Mind, Experience, and Behavior

Let us begin with the technical side—the
change in psychology. We are only just now com-
mencing to appreciate how completely exploded
is the psychology that dominated philosophy
throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centi-
ries. According to this theory, mental life origi-
nated in sensations which are separately and pas-
sively received, and which are formed, through
laws of retention and association, into a mosaic
of images, perceptions and conceptions. The
senses were regarded as gateways or avenues of
knowledge. Except in combining atomic sensa-
tions, the mind was wholly passive and aequies-
cent in knowing. Volition, action, emotion, and
desire follow in the wake of sensations and images.
The intellectual or cognitive factor comas first
and emotional and volitional life is only a conse-
quent conjunction of ideas with sensations of
pleasure and pain.

The effect of the development of biology has
been ta reverse the picture, Wherever there is
life, there is behavior, activity. In order that life
may persist, this activity has to be both continuous
and adapted to the environrent. This adaptive
adjustment, moreover, is not wholly passive: is
not a mere matter of the moulding of the organ-
ism by the environment. Even a clam acts upon
the environment and modifies it to some extent.
It selects materials for food and for the shell that
protects it. It does something to the environment
as well as has something done to itself. There is
no such thing in a living creature as mere con-
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formity to conditions, though parasitic forms nay
approach this lirit. In the interests of the mainte.
nance of life there is transformation of some ele -
ments in the surrounding medium. The higher 3
the form of life, the more important is the active
reconstruction of the medium. This increased .-
control may be illustrated by the contrast of say-
age with civilized man. Suppose the two are liy-
ing in a wilderness. With the savage there is the
maximum of accommodation to given conditions;
the minimum of what we may call hitting back.
The savage takes things “as they are,” and by _
using caves and roots and occasional pools leads
a meagre and precarious existence. The civilized
man goes to distant mountains and darms streams,
He builds reservoirs, digs channels, and conducts
the water to what had been a desert. He searches
the world to find plants and animals that will
thrive. He takes native plants and by selection
and cross-fertilization improves them. He intro-
duces machinery to till the soil and care for the
harvest. By such means he may succeed in making
the wilderness blossom like the rose.

Such transformation scenes are so familiar
that we overlook their meaning. We forget that
the inherent power of life is illustrated in them.
Note what a change this point of view entails in
the traditional notions of experience. Experience
becomes an affair primarily of doing. The organ-
ism does not stand about, Micawberlike, waiting
for something to turn up. It does not wait passive
and inert for something to impress itself upon it
from without. The organism acts in accordance
with its own structure, simple or complex, upon
its surroundings. As a consequence the changes
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produced in the environment react upon the or-
ganism and its activities. The living creature un-
dergoes, suffers, the consequences of its own be-
havior. This close connection between doing and
suffering or undergoing forms what we call expe-
rience. Disconnected doing and disconnected suf-
fering are neither of them experiences. Suppose
fre encroaches upon a man when he is asleep.
Part of his body is burned away. The burn does
not perceptibly result from what he has done.
There is nothing which in any instructive way
can be named experience. Or again there is a
series of mere activities, like twitchings of muscles
in a spasm. The movements amount to nothing;
they have no consequences for life. Or, if they
have, these consequences are not connected with
prior doing. There is no experience, no learn-
ing, no cumulative process. But suppose a busy in-
fant puts his finger in the fire; the doing is ran-
dom, aimless, without intention or reflection. But
something happens in consequence. The child un-
dergoes heat, he suffers pain. The doing and un-
dergoing, the reaching and the burn, are con-
nected. One comes to suggest and mean the
other. Then there is experience in a vital and
significant sense.

Certain important implications for philoso-
phy follow. In the first place, the interaction of
organism and environment, resutting in some ad-
aptation which secures utilization of the latter,
is the primary fact, the basic category. Knowledge
is relegated to a derived position, secondary in
origin, even if its importance, when once it is
established, is overshadowing. Knowledge is not
something separate and self-sufficing, but is in-
volved in the process by which life is sustained

ways of knowing to take their rightful place as
stimuli to action. To an animal an affection of the
eye or ear is not an idle piece of information about
something indifferently going on in the world.
It is an invitation and inducement to act in a
needed way. It is a clue in behavior, a directive
factor in adaptation of life in its surroundings.
1t is urgent not cognitive in quality. The whole
controversy between empiricism and rational-
Ism as to the intellectual worth of sensations is
tendered strangely obsolete. The discussion of
sensations belongs under the head of immediate

and evolved. The senses lose their place as gate- .-

stimulus and reponse, not under the head of
knowledge.

