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Chapter 1
The Tentative Method

ADAPTIVE GROWTH—PERSONAL AND IMPERSONAL FORMS—
IMPERSONAL FORMS ARE ALIVE—INTERMEDIATE FORMS—THE TEN-
TATIVE PROCESS— ILLUSTRATIONS OF TENTATIVE GROWTH—OR-
GANIC TENDENCY—THE KINDLING OF MIND

WE see around us in the world of men an onward movement of
life. There seems to be a vital impulse, of unknown origin, that tends to
work ahead in innumerable directions and manners, each continuous
with something of the same sort in the past. The whole thing appears to
be a kind of growth,and we might add that it is an adaptive growth,
meaning by this that the forms of life we see-men, associations of men,
traditions, institutions, conventions, theories, ideals-are not separate or
independent, but that the growth of each takes place in contact and in-
teraction with that of others. Thus any one phase of the movement may
be regarded as a series of adaptations to other phases.

That the growth of persons is adaptive is apparent to every one.
Each of us has energy and character, but not for an hour do these develop

except by communication and adjustment with the persons and conditions
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about us. And the case is not different with a social group, or with the ideas
which live in the common medium of communicative thought. Human life is
thus all one growing whole, unified by ceaseless currents of interaction, but
at the same time differentiated into those diverse forms of energy which we
see as men, factions, tendencies, doctrines, and institutions.

The most evident distinction among these growing forms is that be-
tween the personal and the impersonal. A man is a personal form of life;a
fashion or a myth is impersonal. This seems obvious enough, but there are
cases in which the line is not so plain,and it may be well to consider more
precisely what we mean by “ personal” in this connection, or rather in just
what sense a form of human life can be impersonal.

An impersonal form,I should say, is one whose life history is not iden-
tified with that of particular persons. A myth, for example, has a history of
its own which you would never discover in the biography of individuals, and
although it exists in the minds of men it cannot be seen intelligibly except
by regarding it as a distinct whole for which human thought is only a medi-
um. When an American Indian, let us say, repeated with unconscious varia-
tions the story of Hiawatha, he did not know he was participating in the
growth of a myth;that was taking place in and through him but quite apart
from his personal consciousness. The same is true of the growth of lan-
guage. We know that the speech of any people has a vital unity, offering to
the philologist a world of interesting structures and relations of which those
who use the language and contribute to its growth are as unaware as they
are of the physiology of their bodies. The difference between personal and
impersonal organisms, then, is above all practical, resting upon the fact that
many forms of life are not identified with personality and cannot be under-
stood, can hardly be seen at all, by one who will interest himself only in per-
sons. They exist in the human mind, but to perceive them you must study
this from an impersonal standpoint.

Observe the practical value, if we hope to do away with war,of percei-
ving that the chief opponent of peace is something far more than any one

group of men, like the Prussian aristocracy, namely militarism, an interna-

Part | THE ORGANIC VIEW OF THE PROCESS OF HUMAN LIFE 3



tional organism existing everywhere in the form of aggressive ideals, tradi-
tions,and anticipations, If we can learn to see this, and see how we our-
selves, perhaps, are contributing to it by our ignorance of foreign nations and
our lack of generous ideals for our own, we are in a position to oppose it ef-
fectually.

We live,in fact,in the very midst of a rank growth of social structures
of which, since they are impersonal and do not appeal to our interest in per-
sonality, we are mainly unaware. We can see that such a growth has taken
place in the past,and there is no reason to suppose that it has ceased. The
development of religious institutions during the past thirty years has in-
volved gradual changes in belief about such matters as immortality, salva-
tion, and the relation of God to man, of which we have not been aware be-
cause they have not been the work of definite thought and discussion, for the
most part, but have been borne in upon us by the mental currents of the
time. We do not even now know precisely what they are; but they are real
and momentous, and it is of such changes that the development of institu-
tions chiefly consists.

It is noteworthy that however impersonal a phase of social growth may
be it appeals to our interest as soon as we see that it has a life history, as
one may find amusement in following the history of a word in one of the
books of etymology. There is something in the course of any sort of life that
holds our attention when we once get our eye upon it. How willingly do we
pursue the histories of arts, sciences, religions, and philosophies if some one
will only show us how one thing grows out of another.

To say that a social form is impersonal does not mean that it is dead. A
language or a myth is verily alive;its life is human life;it has the same flesh
and blood and nerves that you and I have,only the development of these is
organized along lines other than those of personal consciousness. When I
speak, or even when I think, language lives in me,and the part that lives in
me is acting upon other parts living in other persons, influencing the life of
the whole of which I am unconscious. And the same may be said of tradi-

tion, of the earlier and less conscious history of institutions, and of many ob-
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scure movements of contemporary life which may prove important notwith-
standing their obscurity.

