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CHAPTER VL
The Mind-Stuff Theory.

The reader who found himself swamped with too much meta-
physics in the last chapter will have a still worse time of it in this
one, which is exclusively metaphysical. Metaphysics means nothing
but an unusually obstinate effort to think clearly. The fundamental
conceptions of psychology are practically very clear to us, but theo-
retically they are very confused, and one easily makes the obscurest
assumptions in this science without realizing, until challenged, what
internal difficulties they involve. When these assumptions have once
established themselves (as they have a way of doing in our very de-
scriptions of the phenomenal facts) it is almost impossible to get rid
of them afterwards or to make any one see that they are not essential
features of the subject. The only way to prevent this disaster is to
scrutinize them beforehand and make them give an articulate account
of themselves before letting them pass. One of the obscurest of the
assumptions of which I speak is the assumption, that our menial
states are composite in structure, made up of smaller states conjoined.
This hypothesis has outward advantages which make it almost irre-
sistibly attractive to the intellect, and yet it is inwardly quite unintel-
ligible. Of its unintelligibility, however, half the writers on psy-

chology seem unaware. As our own aim is to understand if possible,
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I make no apology for singling out this particular notion for very ex-
plicit treatment before taking up the descriptive part of our work. The
theory of ‘ mind-stuff’ is the theory that our mental states are com-

pounds , expressed in its most radical form.

Evolutionary Psychology Demands A Mind-Dust.

In a general theory of evolution the inorganic comes first, then
the lowest forms of animal and vegetable life, then forms of life that
possess mentality, and finally those like ourselves that possess it in a
high degree. As long as we keep to the consideration of purely out-
ward facts, even the most complicated facts of biology, our task as e-
volutionists is comparatively easy. We are dealing all the time with
matter and its aggregations and separations; and although our treat-
ment must perforce be hypothetical, this does not prevent it from be-
ing continuous. The point which as evolutionists we are bound to hold
fast to is that all the new forms of being that make their appearance
are really nothing more than results of the redistribution of the original
and unchanging materials. The self-same atoms which, chaotically
dispersed, made the nebula, now, jammed and temporarily caught in
peculiar positions, form our brains; and the ° evolution’ of the
brains, if understood, would be simply the account of how the atoms
came to be so caught and jammed In this story no new natures, no
factors not present at the beginning, are introduced at any later stage.

But with the dawn of consciousness an entirely new nature seems
to slip in, something whereof the potency was not given in the mere
outward atoms of the original chaos.

The enemies of evolution have been quick to pounce upon this
undeniable discontinuity in the data of the world, and many of

them, from the failure of evolutionary explanations at this point,
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have inferred their general incapacity all along the line. Every one
admits the entire incommensurability of feeling as such with material
motion as such. “A motion became a feeling!”—no phrase that our
lips can frame is so devoid of apprehensible meaning. Accordingly, e-
ven the vaguest of evolutionary enthusiasts, when deliberately compa-
ring material with mental facts, have been as forward as any one else
to emphasize the ¢ chasm’ between the inner and the outer worlds.

“Can the oscillations of a molecule,” says Mr. Spencer, “be re-
presented side by side with a nervous shock [ he means a mental
shock ], and the two be recognized as one? No effort enables us to as-
similate them. That a unit of feeling has nothing in common with a u-
nit of motion becomes more than ever manifest when we bring the two
into juxtaposition. " ®

And again.

“Suppose it to have become quite clear that a shock in con-
scious-ness and a molecular motion are the subjective and objective
faces of the same thing; we continue utterly incapable of uniting the
two, so as to conceive that reality of which they are the opposite
faces.” @

In other words, incapable of perceiving in them any common
character. So Tyndall, in that lucky paragraph which has been quoted
so often that every one knows it by heart;

“The passage from the physics of the brain to the corresponding
facts of consciousness is unthinkable. Granted that a definite thought

and definite molecular action in the brain occur simultaneously; we do

@ Psychol. § 62.
® Ibid. §272.
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not possess the intellectual organ, nor apparently any rudiment of the
organ, which would enable us to pass, by a process of reasoning,
from one to the other. ” @

Or in this other passage

“We can trace the development of a nervous system and correlate
with it the parallel phenomena of sensation and thought. We see with
undoubting certainty that they go hand in hand. But we try to soar in
a vacuum the moment we seek to comprehend the connection between
them. . . . There is no fusion possible between the two classes of
facts—no motor energy in the intellect of man to carry it without logi-
cal rupture from the one to the other. ”@

None the less easily, however, when the evolutionary afflatus is
upon them, do the very same writers leap over the breach whose fla-
grancy they are the foremost to announce, and talk as if mind grew
out of body in a continuous way. Mr. Spencer, looking back on his
review of mental evolution, tells us how “ in tracing up the increase
we found ourselves passing without break from the phenomena of bodi-
ly life to the phenomena of mental life. ” ®And Mr. Tyndall, in the
same Belfast Address from which we just quoted, delivers his other fa-
mous passage:

“ Abandoning all disguise, the confession that I feel bound to

@ Fragments of Science, 5th ed. , p. 420.

