. As one might expect from a
man who only two years previously had published a book on peda-
gogical methods,” he carefully cultivates a persuasive lecturing per-
sona. He is gently flattering, talking to his Scottish audience of ‘our
own sad Carlyle’ (p. 37) and stressing Scotland and America’s shared
commitment to the idealist tradition (p. 87); he is informed but
informal, reserving his most colourful adjectives for some of his most
difficult concepts (a knotty piece of Kant is dubbed ‘uncouth’ on
p. 49); and he is at all times careful to show himself infinitely attentive
to his audience’s attention. He seems to worry constantly that he risks
‘tiring’ his audience, or boring them, or ‘jar[ring] upon the[ir] nerves’
(p. 89). For all the pathological and extreme religiosity that James
surveys in the Varieties, throughout he adopts the manner of the civil
and sensible arbiter, the firm but open-minded man of sense. It is
tempting but unsafe to assume that the persona of the Varieties is an
uninflected index of its author’s personality; no one believed more in
the necessity of emotional influence to securing assent.

The structure of the lectures likewise smoothes James through
some potentially very difficult territory. Having so trenchantly taken
religion’s part against the ‘medical materialists’ in the first lecture, for
example, James makes the potentially explosive claim in the second
that the religious emotion has no particular claim to special notice.
There is no unique affect for religion, ‘no ground for assuming a

2 Talks to Teachers on Psychology: and to Students on Some of Life’s Ideals (1899).



Iniroduction xxi

simple abstract “religious emotion” to exist as a distinct elementary
mental affection’. Indeed, ‘there . . . seems to be no one elementary
religious emotion, but only a common storehouse of emotions upon
which religious objects may draw’ (p. 30). James makes clear that as
far as he is concerned it is personal religion that is ‘the primordial
thing’ (p. 32), more authentic than the ‘second-hand’ institutions and
churches, but he nevertheless insists that this personal religion is still
an emotion like any other; the only difference is that its object is what
men consider to be divine. Draining the controversy out of this dras-
tic recasting of what ‘religion’ means, mostly through a careful tone
and some intelligent juxtaposition, is a measure of James’s skill in
creating—and then regulating—the emotional temperature of his
listeners and readers.

James’s next move is to establish how much we rely on things we
cannot see or touch, and then to chart a number of different iterations
of the ‘religious emotion’ in its widest and most accessible forms over
the next five lectures. First there is ‘healthy-mindedness’, described
simply as ‘the tendency which looks on all things and sees that they
are good’ (p. 74). His survey of this happy band of individuals picks
up an idea first discussed in “The Will to Believe’, and which reads as
a very modern concern: the idea that the position of the inquirer into
any fact affects the fact of the fact itself. The example in the ‘Will’ is
asking the question ‘Do you like me or not?’ If one stands aloof and
waits for the objective evidence, none will ever come: ‘whether you do
or not depends, in countless instances, on whether I . . . am willing to
assume that you must like me, and show you trust and expectation’?
(exactly the dynamic James aims at achieving with his audience in the
Varieties). His lengthy defence of the American mind-cure movement
(‘positive thinking’ therapy) is the final stage of his interest in healthy-
mindedness: ‘Live as if I were true, she [mind-cure] says, and every
day will practically prove you right’ (p. 97). However, it is important
to note that for James, mind-cure’s ‘belief . . . in the conquering effi-
cacy of courage, hope, and trust’ (p. 79) is only ever a hope and aspi-
ration, and in the end must be a too limited view of the world, at least
from the philosophical point of view. Certainly, his personal experi-
ence with mind-cure was patchy; the first correspondent to give an
account of overcoming her own ‘bedridden invalidism’ through the

2 The Will to Believe, 23.
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power of positive energy (pp. 84-5) in this chapter was Suzie
Champneys Clark, who in earlier years treated James for his insom-
nia. By 1900 he had come to the conclusion that her treatments were
‘of absolutely no use to me’ and, he further opined, ‘nor do I think
I am “suggestible” enough to be a good subject for any wonder-cures
whatever’.?

Much more imaginative energy goes into describing the thought
processes of those melancholic ‘sick souls’ with which James’s younger

self identified so closely:

Our civilization is founded on the shambles, and every individual existence
goes out in a lonely spasm of helpless agony. If you protest, my friend, wait
till you arrive there yourself! To believe in the carnivorous reptiles of geo-
logic times is hard for our imagination . . . Yet there is no tooth in any one of
those museum-skulls that did not daily through long years of the foretime
hold fast to the body struggling in despair of some fated living victim . . .
Crocodiles and rattlesnakes and pythons are at this moment vessels of life
as real as we are; their loathsome existence fills every minute of every day
that drags its length along . . . (pp. 130-1)

Dramatic and disturbing, “The Sick Soul’ chapter is the point at
which the idea of the Varieties as an ‘Objective Study’ seems most
under pressure. It is certainly a turning point in the volume. From
this point, James moves from the examination of these fairly broad-
brush notions of religious emotion to some of the more rarefied and
extreme manifestations of the religious consciousness.