It is evident that the personal and the impersonal forms must overlap,
since the same life enters into both. If you took away all the persons there
would be nothing left, the other systems would be gone too, because their
constituents are the same. What we may not so readily admit ( because of
our special interest in personality) is that persons are equally without a sep-
arate existence,and that if you take away from a man’s mind all the uncon-
scious and impersonal wholes there would be nothing left-certainly no per-
sonality. The withdrawal of language alone would leave him without a hu-
man self.

Between persons, on the one hand, and those forms of life that are
wholly impersonal, on the other, there are many intermediate forms that
have something of both characteristics. A family is perhaps as personal as
any group can be, because its members so commonly identify their persona-
lity with it, but it may easily have an organic growth of its own to which its
members contribute without knowing, Every family has in greater or less
degree a moral continuity from generation to generation through which we
inherit the influence of our great grandfathers,and there is none of which a
history might not be written, as well as of the Stuarts or Hohenzollerns, if
we thought it worth while.

A small, closely knit community, like a primitive clan, or like a Jewish
colony in a Russian village, has a corporate life of much the same personal
character as the family; that is, the group comprehends almost the whole
personality of the individuals, and is not too large or too complex for the in-
dividual to comprehend the group. Larger communities and even nations are
also thought of as aggregates of persons, but they have a life history that
must be seen as a whole and can never be embraced in any study of persons
as such.

Most of the voluntary associations of our modern life are of a char-
acter chiefly impersonal; that is they tend to a specialization by which

one interest of the individual is allied with the similar interests of oth-
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ers, leaving his personality as a whole outside the group. The ordinary
active citizen of our day joins a dozen or more organizations, for profit,
for culture, for philanthropy,or whatnot, into each of which he puts on-
ly a fragment of himself,and for which he feels no serious responsibili-
ty. It is very commonly the case, however, that one or a few indivi
duals—zealous employees or unpaid enthusiasts for the cause—do iden-
tify themselves with the life of the association and put personality into
it. And this may happen with those social growths which we have no-
ticed as peculiarly impersonal—even with language,as when an enthusi-
ast sets out to revive Irish or promote Volapiik.

May we not say, indeed, that whenever two persons associate we
have a new whole whose life cannot altogether be understood by re-
garding it merely as the sum of the two? This is clearly the case with
husband and wife,and no doubt,in measure, with other relations.

If we inquire more closely into the interaction and growth of these
forms of life we come upon what I will call the tentative process. This is
no other than what is vaguely known to popular thought as the process
of evolutionary“selection,”or the survival of the fittest, and is also de-
scribed as the method of trial and error, the pragmatic method, the
growth of that which“works”or functions, and by other terms similar to
these. Perhaps as simple a description as any is to say that it is a
process of experiment which is not necessarily conscious. That is, the
trial of various activities and the guidance of behavior by the result of
the trial may require no understanding of what is taking place.

The growth of social forms is for the most part roughly analogous
to that of the wild-grape vine which has extended itself over trellises
and fences and into trees in my back yard. This vine has received from
its ancestry a certain system of tendencies. There is, for example, the
vital impulse itself, the general bent to grow. Then there is its habit of
sending out straight, rapidly growing shoots with two-branched tendrils
at the end. These tendrils revolve slowly through the air,and when one

touches an obstacle, as a wire or branch, it books itself about it and
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draws up in the form of a spiral spring, pulling the shoot up after it. A
shoot which thus gets a hold grows rapidly and sends out more ten-
drils;if it fails to get a hold it by and by sags down and ceases to grow.
Thus it feels its way and has a system of behavior which insures its
growth along the line of successful experiment.

So in the human world we find that forms of life tending to act in
certain ways come into contact with situations which stimulate some of
their activities and repress others. Those that are stimulated increase,
this increase acts upon the structures involved in it—usually to aug-
ment their growth—and so a“selective” development is set in motion.
Intelligence may have a part in this or it may not; nothing is essential
but active tendencies and conditions which guide their operation.

You may sometimes see one vine growing upon another, involving
the mutual adaptation of two living forms. In human life this is the usu-
al condition, the environment being not something fixed but another
plastic organism, interacting in turn with still other organisms, giving
rise to an endless system of reciprocal growth. One form of life feels a-
bout among the various openings or stimuli offered by another, and re-
sponds to those which are most congruous with its own tendencies. The
two experiment with each other and discover and develop some way,
more or less congenial, of getting along. This is evidently true of per-
sons,and the principle applies equally to groups,ideas, and institutions.

We have, at any given moment,a complex of personal and imper-
sonal wholes each of which is charged with energy and tendency in the
form of heredity and habit coming from its past. If we fix our attention
upon any particular whole—a person,a party,a state,a doctrine,a pro-
gramme of reform, a myth, a language—we shall find it in the act of
making its way,of growing if it can,in the direction of its tendencies.
As we have seen, it is alive, however impersonal, and has human flesh,
blood, and nerves to urge it on. It already has adapted structure—hands
and feet as Luther said of the Word of God —because if it had not de-

veloped something of the sort, some fitness to live in the general stream
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