@ Belfast Address, ‘ Nature,” August 20, 1874. p. 318. I cannot help
remarking that the disparity between motions and feelings on which these authors
lay so much stress, is somewhat less absolute than at first sight it seems. There
are categories common to the two worlds, Not only temporal succession ( as Helm-
holtz admits, Physiol. Optik, p. 445), but such attributes as intensity, volume,
simplicity or complication, smooth or impeded change, rest or agitation, are ha-
bitually predicated of both physical facts and mental facts. Where such analogies
obtain, the things do have something in common.

® Psychology, §131.
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make before you is that I prolong the vision backward across the
boundary of the experimental evidence, and discern in that matter
which we, in our ignorance and notwithstanding our professed rever-
ence for its Creator, have hitherto covered with opprobrium the prom-
ise and potency of every form and quality of life. ”®

—mental life included, as a matter of course.

So strong a postulate is continuity! Now this book will tend to
show that mental postulates are on the whole to be respected. The de-
mand for continuity has, over large tracts of science, proved itself to
possess true prophetic power. We ought therefore ourselves sincerely
to try every possible mode of conceiving the dawn of consciousness so
that it may not appear equivalent to the irruption into the universe of a
new nature, non-existent until then.

Merely to call the consciousness ‘nascent’ will not serve our turn. @

@ ‘Nature,’ as above, 317-8.

@ ‘Nascent’ is Mr. Spencer’s great word. In showing how at a certain
point consciousness must appear upon the evolving scene this author fairly outdoes
himself in vagueness.

“ In its higher forms, Instinct is probably accompanied by a rudimentary
consciousness. There cannot be co-ordination of many stimuli without some gan-
glion through which they are all brought into relation. In the process of bringing
them into relation, this ganglion must be subject to the influence of each-must un-
dergo many changes. And the quick succession of changes in a ganglion, impl-
ying as it does perpetual experiences of differences and likenesses, constitutes the
raw material of consciousness. The implication is that as fast as Instinct is devel-
oped, some kind of consciousness becomes nascent. ” (Psychology, § 195.)

The words ‘raw material” and * implication’ which 1 have italicized are the
words which do the evolving. They are supposed to have all the rigor which the
“synthetic philosophy ’ requires. In the following passage, when ‘impressions’
pass through a common* centre of communication” in succession (much as people
might pass into a theatre through a turmnstile) consciousness, non-existent until
then, is supposed to result;

“Separate impressions are received by the senses-by different parts of the
body. If they go no further than the places at which they are received, they are
useless. Or if only some of them are brought into relation with one another,

they are useless. That an effectual adjustment may be made, they must be
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It is true that the word signifies not yet quite born, and so seems to
form a sort of bridge between existence and nonentity. But that is a
verbal quibble. The fact is that discontinuity comes in if a new nature
comes in at all. The quantity of the latter is quite immaterial. The girl
in ‘ Midshipman Easy’ could not excuse the illegitimacy of her child
by saying, ‘it was a little small one. ° And Consciousness, however
little, is an illegitimate birth in any philosophy that starts without it,
and yet professes to explain all facts by continuous evolution.

If evolution is to work smoothly, consciousness in some shape
must have been present at the very origin, of things. Accordingly
we find that the more clear-sighted evolutionary philosophers are
beginning to posit it there. Each atom of the nebula, they sup-
pose, must have had an aboriginal atom of consciousness linked
with it; and, just as the material atoms have formed bodies and
brains by massing them-selves together, so the mental atoms,

all brought into relation with one another. But this implies some centre of commu-
nication common to them all, through which they severally pass; and as they can-
not pass through it simultaneously, they must pass through it in succession. So
that as the external phenomena responded to become greater in number and more
complicated in kind, the variety and rapidity of the changes to which this common
centre of communication is subject must increase-there must result on unbroken
series of these changes-there must arise a consciousness.

“Hence the progress of the correspondence between the organism and its en-
vironment necessitates a gradual reduction of the sensorial changes to a succes-
sion; and by so doing evolves a distinct consciousness-a consciousness that becomes
higher as the succession becomes more rapid and the correspondence more com-
plete. ” (Ibid. § 179.)

It is true that in the Fortnightly Review (vol. xiv. p. 716) Mr. Spencer de-
nies that he means by this passage to tell us anything about the origin of con-
sciousness at all. It resembles, however, too many other places in his Psychology
(e.g- §§ 43, 110,244) not to be taken as a serions attempt to explain how
consciousness must at a certain point be ‘evolved. ’ That, when a critic calls his
attention to the inanity of his words, Mr. Spencer should say he never meant any-
thing particular by them, is simply an example of the scandalous vagueness with

which this sort of ‘ chromo-philosophy’ is carried on.
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