Philosophy and the Varieties

In “The Divided Self’, James pleads at one point: ‘Let me quote from
some typical discordant personality, with melancholy in the form of
self-condemnation and sense of sin’ (p. 135). His first testimony is the
classic case of St Augustine in the Confessions. Augustine is in the
possession of what he calls ‘two wills’; one is carnal and seeks to give
rein to the full range of his sensual appetites, and one is sensual and
seeks to reform. His second is from a relatively obscure Nova Scotian
Evangelist, Henry Alline, who similarly oscillates between what he
calls ‘carnal mirth’ (p. 137) and intense spiritual anguish and guilt.
This use of anecdotal testimony from all quarters is typical of James’s

% Correspondence, ix. 2770.
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procedure throughout the Varieties, and lies behind much of the criti-
cism of James as insufficiently critical and cautious. In the Varieties,
Whitman rubs shoulders with Christian Scientists, Tolstoy collides
with Bunyan, and the internal struggles of a converting French Jew
compete for attention with a Quaker concern about the religious
rightness of removing one’s hat. However, lying behind what seems
on the surface to be a bafflingly eclectic jumble of individual tales in
the Varieties is one of the philosophical keys to James’s methodology
and his thought: radical empiricism.

Before the Varieties, James had clarified this phrase in “The Will to
Believe’. Radical empiricism was radical chiefly because it was plural-
ist, i.e. it believed that ‘there is no possible point of view from which
the world can appear an absolutely single fact’.?® In practice we find
this idea forwarded in the Principles that it is our choice to see a square
as somehow ‘essentially’ a square. It also heavily informs James’s
comments on evil in the Varieties (p. 107), and indicates his future
development of pluralistic ideas. However, radical empiricism also
changed; in his 1909 work 7he Meaning of Truth, James set out a new
definition that was radical because of its vast extension of our notions
of what experience #s.”” The best intimation of how this project might
conceivably be seen as ‘radical’ comes in the Varieties in James’s asser-
tion that an individual feeling may not be a full or significant fact, but
it must always be more significant than an abstraction, because ‘it is
of the kind to which all realities whatsoever must belong’ (p. 378). As
he memorably puts it, ‘A bill of fare with one real raisin on it instead
of the word “raisin” . . . might be an inadequate meal, but it would at
least be a commencement of reality’ (p. 379). In The Meaning of Truth
he goes further still: the relations we draw between things, which we
usually hold as abstractions, as well as our encounters with those
things themselves, are located in lived experience, and moreover these
relations are constantly being renegotiated and reformed because, as
James puts it, ‘our fields of experience have no more definite bound-
aries than have our fields of view’.?® Thus what might appear as a
slightly eccentric series of connections in the Varieties is in fact part
of James’s broader development of the radical empiricist project.

2 The Will to Believe, 5.
2 The Meaning of Truth, 7.
28 Essays in Radical Empiricism, 35.
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If, as he said elsewhere, ‘the connection s the thinking’? James’s
method forces us to experience these new connections, which are in
themselves new modes of thinking. A phrase like ‘Saint Augustine
and Alline both emerged into the smooth waters of inner unity and
peace’ (p. 138) might sound incongruous when we read it in the
Varieties, but James’s idea is that located in that very incongruity is a
reshaping and a remaking of our ideas about both.

In the Varieties we find James on the trajectory from experimental
psychology to empiricist philosophy. In the mid-189os, he had writ-
ten to fellow psychologist Théodore Flournoy declaring that ‘the
results that come from all this laboratory work seem to me to grow
more and more disappointing and trivial’ and that ‘what is most
needed is new ideas’.** Indeed, David Lamberth has powerfully argued
that the Varieties sees James struggling to contain the roots of his later
philosophical preoccupations within the narrower discourse of scien-
tific psychology.’! As he explains it, James came to believe that psych-
ology could (a) never get beyond the analysis of the single individual
and (b) never satisfactorily explain the relation between physical
changes in the brain and the mental experiences that we feel ourselves
to have. These were central limitations which increasingly frustrated
James, and which he aimed at resolving through his radical empiri-
cism and through philosophical pragmatism—the movement with
which his name will for ever be associated. James defines ‘the prin-
ciple of pragmatism’ quite late in the day in the Varieties, although its
influence interpenetrates the volume as a whole. As C. S. Peirce has
formulated it, James relates, pragmatism is the idea that ‘Beliefs, in
short, are rules for action’ (p. 338), that ‘Our conception of these
practical consequences is for us the whole of our conception of the
object, so far as that conception has positive significance at all’
(p. 338). This is a vast extension of something James calls in the first
lecture ‘the empiricist criterion’, summed up in a half-quotation
‘By their fruits ye shall know them, not by their roots’ (p. 24). In other
words, what we believe about a thing is always based on the practical
effects of that thing as we have come across it in lived experience.

2 Talks to Teachers, 87.

3 The Letters of William James (London, 1920), ed. Henry James, 54. This letter is
only calendared in the Correspondence, viii. 590.

3t D. Lamberth, William James and the Metaphysics of Experience (Cambridge,
1999), 139.
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And as James builds towards an examination of the more extreme
manifestations of religious sensibility—conversion, saintliness, and
mysticism—it is the pragmatic method (judging always by the fruits)
that dominates his survey.