When experience is aligned with the life-process
and sensations are seen to be points of readjust-
ment, the aileged atomism of sensations totally
disappears. With this disappearance is abolished
the need for a synthetic faculty of super-empirical
reason to connect them. Philosophy is not any
longer confronted with the hopeless problem of
finding a way in which separate grains of sand
may be woven into a strong and coherent rope—
or into the illusion and pretence of one. When
the isolated and simple existences of Locke and
Hume are seen not to be truly empirical at all
but to answer to certain demands of their theory
of mind, the necessity ceases for the elaborate
Kantian and post-Kantian machinery of a priori
concepts and categories to synthesize the alleged
stuff of experience. The true “stuff” of experience
is recognized to be adaptive courses of action,
habits, active functions, connections of doing and
undergoing; sensori-motor co-ordinations. Experi-
ence carries principles of connection and organi-
zation within itself. These principles are none the
worse because they are vital and practical rather
than epistemological. Some degree of organiza-
tion is indispensible to even the lowest grade of
life. Even an amoeba must have some continuity
in time in its activity and some adaptation to its
environment in space. Its life and experience can-
not possibly consist in momentary, atomic; and
self-enclosed sensations. Its activity has reference
to its surroundings and to what goes before and
what comes after, This organization intrinsic to
life renders unnecessary a super-natural and
super-empirical synthesis. It affords the basis and
material for a positive evolution of intelligence
as an organizing factor within experience.

Nor is it entirely aside from the subject to
point cut the extent in which social as well as
biological organization enters into the formation
of human experience. Probably one thing that
strengthened the idea that the mind is passive
and receptive in knowing was the observation of
the helplessness of the human infant. But the ob-
servation points in quite another direction. Be-
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cause of his physical dependence and impotency,
the contacts of the little child with nature are
mediated by other persons. Mother and nurse,
father and older children, determine what experi-
ences the child shall have; they constantly instruct
him as to the meaning of what he does and under-
goes. The conceptions that are socially current
and important become the child’s principles of
interpretation and estimation long before he at-
tains to personal and deliberate control of con-

duct. Things come to him clothed in languag,
not in physical nakedness, and this garb of con,
munication makes him a sharer in the beliefs
those about him. These beliefs coming to hin,
as so many facts form his mind; they furnig,
the centres about which his own personal expe.
ditions and perceptions are ordered. Here wq
have “categories™ of connection and unificatigy
as important as those of Kant, but empirical net

mythological. '
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The Definition of the Situation

One of the most important powers gained
during the evolution of animal life is the ahility
to make decisions from within instead of having
them imposed from without. Very low forms of
life do not make decisions, as we understand this
term, but are pushed and pulled by chemical sub-
stances, heat, light, etc., much as iron filings are
attracted or repelled by a magnet. They do tend
to behave properly in given conditions—a group
of small crustaceans will flee as in a panic if a
bit of strychnia is placed in the basin containing
them and will rush toward a drop of beef juice
like hogs crowding around swill—but they do this
as an expression of organic affinity for the one
substance and repugnance for the other, and not
as an expression of choice or “free will.” There
are, so to speak, rules of behavior but these repre-
sent a sort of fortunate mechanistic adjustment

From The Unadfusted Cirl pp. 41-50, by William 1. Thomnas
(Bosten: Little, Brown and Company, 1931, reprinted by per-
mission of Social Science Research Council.

‘of the organism to typically recurring situations,

and the organism cannot change the rule,

On the other hand, the higher animals, and
above all man, have the power of refusing to obey
a stimulation which they followed at an earlier
time. Response to the earlier stimulation may
have had painful consequences and so the rule
or habit in this situation is changed. We call this
ability the power of inhibition, and it is dependent
on the fact that the nervous system carries memo-
ries or records of past experiences. At this point
the determination of action no longer comes ex-
clusively from outside sources but is located
within the organism itself.

Preliminary to any self-determined act of be-
havior there is always a stage of examination and
deliberation which we may call the definition of
the situation. And actually not only concrete acts
are dependent on the definition of the situation,
but gradually a whole life-policy and the personal-
ity of the individual himself follow from a series
of such definitions.