It is easy to forget that for all James’s open-mindedness, he is
unafraid of making often quite severe value judgements and stric-
tures on the saints and mystics that he surveys, even when he has
come to what he sees as the highest forms of religious experience.
St Teresa, for example, is taken to task for her ‘voluble egotism’
(p. 267), James’s judgement being that ‘there is absolutely no human
use in her, or sign of any general human interest’. Even more cen-
sured is St Louis of Gonzaga, who serves ‘as a type of excess in
purification’ (p. 269). As James tells it, so sensitive to potential im-
purity was Louis that he instructed his maids through a door, and
was profoundly uncomfortable even having dinner with his mother.
James writes that ‘I can find no other sorts of fruit than these of
Louis’s saintship’, and sums up his story as ‘on the whole repulsive’
(pp. 271—2). Under the pragmatic principle, the way we judge saints
and mystics is through the effect they have, and the influence they
wield. James’s value judgements in his survey of the saints and the
mystics are very explicit, a reflection of his determination to illustrate
the truth of his proposition that value judgement is inherent in all
knowledge, and turn it into a pragmatic strength.

Over-Belief

Over-beliefs are described by James in the Varieties as ‘buildings-out
performed by the intellect into directions of which feeling originally
supplied the hint’ (p. 329). In other words, they are propositions that
we consent to believe without having sufficient rational grounds. For
James, feeling is the primary, the point at which we truly ‘catch real
fact in the making’ (p. 380): over-beliefs, the way we structure and
‘add on’ to that feeling, are what come after. But as James declares,
‘the most interesting and valuable things about a man are usually his
over-beliefs’ (p. 389). The Varieties finishes with James tentatively
offering what he freely admits is his own ‘over-belief’; an unseen
region that exists beyond our usual frame of perception, and which
we can communicate with intermittently through our subconscious
(p- 390). James took the term from Matthew Arnold, who used the



XXVi Iniroduction

German word Aberglaube extensively in his 1873 meditation on
Christianity and the Bible, Literature and Dogma:

Our word ‘superstition’ had by its derivation this same meaning, but it has
come to be used in a merely bad sense, and to mean childish and craven
religiosity. With the German word it is not so; therefore Goethe can say
with propriety and truth: ‘Aberglaube is the poetry of life’—der Aberglaube
ist die Poesie des Lebens. Tt is so. Extra-belief, that which we hope, augur,
imagine, is the poetry of life, and has the rights of poetry. But it is not
science; and yet it tends always to imagine itself science, to substitute itself
for science, to make itself the ground of the very science out of which it
has grown.*?

Here we see the genesis of James’s comment in the JVarieties that
‘Among the buildings-out of religion which the mind spontaneously
indulges in, the @sthetic motive must never be forgotten’ (p. 348).
Arnold’s Literature and Dogma was chiefly a response to biblical criti-
cism, the nineteenth-century study of early Christian texts that
exposed those texts’ materiality, partiality, and origin. Establishing
such distastefully prosaic facts as, say, that one or more Gospels may
have been substantially duplicated from another, or that miracle
stories might have been inserted to help a struggling cult on its way
to prominence, was too much for the struggling faith of many. But
Arnold’s redefinition of Christianity as ‘morality touched by emo-
tion’ (passingly glossed by James on p. 337 of the Varieties), his
attempt to rescue and recast his Christian belief because it is some-
thing to which he is emotionally attached but no longer intellectually
certain of, rather prove James’s point. When James closes his
‘Conclusions’ lecture with the question: ‘Who knows whether the
faithfulness of individuals here below to their own poor over-beliefs
may not actually help God in turn to be more effectively faithful to
his own greater tasks?’ (p. 393), he is drawing together the thought of
an entire generation. The keynote of religious thought in the later
nineteenth century is the struggle to redefine religion on more sub-
jectivist and emotional grounds. All religion suddenly seemed like
‘over-belief’: the problem was how to convert it into something
meaningful. Arnold was one of the first to adumbrate it, and it is a
problem that James comes to relatively late, but whose solution—the
abandonment of origins as a criterion of judgement altogether and a

32 The Collected Prose Works of Matthew Arnold, vi (Ann Arbor, 1968), 212—13.
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replacement of them with fruits—is one of the most extreme and
effective.

James first met Sigmund Freud in 1909, at Clark University’s twenti-
eth anniversary celebrations.®® Perhaps more than any other single
figure, Freud links the medical materialism of the late nineteenth
century with that of the present day. In his younger days one of the
first to systematically investigate the unconscious pathological origins
of behaviour, in latter years he wrote of religion as one of a number of
‘mass delusions’ designed by man ‘to procure a certainty of happi-
ness and a protection against suffering’.3* For Freud in Civilization
and Its Discontents (1930), the sense of ‘something more’ is the prod-
uct of our ego’s shrinkage in childhood, a wistful reminder of a time
before we discovered that there is a fundamental divide between
ourselves and the rest of the experienced world.** Furthermore, the
idea of feelings as a reliable guide to reality fits in with nothing
we know of individual psychology, which as a rule always serves its
user and not the truth. These remain the key orthodoxies of much
‘popular science’ today.

James also comes to the conclusion in the Varieties that our ‘some-
thing more’ is filtered to us via our subconscious self, but is clear that
everything he says beyond that is over-belief. James personally
believes that there are ‘divine facts’ even if we cannot access them,
and that ‘the world of our present consciousness is only one out of
many worlds of consciousness that exist, and that those other worlds
must have a meaning for our life also’ (p. 392), but he is careful to
point out that he cannot know this for an experienced fact. James
found Freud’s theories in general ‘very deep and suggestive’ but
thought him ‘too prone to hasty generalizations’.* Reading James, we
are reminded how abstract from the varieties of our experience these
‘generalized’ ideas are. Freudian psychoanalysis and neo-Darwinism
may utterly convince our rational selves, but they can never be as real
to us as our delusions. As James says, “The axis of reality runs solely
through the egotistic places,—they are strung upon it like so many
beads’ (p. 378). The shortfall between the variety of our experience

3 Noted in Correspondence, xii. 320.

3 S. Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, in The Standard Edition of the Complete
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. James Strachey, xxi (London, 1961), 81.

35 Ibid. 65, 68.

36 Correspondence, xiii. 362.
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and the thin partiality of our attempts to explain it is simply too large;
rarer still is the occasion when such attempts actually change our
behaviour, or yield us any rules for action.

In The Varieties of Religious Experience, James penetratingly
examines not only the emotional fundamentals of religious belief,
but also the emotional fundamentals of all belief. We can still, in
an age of ‘medical materialism’ even more publicity-hungry and
influential than the type James took on, learn through the Varieties
how provisional, how emotional, how contingent but how fundamen-
tally enriching are the foundations on which all of us build our notions
of the world around us—and beyond.



NOTE ON THE TEXT

THE first edition of The Varieties of Religious Experience was pub-
lished by Longmans, Green, and Co. on 9 June 1902, to coincide with
James’s final Gifford lecture. It sold extremely well, and in August a
second edition went to press, for which James took the opportunity to
make a number of revisions. This second edition was the basis of all
subsequent impressions until 1935 (thirty-eight impressions from
the original in total). The text of the present edition of the Varieties is
based on the eleventh impression, the last known to incorporate text-
ual revisions from James himself. The Varieties is famously built on a
vast array of citations and testimony, not all of which James was exact
in quoting or referencing. To correct these (many) changes would be
to significantly alter James’s text, but to provide a note with details
would increase the scholarly apparatus out of all proportion and turn
a reading edition into a critical one. Therefore my policy has been to
stay as close to James’s original text as possible. For extensive details
of the textual changes, readers are directed towards the Harvard
Works edition of the Varieties (see Select Bibliography) to which this
edition owes a considerable debt. However, some alterations have
been made to the present text; a very small number of minor spelling
and grammatical errors have been silently corrected, full points have
been deleted after contractions such as ‘Dr’; and ‘Mr’; and single
quotation marks replace double ones. Asterisks in the text signal an
editorial note at the back of the book; all footnotes are by James.
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A CHRONOLOGY OF WILLIAM JAMES

(11 Jan.) Born in New York City to Henry James, son of a wealthy
New York entrepreneur, and Mary James (née Walsh), daughter of a
New York family of Irish extraction.

(15 Apr.) Brother Henry James Jr. (the novelist) born; (Oct.) James
family moves from New York to London. Henry Sr. makes contact
with a number of British intellectuals, including Thomas Carlyle
and John Stuart Mill.

(Jan.) Henry Sr. moves the family from London to Paris; (Apr.)
Henry Sr. decides to return to England, and settles in Windsor.
Henry Sr. meets J. J. Garth Wilkinson and becomes interested in the
writings of Swedenborg; family returns to America, living nomadic-
ally between Albany and Manhattan.

(July) Brother Garth Wilkinson James (‘Wilky’) born.

(Aug.) Brother Robertson James (‘Bob’) born.

Family settles in a house on Fourteenth Street, Manhattan, near
Washington Square; (Aug.) sister Alice James born.

Family travels to Europe, moving between England, France, and
Switzerland.

Moves to Boulogne; William and Henry attend the College de
Boulogne.

(June) Returns to America, first spending time with relatives in New
York and then settling in Newport, Rhode Island; studies painting
with William Morris Hunt.

Family travels to Europe, settling in Geneva; attends Geneva
Academy.

Decides on a career as a painter; (July) family leaves Geneva, travel-
ling through Europe before sailing back to Newport; (Oct.) re-enrols
at Hunt’s art school.

Gives up on the idea of painting as a career; (Sept.) enrols in the
Lawrence Scientific School, studying chemistry; meets C. S. Peirce.

Transfers from chemistry to comparative anatomy and physiology.

1864 (Feb.) Enters the Harvard Medical School; family moves from

1865

Newport to Boston.

(Apr.) Accompanies the naturalist Louis Agassiz on an expedition to
Brazil.
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1866

1867

1868

1869
1870
1872

1873

1874
1875

1876

1877

1878

1879
1880

1882

1883

1884

Chronology

(Mar.) Returns from Brazil, and briefly serves as an intern in
Massachusetts General Hospital before resuming study at the
Medical School.

(Apr.) Travels to Germany after a spell of depression and ill health;
visits the baths at Teplitz in Bohemia and attends lectures at Berlin
University.

(Nov.) Returns to America to resume his medical studies; continues
to suffer with ill health.

(June) Gains medical degree.

(Mar.) Death of Minny Temple (cousin).

(Aug.)Appointed instructor in physiology in the Harvard Department
of Natural History.

Delays taking up the appointment to journey in Europe.
Returns from Europe and takes up post; also teaches anatomy.

First holiday in the Adironack Mountains; joins a collective to buy
land and establishes Putnam Camp in the Keene Valley, a beloved
holiday spot for the rest of his life.

Offers the first American university course in physiological psychol-
ogy; meets Alice Howe Gibbens through a mutual friend.

Course in physiological psychology transferred to the Department
of Philosophy; meets Josiah Royce.

(Feb.) Lectures at Johns Hopkins University; (May) engaged to
Alice Howe Gibbens; (June) contracted to write a book on psychol-
ogy by Henry Holt and Co; (July) marries Alice Howe Gibbens.

(May) Birth of son Henry James.

(June) Leaves for a short trip to Europe, meeting a number of British
philosophers and intellectuals for the first time, including Shadworth
Hodgson and Alexander Bain; (Sept.) returns to Cambridge.

(Jan.) Death of mother Mary James; (June) birth of son William
James; James’s sabbatical year leaves an opening for Josiah Royce to
come to Harvard; (Sept.) sails for Europe alone; (Dec.) death of
Henry James Sr.

(Mar.) Returns to Cambridge; (Nov.) death of brother ‘Wilky’ James
from a heart condition.

(Jan.) Birth of son Herman James; publishes the Literary Remains of
Henry James Sr.; becomes a member of the Society for Psychical
Research; (Dec.) founding of the American Society for Psychical
Research; sister Alice moves to England.
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1886

1887
1889

1890

1891

1892

1893
1894

1897

1898

1899

1900

1901

1902

Chronology XXXV

(July) Death of Herman James from pneumonia; meets Leonora
Piper; appointed professor of philosophy at Harvard, Royce takes the
vacant assistant professorship.

(Sept.) Buys second property near Mount Chocorua in New
Hampshire.

(Mar.) Birth of daughter Margaret Mary (Peggy) James.

(June) Sails for Europe, and visits sister Alice; attends the
International Congress of Physiological Psychology in Paris, and
meets Théodore Flournoy; moves into a largely self-designed house
at 95 Irving Street, Cambridge.

The Principles of Psychology published; amalgamation of the English
and American branches of the Society for Psychical Research; serves
as vice-president; (Dec.) birth of son Alexander Robertson James
(‘Aleck’).

Abridges the Principles for publication as Psychology: The Briefer
Course.

Briefer Course published by Henry Holt; (Mar.) death of sister Alice
James from breast cancer; (May) sabbatical year spent on a trip in
Europe, accompanied by Alice and the rest of the family for the first
time.

(Aug.) Returns to Cambridge.

Serves a two-year stint as president of the Society for Psychical
Research.

The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Psychology published,
nominated for the Gifford Lectureship at Aberdeen but turns it
down, holding out for Edinburgh; (May) delivers the Decoration
Day (Memorial Day) oration at the University of California; (Nov.)
Ingersoll Lecture on Human Immortality delivered in Chicago.
(June) Strains heart while walking in the Adirondacks; (Aug.) travels
to California; lecture on ‘Human Immortality’ published.

(July) Departs for Europe; Talks to Teachers published; Gifford
Lectures at Edinburgh, now arranged for spring 1901, delayed due
to continuing ill health.

Continues to assemble material for the Gifford Lectures while trav-
elling in Europe.

(May) James begins delivering his first series of Gifford Lectures at

Edinburgh; (Aug.) returns to America; finishes writing the second
series of Giffords.

(Apr.) Departs for Britain to deliver the second series; (June) returns
to Cambridge; The Varieties of Religious Experience published.
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1905 (Apr.) Three-month European trip.

1906 (Jan.) Becomes visiting professor at Stanford University; made
president of the American Philosophical Association; (Apr.) San
Francisco earthquake—uninjured; (Sept.) returns to Harvard; deliv-
ers the Pragmatism lectures at the Lowell Institute in Boston.

1907 (Jan.) Retires from active duties at Harvard; Pragmatism published.
1908 Deliversthe Hibbert Lectures on “The Present Situation in Philosophy’

at Manchester College (now Harris Manchester College), Oxford,
(Oct.) returns to New Hampshire.

1909 Publishes the Hibbert Lectures as A Pluralistic Universe; (Sept.) The
Meaning of Truth published.

1910 (May) Travels to Europe alone; (19 Aug.) returns to Chocorua;
(26 Aug.) dies; buried with his parents in Cambridge Cemetery.
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PREFACE

THis book would never have been written had I not been honored
with an appointment as Gifford Lecturer on Natural Religion at the
University of Edinburgh. In casting about me for subjects of the two
courses of ten lectures each for which I thus became responsible, it
seemed to me that the first course might well be a descriptive one on
‘Man’s Religious Appetites,” and the second a metaphysical one on
“Their Satisfaction through Philosophy.” But the unexpected growth
of the psychological matter as I came to write it out has resulted in
the second subject being postponed entirely, and the description
of man’s religious constitution now fills the twenty lectures. In
Lecture XX I have suggested rather than stated my own philosophic
conclusions, and the reader who desires immediately to know them
should turn to pages 386—393, and to the ‘Postscript’ of the book.
I hope to be able at some later day to express them in more explicit
form.*

In my belief that a large acquaintance with particulars often makes
us wiser than the possession of abstract formulas, however deep, I
have loaded the lectures with concrete examples, and I have chosen
these among the extremer expressions of the religious temperament.
To some readers I may consequently seem, before they get beyond
the middle of the book, to offer a caricature of the subject. Such
convulsions of piety, they will say, are not sane. If, however, they will
have the patience to read to the end, I believe that this unfavorable
impression will disappear; for I there combine the religious impulses
with other principles of common sense which serve as correctives of
exaggeration, and allow the individual reader to draw as moderate
conclusions as he will.

My thanks for help in writing these lectures are due to Edwin D.
Starbuck, of Stanford University,* who made over to me his large
collection of manuscript material; to Henry W. Rankin, of East
Northfield, a friend unseen but proved, to whom I owe precious
information; to Théodore Flournoy, of Geneva, to Canning Schiller,
of Oxford, and to my colleague Benjamin Rand, for documents; to my
colleague Dickinson S. Miller, and to my friends, Thomas Wren
Ward, of New York, and Wincenty Lutoslawski, late of Cracow, for
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important suggestions and advice. Finally, to conversations with the
lamented Thomas Davidson and to the use of his books, at Glenmore,
above Keene Valley, I owe more obligations than I can well express.

HARVARD UNIVERSITY,
March, 19o2.



CONTENTS

LECTURE I

RELIGION AND NEUROLOGY II
Introduction: the course is not anthropological, but deals with
personal documents, 11. Questions of fact and questions of value, 13.
In point of fact, the religious are often neurotic, 14. Criticism, of
medical materialism, which condemns religion on that account, 17.
Theory that religion has a sexual origin refuted, 18. All states of
mind are neurally conditioned, 20. Their significance must be tested
not by their origin but by the value of their fruits, 21. Three criteria
of value; origin useless as a criterion, 23. Advantages of the
psychopathic temperament when a superior intellect goes with it, 26;
especially for the religious life, 27.

LECTURE II

CIRCUMSCRIPTION OF THE TOPIC 29
Futility of simple definitions of religion, 29. No one specific
‘religious sentiment,” 29. Institutional and personal religion, 30. We
confine ourselves to the personal branch, 31. Definition of religion
for the purpose of these lectures, 32. Meaning of the term ‘divine,’
32. The divine is what prompts solemn reactions, 37. Impossible to
make our definitions sharp, 38. We must study the more extreme
cases, 39. Two ways of accepting the universe, 39. Religion is more
enthusiastic than philosophy, 42. Its characteristic is enthusiasm in
solemn emotion, 44. Its ability to overcome unhappiness, 45. Need
of such a faculty from the biological point of view, 47.

LECTURE III

THE REALITY OF THE UNSEEN 48
Percepts versus abstract concepts, 48. Influence of the latter on
belief, 48. Kant’s theological Ideas, 49. We have a sense of reality
other than that given by the special senses, 51. Examples of ‘sense of
presence,” 52. The feeling of unreality, 55. Sense of a divine
presence: examples, 57. Mystical experiences: examples, 59. Other
cases of sense of God’s presence, 60. Convincingness of unreasoned
experience, 62. Inferiority of rationalism in establishing belief, 62.
Either enthusiasm or solemnity may preponderate in the religious
attitude of individuals, 64.



6 Contents

LECTURESIVANDYV

THE RELIGION OF HEALTHY-MINDEDNESS 67
Happiness is man’s chief concern, 67. ‘Once-born’ and ‘twice-born’
characters, 69. Walt Whitman, 71. Mixed nature of Greek feeling,
73. Systematic healthy-mindedness, 74. Its reasonableness, 74.
Liberal Christianity shows it, 76. Optimism as encouraged by
Popular Science, 77. The ‘Mind-cure’ movement, 78. Its creed, 81.
Cases, 84. Its doctrine of evil, 88. Its analogy to Lutheran theology,
89. Salvation by relaxation, go. Its methods: suggestion, 92;
meditation, 94; ‘recollection,’ 95; verification, 96. Diversity of
possible schemes of adaptation to the universe, 99. APPENDIX: Two
mind-cure cases, 100.

LECTURES VI AND VII

THE SICK SOUL 104
Healthy-mindedness and repentance, 104. Essential pluralism of the
healthy-minded philosophy, 107. Morbid-mindedness —its two
degrees, 109. The pain-threshold varies in individuals, 110.
Insecurity of natural goods, 110. Failure, or vain success of every
life, 111. Pessimism of all pure naturalism, 113. Hopelessness of
Greek and Roman view, 114. Pathological unhappiness, 116.
‘Anhedonia,” 117. Querulous melancholy, 118. Vital zest is a pure
gift, 120. Loss of it makes physical world look different, 121.
Tolstoy, 122. Bunyan, 125. Alline, 127. Morbid fear, 127. Such cases
need a supernatural religion for relief, 129. Antagonism of
healthy-mindedness and morbidness, 129. The problem of evil
cannot be escaped, 131.

LECTURE VIII

THE DIVIDED SELF, AND THE PROCESS OF ITS UNIFICATION 132
Heterogeneous personality, 133. Character gradually attains unity,
135. Examples of divided self, 135. The unity attained need not be
religious, 139. ‘Counter conversion’ cases, 139. Other cases, 141.
Gradual and sudden unification, 145. Tolstoy’s recovery, 145.
Bunyan’s, 147.

LECTURE IX

CONVERSION 150
Case of Stephen Bradley, 150. The psychology of character-
changes, 153. Emotional excitements make new centres of
personal energy, 155. Schematic ways of representing this, 156.



Contents 7

Starbuck likens conversion to normal moral ripening, 157. Leuba’s
ideas, 158. Seemingly unconvertible persons, 161. Two types of
conversion, 162. Subconscious incubation of motives, 162. Self-
surrender, 164. Its importance in religious history, 166. Cases, 167.

LECTURE X

CONVERSION— Concluded 171
Cases of sudden conversion, 171. Is suddenness essential? 178. No,
it depends on psychological idiosyncrasy, 180. Proved existence of
transmarginal, or subliminal, consciousness, 182. ‘Automatisms,’
183. Instantaneous conversions seem due to the possession of an
active subconscious self by the subject, 185. The value of conversion
depends not on the process, but on the fruits, 186. These are not
superior in sudden conversion, 186. Professor Coe’s views, 188.
Sanctification as a result, 189. Our psychological account does not
exclude direct presence of the Deity, 189. Sense of higher control,
190. Relations of the emotional ‘faith-state’ to intellectual beliefs,
192. Leuba quoted, 193. Characteristics of the faith-state: sense of
truth; the world appears new, 193. Sensory and motor automatisms,
196. Permanency of conversions, 200.

LECTURES XI, XII, AND XIII

SAINTLINESS 202
Sainte-Beuve on the State of Grace, 202. Types of character as due
to the balance of impulses and inhibitions, 203. Sovereign
excitements, 204. Irascibility, 205. Effects of higher excitement in
general, 207. The saintly life is ruled by spiritual excitement, 207.
This may annul sensual impulses permanently, 208. Probable
subconscious influences involved, 210. Mechanical scheme for
representing permanent alteration in character, 210. Characteristics
of saintliness, 211. Sense of reality of a higher power, 213. Peace of
mind, charity, 216. Equanimity, fortitude, etc., 221. Connection of
this with relaxation, 224. Purity of life, 225. Asceticism, 229.
Obedience, 240. Poverty, 243. The sentiments of democracy and of
humanity, 250. General effects of higher excitements, 251.

LECTURES XIV AND XV

THE VALUE OF SAINTLINESS 252
It must be tested by the human value of its fruits, 252. The reality of
the God must, however, also be judged, 253. ‘Unfit’ religions get
eliminated by ‘experience,’ 255. Empiricism is not skepticism, 256.



8 Contents

Individual and tribal religion, 258. Loneliness of religious
originators, 258. Corruption follows success, 260. Extravagances,
261. Excessive devoutness, as fanaticism, 262; as theopathic
absorption, 264. Excessive purity, 268. Excessive charity, 272. The
perfect man is adapted only to the perfect environment, 273. Saints
are leavens, 274. Excesses of asceticism, 276. Asceticism
symbolically stands for the heroic life, 278. Militarism and
voluntary poverty as possible equivalents, 280. Pros and cons of the
saintly character, 283. Saints versus ‘strong’ men, 284. Their social
function must be considered, 286. Abstractly the saint is the highest
type, but in the present environment it may fail, so we make
ourselves saints at our peril, 287. The question of theological truth,
288.

LECTURES XVI AND XVII

MYSTICISM 290
Mysticism defined, 29o0. Four marks of mystic states, 29o0. They
form a distinct region of consciousness, 292. Examples of their
lower grades, 292. Mysticism and alcohol, 295. “The anzsthetic
revelation,’ 296. Religious mysticism, 300. Aspects of Nature, 301.
Consciousness of God, 303. ‘Cosmic consciousness,’ 304. Yoga, 305.
Buddhistic mysticism, 306. Sufism, 307. Christian mystics, 310.
Their sense of revelation, 312. Tonic effects of mystic states, 316.
They describe by negatives, 318. Sense of union with the Absolute,
320. Mysticism and music, 321. Three conclusions, 322. (1) Mystical
states carry authority for him who has them, 322. (2) But for no one
else, 323. (3) Nevertheless, they break down the exclusive authority
of rationalistic states, 327. They strengthen monistic and optimistic
hypotheses, 327.

LECTURE XVIII

PHILOSOPHY 328
Primacy of feeling in religion, philosophy being a secondary
function, 328. Intellectualism professes to escape subjective
standards in her theological constructions, 330. ‘Dogmatic theology,’
332. Criticism of its account of God’s attributes, 337. ‘Pragmatism’
as a test of the value of conceptions, 338. God’s metaphysical
attributes have no practical significance, 339. His moral attributes
are proved by bad arguments; collapse of systematic theology, 340.
Does transcendental idealism fare better? Its principles, 341.
Quotations from John Caird, 342. They are good as restatements
of religious experience, but uncoercive as reasoned proof, 345.



Contents 9

What philosophy can do for religion by transforming herself into
‘science of religions,” 346.

LECTURE XIX

OTHER CHARACTERISTICS 348
Asthetic elements in religion, 348. Contrast of Catholicism and
Protestantism, 350. Sacrifice and Confession, 350. Prayer, 352.
Religion holds that spiritual work is really effected in prayer, 352.
Three degrees of opinion as to what is effected, 354. First degree,

355. Second degree, 358. Third degree, 359. Automatisms, their
frequency among religious leaders, 362. Jewish cases, 363.
Mohammed, 365. Joseph Smith, 365. Religion and the subconscious
region in general, 366.

LECTURE XX

CONCLUSIONS 368
Summary of religious characteristics, 368. Men’s religions need not
be identical, 369. “The science of religions’ can only suggest, not
proclaim, a religious creed, 371. Is religion a ‘survival’ of primitive
thought? 372. Modern science rules out the concept of personality,
372. Anthropomorphism and belief in the personal characterized
pre-scientific thought, 373. Personal forces are real, in spite of this,
377. Scientific objects are abstractions, only individualized
experiences are concrete, 378. Religion holds by the concrete, 379.
Primarily religion is a biological reaction, 382. Its simplest terms are
an uneasiness and a deliverance; description of the deliverance, 384.
Question of the reality of the higher power, 386. The author’s
hypotheses: 1. The subconscious self as intermediating between
nature and the higher region, 387; 2. The higher region, or ‘God,’
390; 3. He produces real effects in nature, 392.

POSTSCRIPT 394

Philosophic position of the present work defined as piecemeal
supernaturalism, 394. Criticism of universalistic supernaturalism,
395. Different principles must occasion differences in fact, 395.
What differences in fact can God’s existence occasion? 396. The
question of immortality, 397. Question of God’s uniqueness and
infinity: religious experience does not settle this question in the
affirmative, 397. The pluralistic hypothesis is more conformed to
common sense, 398.



This page intentionally left blank



LECTURE I

RELIGION AND NEUROLOGY

It is with no small amount of trepidation that I take my place behind
this desk, and face this learned audience. To us Americans, the
experience of receiving instruction from the living voice, as well as
from the books, of European scholars, is very familiar. At my own
University of Harvard, not a winter passes without its harvest, large or
small, of lectures from Scottish, English, French, or German repre-
sentatives of the science or literature of their respective countries
whom we have either induced to cross the ocean to address us, or cap-
tured on the wing as they were visiting our land. It seems the natural
thing for us to listen whilst the Europeans talk. The contrary habit, of
talking whilst the Europeans listen, we have not yet acquired; and in
him who first makes the adventure it begets a certain sense of apology
being due for so presumptuous an act. Particularly must this be the
case on a soil as sacred to the American imagination as that of
Edinburgh. The glories of the philosophic chair of this university were
deeply impressed on my imagination in boyhood. Professor Fraser’s
Essays in Philosophy, then just published, was the first philosophic
book I ever looked into, and I well remember the awestruck feeling I
received from the account of Sir William Hamilton’s class-room
therein contained. Hamilton’s own lectures were the first philosophic
writings I ever forced myself to study, and after that I was immersed in
Dugald Stewart and Thomas Brown.* Such juvenile emotions of rev-
erence never get outgrown; and I confess that to find my humble self
promoted from my native wilderness to be actually for the time an
official here, and transmuted into a colleague of these illustrious names,
carries with it a sense of dreamland quite as much as of reality.

But since I have received the honor of this appointment I have felt
that it would never do to decline. The academic career also has its
heroic obligations, so I stand here without further deprecatory words.
Let me say only this, that now that the current, here and at Aberdeen,
has begun to run from west to east, I hope it may continue to do so.
As the years go by, I hope that many of my countrymen may be asked
to lecture in the Scottish universities, changing places with Scotsmen
lecturing in the United States; I hope that our people may become in
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all these higher matters even as one people; and that the peculiar
philosophic temperament, as well as the peculiar political tempera-
ment, that goes with our English speech may more and more pervade
and influence the world.

As regards the manner in which I shall have to administer this lec-
tureship, I am neither a theologian, nor a scholar learned in the history
of religions, nor an anthropologist. Psychology is the only branch of
learning in which I am particularly versed. To the psychologist the
religious propensities of man must be at least as interesting as any
other of the facts pertaining to his mental constitution. It would seem,
therefore, that, as a psychologist, the natural thing for me would be to
invite you to a descriptive survey of those religious propensities.

If the inquiry be psychological, not religious institutions, but
rather religious feelings and religious impulses must be its subject,
and I must confine myself to those more developed subjective
phenomena recorded in literature produced by articulate and fully
self-conscious men, in works of piety and autobiography. Interesting
as the origins and early stages of a subject always are, yet when one
seeks earnestly for its full significance, one must always look to its
more completely evolved and perfect forms. It follows from this that
the documents that will most concern us will be those of the men who
were most accomplished in the religious life and best able to give an
intelligible account of their ideas and motives. These men, of course,
are either comparatively modern writers, or else such earlier ones as
have become religious classics. The documents humains which we shall
find most instructive need not then be sought for in the haunts of
special erudition—they lie along the beaten highway; and this cir-
cumstance, which flows so naturally from the character of our prob-
lem, suits admirably also your lecturer’s lack of special theological
learning. I may take my citations, my sentences and paragraphs of
personal confession, from books that most of you at some time will
have had already in your hands, and yet this will be no detriment to
the value of my conclusions. It is true that some more adventurous
reader and investigator, lecturing here in future, may unearth from
the shelves of libraries documents that will make a more delectable
and curious entertainment to listen to than mine. Yet I doubt whether
he will necessarily, by his control of so much more out-of-the-way
material, get much closer to the essence of the matter in hand.



